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PART ONE
Rewind








CHAPTER ONE


1976

The morning was bright and clear with a whisper of fog floating around the edges of town, blurring the periphery. It made Hen Town look otherworldly. An hour was one minute longer here, according to the courthouse clock tower. The only eggs sold at the grocery store were bright blue. And old Alice Wester knew all your secrets.

Willamena Wester—Wills to her friends—left for school earlier than she needed to. If her grandmother Alice knew it took less time to get to school by bike than it did when her friend Jani picked her up, her grandmother probably wouldn’t allow her to catch a ride, claiming it wasn’t practical. Practical was one of many excuses Gram kept on file in that diabolical head of hers as to why Wills wasn’t allowed to do things. Safety was another. But her favorite was that they had a reputation to protect.

Wills took her hands off the handlebars of her ten-speed and sat back as she pedaled slowly. She’d had to choose what to wear carefully. Gauchos, because they were short enough not to get caught in the bike chain, and her knee-high chestnut boots. It was what Jani called her rich-bitch outfit, because the leather boots were of a quality none of her friends could afford. They were Italian, and her grandmother had bought them in Chapel Hill for her eighteenth birthday.

Wills listlessly circled around some neighborhoods, not wanting to arrive at school early and seem too eager, though she’d been excited about this for days. She turned down Jani’s street, just to lay eyes on Jani’s old Datsun. The car was tiny, and the three in their group usually had to cram themselves inside with barely room for their big hair, their schoolbooks, and Jani’s trombone. On the days they all had unwieldy science projects due, it was like a clown car. It was dead in the Keller driveway, just as Jani said on the phone last night. It was the reason the Feathers were either biking or, most embarrassingly, being dropped off in front of the high school by their parents that morning.

Wills had gotten her license two years ago like everyone else her age, but gifting her a car was a bridge too far for her grandmother. She had once reluctantly let Wills drive her Buick Riviera to a double feature in Chapel Hill with the Feathers, which had been a big step up from Jani’s car. A better radio, too. She came home with a scratch on the bumper that Gram had pointed out the next morning, one Wills knew hadn’t been there the day before. She had parked at the far end of the movie theater parking lot, where there’d been no other cars, just so something like that wouldn’t happen. She suspected Gram had done it herself as an excuse not to let her drive it again.

Gram put on a good show of being fearless, but Wills knew she was afraid of at least one thing: Wills leaving. She only let it show when she’d had too much to drink, when she would say things like, I would be totally alone without you. Or, You’re safest here with me to protect you. And, curiously, There are so many of them out there in the world. You at least know who they are here. Who they were, she would never say. But she made it clear that Wills wouldn’t see a cent of the Wester fortune if she left, so Wills had made peace with never leaving this place.

There were worse fates, she supposed.

She finally jumped the curb in front of the high school, a low building painted in primary colors just like the elementary school, seemingly for the sole purpose of making the teenagers who attended feel as immature as possible. Plans for the new high school building across town had just been approved. With a generous donation from Gram, in a few years there would be a tall, serious-looking Hen Town High on enough land to maybe even have a football team someday, if anyone could figure out how to get more people to move here instead of away.

Wills steered past the skateboarders and rode up to the bike rack. She parked, took her books and her record album from the basket, then walked over to the student smoking area, where Dorothy was sitting at a concrete table. She was holding a compact mirror while trying to pat her windblown hair back in place. That was the worst part of biking to school, it was hell on hair.

Last summer, Wills and her two best friends had spent hours in her bathroom, perfecting feathering their hair, which they collectively decided would be their signature style as seniors. They were going out on a high note, this last year as an inseparable group. When they’d walked into school on the first day, students had actually parted in the hallway as they’d passed. Buck Pringle had whistled and said, “Nice hair, Wills!”

Hearing that, Jani’s jealousy began to simmer so hot Wills could see the haze around her. It didn’t bother Wills. She was used to it. Part of her even admired that Jani wanted more than the life she’d been born into. So Wills had called back, “We’re all the Feathers, and don’t you forget it!”

They were the most popular girls in school, but that’s what they’d been missing, a pack name. So the moniker stuck.

“Today, of all days,” Dorothy said. “Why did Jani’s car have to break down?”

“It could be worse.” Wills motioned to where Jani was getting out of Mr. Keller’s station wagon with her trombone case. Her twin brothers were in the back seat. “You could be stuck in a car with your two little brothers.”

“One,” Dorothy said.

“What?”

“One brother.”

“Shit,” Wills said at her mistake. One of the twins had died last winter, hit when their father was backing the station wagon out of the driveway. Gram had brought flowers to the family herself and had a private word with them, but she wouldn’t let Wills go to Jani’s house after that, or inside the station wagon if Jani borrowed it. It was as if grief had tainted them, and she didn’t want Wills to catch it. Something changed the day of Gram’s visit, and afterward Jani developed a peculiar prickliness around Wills. It hurt Wills, her pulling away, and she wished she knew how to fix it.

The station wagon drove away and Wills squeezed her eyes to clear her vision. This had happened more than once. There were times she could swear she could see both Jani’s brothers in that car. Maybe grief really was contagious.

Most of the girls gathered outside waiting for the morning bell were dressed in a way usually only seen on yearbook-picture day, but as Jani walked toward them, Wills could tell she knew she looked better than most. Maybe not as good as Wills, but she was wearing a long dress her mother had made. Of the Feathers, she was the only one wearing a dress, and they all would have, if they’d had a ride. Wills suddenly wondered if her car really was dead. Jani wasn’t bad, but lately she wasn’t always good, either. Gram had told her not to trust her with real secrets. But if she couldn’t rely on her friends, who else did she have? Her friends were the one thing Gram let her choose on her own, a sisterhood of found family as close to normal as she could ever hope to have.

“Dorothy, your hair,” Jani said when she reached them.

Dorothy clicked her compact closed. “Don’t worry about me. I brought hair spray. I have time before the bell to fix it.”

“Save me a seat,” Jani said, then headed to the band room to drop off her trombone.

As soon as she disappeared, Dorothy turned to Wills and whispered, “Please help me.”

By the time the bell rang, Wills had managed to get Dorothy’s feathers back in place, though she’d used so much hair spray that Dorothy was now combustible.

Expectation was pinging off the walls as everyone put their books in their lockers and filed into the small auditorium. First-period classes were canceled because the one and only famous person Hen Town had ever produced, Andy Smooth, was giving a performance for the high school that morning.

Back when he’d been the band teacher here, he’d been Andrew Leeper. Eight years ago on summer break, instead of getting a summer job at the commercial greenhouse on the highway or stocking shelves at the local grocery store the way most teachers had to do, he’d decided to use his vacation to embrace his inner Jack Kerouac. He drove across the country with his guitar, busking for food and gas. He ended up in LA at the right place and time with a catchy folk song he’d written on the road called “Everywhere Girl,” which was a thinly veiled allusion to having sex with a wild hitchhiker he met. He landed a record deal, and the song got a lot of airplay. But his career fizzled after one album, and for years now he’d toured with a ragtag group of revolving band members under the name Andy Smooth and the Silks, booking mostly college gigs. They were playing in Chapel Hill that evening, but he’d received an offer he couldn’t refuse: to come back to Hen Town, a place he’d never wanted to return to, for a short morning set and a catered lunch backstage.

Everyone cheered when the group finally came onstage, but less for the band themselves and more for the novelty of the experience they were providing. Wills was sitting in between Dorothy and Jani in the front row, their arms linked like they were anchoring themselves to keep from floating. There was no real introduction. Andy Smooth, with a scraggly beard and fringed leather vest, simply adjusted his microphone and started singing the first few lines of “Everywhere Girl” a cappella:


From the windshield of my van

Night grew blackberry blue

And the stars in the sky made their evening debut



The other members soon joined in harmony, then started playing their instruments in the chorus.

Most of them were disheveled, older men who smelled strongly of beer, like it was seeping through their pores—something that became more obvious the longer they played. The hoppish scent soon filled the auditorium. Only the rhythm guitarist appeared around the age of the audience, but even he had a look about him that said he’d lived a harder life than any in their rural community could imagine. He was also the only one who seemed awake. Not just awake, but aware. He was constantly scanning the audience, his eyes stopping on the girls. He smiled and winked a lot. When Andy Smooth caught on to this, he turned while he was singing and gave the younger man a pointed look.

The band harmonies were excellent, even if the music was past its sell-by date, but they only played six songs. Wills thought “Everywhere Girl” was the real gem, with its beautiful imagery. Afterward, while the rest of the band packed up their instruments, the students who’d brought records for Andy to sign formed a giddy line to walk up to the stage. When it was Wills’s turn, she told the seated Andy her name, and he looked up at her with a jerk of his head. She knew immediately what that look was. It had Alice Wester written all over it, proof that even if you left Hen Town, you could never forget how unsettling Gram was.

He paused, then said, “Stay Smooth,” and scribbled on her record jacket before signaling her to move on so he could sign the next.

Wills crossed the stage and walked down the other side to wait for Jani, who was the last person to get hers signed. After Jani walked away, Andy stood and stretched. Someone then said to Andy from the stage, “Nice females here, for the sticks.”

Andy answered, “I’m not in the mood for you right now.”

“Who is she, the one who made you stare?”

Given that Jani was the last person onstage, Wills assumed she was the one he was referring to. It looked like her strategy to wear a dress worked. Wills couldn’t fault her for that. But Andy Smooth replied, “Willamena Wester. She was a kid the last time I saw her.”

Wills immediately turned to see that Andy was talking to the youngest member of the band.

He had no idea who she was, so he had no fear staring at her so intently with those dark eyes. She was just a girl and he was just a boy. It felt so normal. She wasn’t sure she liked it. Or maybe she liked it too much. She couldn’t tell the difference.

Andy immediately stepped in front of him to block his view. She was glad, because otherwise she wasn’t sure she could have turned away. “Don’t even think about it,” Andy said.

“What do you care?” the young man said. “You hate this place. Hell, you hate me.”

“You don’t understand this town,” Andy said. “And you sure as hell don’t understand her grandmother. She’s as rich as Croesus, and I’ve never met anyone so scary. She knows things she shouldn’t know, man. Don’t mess with that family. You’ll regret it.” He gave the young man a push. “Pack up your shit. We’ll eat, then get out of here.”

Watching American Bandstand was one thing, but seeing a band in real life was another, so everyone was too distracted to do any real schoolwork for the rest of the day. Detentions were handed out like Tic Tacs. They were all in a collective dream, partly here and partly playing out a life that existed outside Hen Town, one most of them couldn’t wait to experience.

Wills knew a concert would only be a temporary reprieve from her otherwise regimented life, but she didn’t think it was going to make her feel so off, for so long. All day she was chilled, her skin an endless series of goose bumps and shivers, as if she were coming down with something. By the time she biked home from school, she was in a foul mood, thinking about how things were going to change after high school for everyone except her. Jani was going to college soon. And Dorothy had already set a date to marry her boyfriend and move with him to his grandparents’ farm in northern Georgia. When Wills had mentioned the possibility of college once to Gram, somewhere close by like Chapel Hill, Gram had said no, and arranged for tutors instead. And when Wills had once asked if she could double-date with Dorothy, Gram crisply reminded her of Terrence.

Terrence.

Ugh.

“How was it?” Gram called when Wills walked into the foyer of their redbrick, federal-style home. If houses reflected their owners, then this house was Gram made over. It was three stories, tall and imposing, with more windows to see what was going on than any other house in town. Wills went to the living room and found her grandmother sitting on the gold velvet couch watching General Hospital on the console television. She was holding an embroidery hoop of her current project—magpies to go on the living room chair backs.

Wills sat beside her and waited. She’d spent most of her life on this couch with Gram, watching the lives other people led, and getting commercial jingles caught in her head. Gram loved TV. She loved magazines, newspapers, Sears catalogs, and her monthly delivery of Harlequin romances—anything that brought the outside world to her so she didn’t have to go to it. She devoured them all in large quantities.

At the commercial break, Wills finally responded. “They played very well. I was impressed.”

Gram smiled and patted Wills’s knee. She was a formidable woman who would have stood out even if she didn’t scrape her blond hair into a high bun on top of her head and wear a wardrobe of black turtlenecks under dramatic caftans. It was hard to imagine her ever being young, but it was very easy to imagine that she had once been beautiful. “You’re too easily impressed.”

Wills muttered, “I’m not impressed by Terrence.”

Instead of chastising her, Gram surprised her by laughing. That made Wills look over to the side table and, sure enough, there was a glass of gin and tonic there. She’d started early today. She was normally on her best behavior when Terrence was coming over. “Then you have more sense than I thought. Terrence isn’t meant to be impressive. Terrence is meant to be your shadow so you can shine. You are extraordinary, Willamena. Never forget that.”

Their live-in housekeeper, Mrs. Orr, came into the room at that moment with a bologna and mayonnaise sandwich on a Blue Willow plate. She was an old, dour woman who resented every moment of her existence here with Gram. Her hatred was so palpable that everything she touched popped with static electricity, like sparks from a firecracker.

Everyone thought Mrs. Orr would be a happier woman after her husband passed away. Mr. Orr had been a very, very mean man. If you woke to find your car window broken and your stereo stolen, you knew it was him. Same if your cat went missing, or if your vegetable garden was picked over in the night. After his accident in his toolshed ten years ago, Mrs. Orr had been packing her belongings and preparing to move to her sister’s place in Apalachicola when Gram had paid her a visit and offered her a job as their housekeeper. Wills had always been a compliant and helpful child, but children were a lot of work and Gram became anxious and imbibed a little too much at night when she had errands to do, especially if they involved going outside Hen Town. She needed someone to shop and cook, and to watch Wills those times she absolutely had to leave the house.

Before Mrs. Orr came to live with them, Wills remembered being toted along on Gram’s outings, which were sometimes to the strangest places. An abandoned house, or the corner of Simmons and Orange Streets where a tree still bore the mark from a bad car accident years ago. Gram would just stand there, sometimes nodding her head, sometimes whispering to people who were half in shadow. Some in town wondered if she was casting spells.

It was clear there was no love lost between Gram and Mrs. Orr, so it was generally accepted that Gram knew a secret about Mrs. Orr and had forced her to accept the position. It was further proof to everyone not to get on Gram’s bad side. No one wanted Mrs. Orr’s job, not even Mrs. Orr herself.

Gram shooed Wills away, saying, “Dinner will be late, since Terrence isn’t arriving until seven. That sandwich will tide you over.” Wills got up and took the sandwich obediently. As she walked up the staircase, Gram called, “And take a nap. You look tired.”

Once upstairs, she parted the wooden strings of beads hanging in her doorway and closed the door behind her. Her friends loved spending time in her room. Wills had all the clothes, jewelry, and records she wanted. She had her own phone, too, so she didn’t have to stretch the cord of the kitchen phone into the butler’s pantry to talk in private, though nothing was ever truly private in the Wester House. Jani liked calling boys from here, but Wills would never risk it herself.

She put the sandwich on her dresser and dropped her books to the floor. Hopping from foot to foot, she took off her boots. She put the Andy Smooth album on her turntable, slipped on her headphones, then sank to the rug in front of the record player.

Lying back, she held the album cover above her and studied it, trying to figure out what it was about this day, this band, this music, that was suddenly making her so melancholy about a life outside Hen Town she had long ago decided not to have.






CHAPTER TWO


She felt someone touch her shoulder and her eyes opened to see Terrence Wester kneeling beside her.

A scratching loop was throbbing through her headphones like a heartbeat. The needle had reached the end of the album while she’d slept, and hadn’t returned to the start. She sat up and pulled the headphones off, then reached over to turn the player off.

Terrence stood and took a step back, giving her space. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

But she wasn’t startled. His very presence was like waking up in a sunbeam, warm and completely predictable.

“I knocked first. Your grandmother sent me up to get you for dinner.”

“Shit,” Wills said. “Okay. I need to change.”

He nodded and started to leave.

“No, just turn around. If you go downstairs first, she’ll know I wasn’t ready.”

As soon as he faced the door, she took off her gauchos and shirt, then put on a short pink floral dress. “Okay, let’s go,” she said, grabbing the loafers that pinched her toes and leading the way to the staircase.

Gram was seated at the head of the table when they entered the formal dining room. Terrence pulled out Wills’s chair for her, then took a seat beside her.

Gram liked entertaining. The cocktail parties she’d hosted as a young woman were still talked about, how she’d decorated with fringed bunting and served tiny stuffed tomatoes on toothpicks. But Terrence was her only excuse these days. She’d done her job intimidating people a little too well and no one enjoyed themselves when she invited them over now, so she’d eventually stopped.

“Mrs. Orr made frosted meat loaf tonight,” she said with a flourish.

Wills and Terrence exchanged glances. Frosted meat loaf sounded horrible.

Gram reached behind her and took a small, avocado-green plastic box from the sideboard. It contained the Betty Crocker photo recipe cards she got on subscription every month, which she thought was the epitome of elegance. She forced Mrs. Orr to make a different recipe every week for dinner when Terrence visited. It was yet another way Gram brought the outside world to her, because Hen Town had no good restaurants, and certainly no fast food. Wills was going to change that when she inherited the Wester assets. New businesses needed to be allowed here. And new people needed to move here. A kingdom had to be populated, it had to have attractions, otherwise what was the point? Wills would eventually have nothing to rule over if she went by Gram’s playbook.

“Here’s a preview of coming attractions,” Gram said, handing Terrence the recipe card.

Wills leaned over, and she was as relieved as he looked that the photo on the card showed the meat loaf wasn’t actually iced with sugary cake frosting. The square loaf was iced with mashed potatoes, making it look like a crusty white brick.

“That looks fascinating, Alice,” he said, handing the card back to her.

“I hope it will be good. I wish Mrs. Orr were more proficient in the kitchen.”

This was timed just as Mrs. Orr came out of the kitchen with the platter. She set it on the table with a clatter, then left the room without a word.

After dinner, as she usually did, Gram told Wills and Terrence to go for a walk to give them some time alone.

“Another adventurous meal,” Terrence said when they reached the sidewalk and headed east.

Wills laughed. “When Gram is gone, Mrs. Orr will be out of here faster than you can say boo.”

“Do you like to cook?”

Wills thought about it. “I don’t know. I’ve never really tried. But I wish there were more places to eat out here.”

“Our housekeeper taught me how to cook when I was a boy, a skill that saved me in college.”

Terrence’s father had died when he was a baby. Wills had met his mother once, and she was definitely a cold fish. Wills had always wondered how she’d managed to raise this sweet man. But maybe she hadn’t. Maybe the housekeeper had. She didn’t actually know very much about him. They were third or fourth cousins, so far removed that calling themselves family was a stretch. After a flurry of correspondence with people she knew, Gram had landed on him as a suitable candidate to marry Wills, partly for his disposition, but mostly because his name was Wester. Gram didn’t want her direct line to lose their name. He’d been raised in Charlotte, but had gone to college in Chapel Hill. He’d graduated last year and now worked in a bank. The first time Wills met him, she felt nothing at all. Gram said that was exactly what she’d intended. She believed that when a man made you feel too much of anything, it changed something inside you. And women already did too much changing in relationships. She once said, Even if everyone says you’re special, the wrong man will make you doubt it. Wills had the feeling Gram had been married to one such man. She never talked about him.

They’d just rounded the block and Wills had taken off her uncomfortable loafers when she caught sight of Jani’s car heading toward them. Jani slowed to a stop and reached across the seat to roll down the passenger-side window.

“You got your Datsun running,” Wills said.

“Yeah. My dad did something to it when he got home from work,” Jani responded vaguely. “I’ll pick you and Dorothy up for school like usual tomorrow. Hello, Terrence.”

“Good to see you, Jani.”

“You better put on your shoes, Wills. This may be a dead zone, but your grandmother would have a fit if she knew you were barefoot in public.” Jani then took off, breezing through the stop sign at the corner.

“What did she mean by dead zone?” Terrence asked.

“Nothing.” Terrence nodded and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, not pressing her. That made Wills sigh. “Gram has a way of finding out if I’m doing something she doesn’t approve of, even if it’s just going barefoot on the sidewalk. So ever since I was little, I’ve cataloged places she hasn’t found me out. This street is one of those places. Piece Goods Shop downtown is another. So are the school auditorium, the student parking lot, and the east field of the Holloway farm.”

“Places where you can breathe,” Terrence remarked, and she was surprised he understood.

“If I had a car, I could probably figure out more. But I don’t mind too much.”

“I won’t say a word to your grandmother.”

And because it was Terrence, she knew that was true. He was safe. She could trust him.

There had to be something wrong with her. He was smart and handsome and probably the most decent person she’d ever met. Why wasn’t she attracted to him? She’d been more attracted to that young man in the band today, even though he was clearly not suitable, and maybe even a little bit dangerous.

Not that it mattered. He was long gone by now.

And she would always be here.



The next morning, Wills stood from the front steps when she saw Jani’s car come up the street. Gram always slept in, and she hated when Jani honked her horn.

She ran down the steep steps of the hill where the Wester House sat, and got to the sidewalk in time for Dorothy to get out of the passenger seat and hop in the back.

When Wills got in and Jani took off, Dorothy leaned forward and said, “You’ll never guess what Jani just told me.”

“What?” Wills turned to Jani.

Jani smiled, letting the tension stretch for a moment before she said, “So, you know how there was a catered lunch backstage for the band yesterday?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, my source told me—”

“What source?” Wills interrupted.

“Her aunt,” Dorothy said. Jani’s aunt was the school secretary.

“My source told me—”

“Told you, or your mother?” Wills asked.

“Jani secretly listened on the extension,” Dorothy explained.

Jani sighed and nearly sideswiped a car parked on the street. She was a terrible driver. Her next accident was going to bring down real trouble on her, and her parents’ insurance was already through the roof as it was. “Do you want to hear this or not?”

If only because she wanted them to get to school in one piece, Wills said, “Go on.”

“The band was drunk or high, or both. I don’t know. But they were apparently pretty rowdy. During the lunch, Principal Penwell had to break up a fight between two of them, something about a student. He never liked Andy Smooth anyway, back when he was the band director, so he told him he should leave. Andy stormed out with the band. But here’s the good part. A few minutes later, one of the band members walked back into the auditorium. The fight had extended outside and Andy had taken all his things and thrown them from the van, then peeled out of the parking lot, leaving him. And he’s still here. He’s staying with Principal Penwell.”

“Who is it?” Wills asked, breathless, though she couldn’t understand why. None of this affected her personally. “Which band member?”

“The young one. Mustache. Dark hair. Big belt buckle.” Jani cut her eyes at Wills. “His name is Jack Vaughn.”



When they got to school and walked through the main entrance, there was an unexpected bottleneck where the school bulletin board was located. Students were gathered around two and three deep.

“What’s going on?” Jani asked, pushing forward in case it was something important the Feathers needed to be a part of. Wills and Dorothy followed in the path she made.

“The dude from the band is giving guitar lessons after school,” Wills heard someone say. She stopped short, but it was too late. They were now standing in front of him.

He didn’t look as rough as he did yesterday. His long hair was still damp from a shower, and he’d shaved and trimmed his mustache. He was wearing jeans and a camel-colored corduroy blazer, as if trying to blend into academia. It didn’t work.

“Do you ladies want to sign up?” he asked, using his thumb to indicate a sign-up sheet on the board. Despite the ruckus, there were only six names on it, probably because he was charging a fairly steep fee, for this area. “Limited-time offer, just until I make enough money to leave.”

“You and everybody else around here,” Jani said. “Except for Wills. She has money, but you’ll never see her leaving.”

“How about it?” he asked, meeting her eyes, and she literally took a step back, knocking into someone behind her.

“She plays piano, not guitar,” Jani immediately said, noticing something pass between them and obviously not liking it.

The warning bell for homeroom rang and everyone scattered like ants. Jani and Dorothy ran down the hallway, but Wills didn’t move. Jack leaned against the painted cinder block wall. “Wills,” he said. “I like that.”

“It’s Willamena to you.”

He grinned. “A rose by any other name.”

“You’re quoting Shakespeare?”

“Ouch. Don’t sound so surprised.” He lifted the pencil hanging on a string next to the sign-up sheet. He wiggled it as if trying to tempt her. She didn’t take it. “No? Shame.”

The pencil dropped and swung back and forth against the bulletin board like a clock pendulum. Time was running out, it seemed to say. She didn’t know what came over her, but she suddenly reached for it and put her name on the list before running down the hallway.

His laughter followed her.

How irritating. How wonderfully, intoxicatingly irritating.

Halfway down the hallway, she stopped and turned. She walked backward for a few steps, watching him watch her. She felt like a lake he’d thrown a pebble into, and the ripples were reverberating through every inch of her. She finally gave him a small smile, then turned back around and ran into homeroom just as the final bell rang.



The moment Wills stepped through the door that afternoon, she heard Gram’s voice. “The school called. I understand you signed up for guitar lessons.”

Damn. She took a moment before walking into the living room. “There were only a few slots left. I was afraid they’d be filled by the time I could ask you.”

“I didn’t know you wanted to play guitar.” Gram indicated the grand piano across the room. “You don’t even sit at the piano anymore.”

Gram had arranged for CeCe Cecil to give lessons to Wills when she was seven, and they had lasted for six years. CeCe wasn’t a piano teacher, but she played the church organ. She’d declined at first, but Gram then invited her over and they had a long conversation. Wills overheard something about Gram knowing about her stealing from the church coffers. CeCe started giving Wills lessons the day after the black grand piano Gram ordered all the way from Atlanta was delivered. CeCe was only allowed to stop when the arthritis in her knees made it hard for her to navigate the steep Wester House lawn steps. She quickly moved away after that.

“I love all music,” Wills said, hugging her books to her.

“I know you do.” It had been Gram, after all, who had coordinated and paid for Andy Smooth and the Silks to play at Hen Town High, after reading in the paper about him coming to play in Chapel Hill. And she’d done it just for Wills, because Wills had once said she’d love to see a band live. “But I don’t think this is appropriate.”

Wills hesitated, knowing she shouldn’t push. Gram gave her so much. It was greedy to want more. “The principal trusts him enough to let him give lessons in the auditorium after school, on the same days as band practice. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”

“A guitar would give you calluses. And the days of Westers having callused hands are long gone,” Gram said, turning back to the television. “Your lovely hands are more suited to the piano.”

And that was that.






CHAPTER THREE


Twice a week after school, Wills and Dorothy hung out at the smoking tables until Jani was through with band practice, and then they all went to the one diner downtown and had French fries. Instead of ketchup, they dipped their fries in a shared vanilla milkshake, which made all the other kids want to do it. The order was even called the Feathers.

Today was the first day of guitar lessons, and no matter how hard Wills tried, she couldn’t focus on her trig homework while waiting for Jani. Finally, she got up and told Dorothy she was going to use the restroom. Dorothy watched her walk away thoughtfully. As soon as Wills was in the building, she went straight to the auditorium, looked to see if anyone was around, and quickly slipped inside. Gram would never know. The auditorium was a dead zone, and probably the real reason Gram had said no to lessons. It had nothing to do with Wills’s hands. Gram simply wouldn’t be privy to what was going on in here.

It was near the end of the lesson, and six boys were in chairs in a semicircle onstage with Jack facing them, slowly mapping out chords. They weren’t getting it, but Jack still smiled and told them it was a good start. He placed his guitar into his case that, curiously, had a long umbrella strapped to the inside lid, then handed them each a piece of paper torn from a notebook—chords to practice until their next lesson. She watched, hidden in the shadows in the back row, as the boys packed up guitars they’d pilfered from their attics, or borrowed from neighbors. They were alive with excitement now that they could focus on Jack and not the music, bombarding him with questions about where he’d been and how many women he’d slept with and if any of them were famous. As the boys finally walked off the stage and down the aisle, they were talking about forming a band of their own.

When the doors clicked shut behind them, Jack took a deep breath. He put his hands behind his neck, which caused the hem of his white T-shirt to ride up, exposing a trail of dark hair disappearing into his waistband. He stared at the ceiling, where pulleys and counterweights were holding scenery backdrops and curtains. After a few moments, his expression began to collapse and it looked like he might be about to cry. It was such a vulnerable moment, his guard down, loneliness beaming through the cracks. She would hate if someone saw a moment like this from her, one she didn’t want anyone to see.

“A band with six guitar players,” she called out. “That would certainly be something.”

His hands immediately dropped and he looked into the audience, searching. He finally found her. “You decided against learning to play.”

“My grandmother decided for me.”

He began stacking up the chairs. “You know, I’ve only been here a few days, but already three different people have warned me about her,” he said.

“You should listen to them. From the time she was a little girl, she’s had what people around here call second sight.”

“You’re joking.” He picked up his guitar case and walked down the stage steps. He stopped at the end of the row where she was sitting.

She shook her head.

“Now you have to tell me,” he said. He set his case down and sat beside her, which made her body tense.

“Well,” she said, unsure where to begin, “I think she was six when it started. She told her parents that she heard in the air that the railway was coming through, and that it was going to take a good portion of their farmland from them. The government said it wasn’t going to happen, but her parents believed her. It wasn’t a risk one way or the other. It was probably the excuse they needed to let go of some of the land, anyway. Gram’s family was land rich, but dirt poor. That changed because of Gram. Her family sold the far acreage first, to an unlucky guy who only got back in easement a fraction of what he’d paid, after the railway really did come through. The train stop from the city eventually made people interested in living here, so Gram’s family sold more land. With what was left, they developed downtown, and collected rent as income from those buildings. Gram inherited everything.”

“Wow,” he said, sliding down in his seat so his head of wavy hair was resting against the back, and his legs arced out in a V.

“I know,” Wills said.

Then he laughed with what almost seemed like admiration. “What an amazing con.”

“No, it’s not a con,” she said earnestly. “She’s always known things she shouldn’t know. She said her own grandmother was the same way, but she was more chaotic, and people called her crazy. Gram is very deliberate. She’ll say things to you that only your dead aunt knew. Or something that was said or done in the privacy of your own home. She spooks people. You look like you’ve seen enough of the world to know that strange things can happen, even here.”

He turned his head on the seat and smiled. His eyes were so dark it was like staring into water at midnight. “Yes, but usually only with the help of some good drugs.”

Wills rolled her eyes but smiled back. She couldn’t help it.

“I didn’t shock you?” he asked.

“I’m basically numb.”

“I doubt that.” He reached over and took her hand out of her lap. He put his thumb to the pulse point on her wrist and said, “Nope. You’re alive.”

She pulled her hand away quickly. “I said I was numb, not dead.” She had a certain panache for a place like Hen Town, but she knew she wasn’t sophisticated, knew it the way you can know the meaning of a word but not how to pronounce it. She read every paper and magazine Gram had delivered to the house, and every book she could check out of the library, but it wasn’t enough to scratch the surface of what there was to know. He probably thought she was a rube, and therefore easy. “Just so you know, I’m not an Everywhere Girl.”

“And just so you know, I’m not Andy Smooth.”

She hesitated, then conceded his point. “So how did you end up on tour with someone like him?”

“He needed a rhythm guitarist, and I was between gigs.” He shrugged. “And I like being on the road. It means I have a roof over my head, even if it’s the roof of a van. Studio work is competitive in LA, and doesn’t pay the rent.”

“Is that where you’re from?”

“Close enough.”

“Doesn’t your family worry about you?”

“No,” he said with a snort. “I’ve been on my own for seven years. Since I was sixteen.”

He was Terrence’s age. She was surprised. He seemed both older and infinitely younger, something she’d never associated with anyone but herself.

“Wills.” She turned to see Dorothy at the auditorium doors. “Band practice is over. Jani’s coming,” she said, which Wills knew was much more than general information. It was a warning. Jani’s unpredictable nature lately meant she could have a field day with this.

She immediately got up and inched by Jack to get out of the row, her bare knees brushing his jeans-clad legs.

“So long, Willamena,” he said wistfully as he watched her.

When she got to the doors, she paused. “Call me Wills.”



After that, Wills watched every one of Jack’s lessons. She didn’t even have to tell Dorothy where she was going. And by unspoken agreement, Dorothy always came to get her when band practice was over, before Jani could find out.

Wills had been friends with Jani longer, and her loyalty to her was fierce, but she felt on steadier ground with Dorothy. Dorothy kept her head down and didn’t want to be noticed, but she had beautiful red hair and an Irish complexion, so it was impossible not to notice her, especially since the rest of Dorothy’s family was dark-haired and tan-skinned. In middle school, Jani had welcomed Dorothy into their friend circle in a keep-your-enemies-closer way, after Jani’s longtime crush, Buck Pringle, had called Dorothy pretty. A blond, a brunette, and a redhead, like Neapolitan ice cream, the three of them had always been good together, rounding each other out. Wills had attention, Jani wanted attention, and Dorothy didn’t care.

Wills would stay seated in the back of the auditorium with her homework as a cover in case one of the boys saw her. And after the boys left, before coming to join her, Jack would play for her, his audience of one. It was the single most intimate musical experience of her life, and years later she would still think of it and feel the hum through her body. She could easily imagine him on TV, the camera tight on his face, his eyes closed. He was made for it. She once asked him what he was going to do when he left, and he’d replied with a grin, Take on the world. He was on his way to an extraordinary life, once he got out of Hen Town.

Which would be none too soon for him.

He came off as blasé about it, but he didn’t fit in, and the longer he stayed, the more the shine of him wore off. He couldn’t go anywhere alone because most people eyed him with suspicion. Someone even called the police when they saw him in Principal Penwell’s neighborhood, just walking around one evening. They called him a vagrant, which seemed to amuse him.

He spent all of his time now holed up at Principal Penwell’s house, only leaving for his lessons. He told her that their conversations in the auditorium were the best part of his being stranded. She had trouble believing it had anything to do with her personally; she could have been any girl as far as he was concerned. But it didn’t matter, because their conversations were the best part of his being stranded for her, too. She loved the way his shoulder brushed hers when he sat beside her. And how he threw his head back and laughed at her when she would say something that wasn’t intentionally funny, which no one here would ever dare do. Like when she told him that an hour was one minute longer here for a reason no one knew, so everyone who came to town had to adjust their wristwatches.

“So when your grandmother kicks the can, will you inherit everything? Or will your parents?” he asked her one day. He liked talking about Gram, fascinated by the hold she had on the town. “Or is she immortal on top of everything else?”

“You can joke, but I guarantee there are some here that actually believe that,” she said. “But, yes, she’s leaving everything to me. It would have gone to my dad, but he died in an accident at Camp Lejeune. He enlisted as soon as he could, just to get away from her. My mom then showed up here with me as a baby to demand money, apparently ignoring everything my dad had ever told her about Gram. She left with money, all right. But not with me. Gram’s terms were that I stay here with her.”

“She must love you.”

Love was a tricky conceit to Wills because, in her experience, it was all transactional. “I think she sees me as a kindred spirit.”

“Are you?”

“No,” Wills said, and she was surprised by how quickly, how vehemently, she answered. “I’m not like her, and I never will be. I’ll sell the downtown buildings, when they’re mine. Gram would hate that. She likes keeping things small, because it’s easier to control. But I don’t want to be a landlord. And the only way to keep the town alive is to bring new people in.”

He paused and looked down, picking at a fret callus on his finger.

“What?” she asked at his silence.

“You’re never going to leave?”

“Why would I? I’ll have everything if I stay. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I think I’d hate a life where people didn’t know who I was.”

“Come on, do you really think this is the only place you can be seen?”

“You wouldn’t have glanced twice at me anywhere else.”

He gave her a strange look. “You would be extraordinary no matter where you were, Wills. You’re a walking expectation, holding everything in, trying not to burst with pent-up energy, with life. I guess I get it, though. You can only be a big fish if you’re in a small pond.”

She poked him in the side with her elbow, making him say oof. “I don’t think your life choices give you room to judge.”

“Fair enough,” he said, rubbing his side. “I had a grandmother who loved me, too, you know. We lived with her because the old man was out of work most of the time, and she kept me alive until I could get away from him. There was this crawl space off the kitchen she used tell me to hide in when he got drunk.”

Wills’s smile faded. She hadn’t expected this to turn so serious. So real. She reached over and put her hand on his.

He just shrugged. “She bought me my first guitar.”

“That one?” Wills indicated where he’d left the case at the end of the row.

“No. I stole that one out of a club a couple of years ago. That first one, man, I loved it so much. But one night when the old man was drunk and couldn’t find me, he smashed it to get me to come out of the crawl space. I’d just turned sixteen, so I was too old to be hiding anymore, anyway. We fought and he busted my lip, and I left. It was raining that night and my grandmother ran after me and gave me all the money she’d saved in a coffee can under the sink, and her umbrella.” He suddenly stood and walked over to the case. He opened it and took out the black, old-fashioned umbrella strapped to the interior lid. “It’s the only thing I have left of her.”

“I wondered about that.”

“It protects me from the storm, just like Mim did,” he said, opening the umbrella and twirling it.

“You called her Mim?” She liked that.

“Yeah,” he said sheepishly, like he’d never admitted it to anyone before. “She died a few years ago, and sometimes I think I’m forgetting what she looked like. Her obit in the paper didn’t even have a photo I could cut out.”

“Gram calls photographs paper ghosts. She says they’re the only ghosts everyone can see.”

“I’m officially changing the subject.” He reached over and made her stand, then led her into the aisle with him. “Come here.”

“What are you doing?” she asked when he put his arm around her waist and started swaying.

“I’m singing in the rain.”

“You’re not singing, and it’s not raining.”

“Says the girl who thinks an hour is a minute longer here. There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

He was quoting Shakespeare again, while dancing to a song no one could hear, under an umbrella when there wasn’t a storm, with his hand to her waist as if it were meant to be there. As if they were meant to be there, together. He slowed to a stop and they stared at each other. What was this man doing to her?

“I should go,” she said awkwardly, taking a step back and quickly gathering her things. It had crept up on her in the weeks they’d spent here, pretending these stolen moments in the auditorium could actually add up to something real. But they never would. She knew that. He only had one week of lessons left. She had to stop this now.

“Wills…”

But the door had already closed behind her.






CHAPTER FOUR


Prom at Hen Town High was the penultimate event for seniors before graduation. And, as was often seen in rural communities, it was the only event besides weddings where you could dress with make-believe extravagance, feeling less like yourself and more like who you wanted to be. Piece Goods Shop downtown always ordered more Butterick and McCall’s dress patterns and extra bolts of fabric at this time of year, and hired a slew of temp seamstresses. Jani’s mom used to pick up extra money during prom season, because she was simply magic with a needle and thread. Wills used to love to watch her work. Unlike Gram and her embroidery, Jani’s mom was so adept, her muscle memory so strong, she could carry on conversations without ever looking down, as if her hands were a separate entity, working on their own. But after one of the twins died, Mrs. Keller stopped taking on work. Everyone understood, of course. But for Jani it meant this year she would have the best-constructed dress out of anyone.

Gram, as ever, wanted more for Wills, so they had gone to Chapel Hill to buy a dress. But Gram hadn’t trusted Wills to pick out something perfect on her own, which was why Wills came down the staircase on prom night in a pink dress with a sweeping full skirt and tiered ruffles, and a wide-brimmed hat, which was certainly something no one else had in town. It didn’t even look like something someone would wear in real life, only on TV.

She turned the corner into the living room where Terrence was sitting with Gram watching Lawrence Welk. He stood immediately when she entered. He was wearing a white suit with a shirt the color of her dress, open at the neck, the collar points spread over his shoulders. She could see a little of his blond chest hair. She met his eyes and he smiled. She’d always thought he was handsome, but he conformed to whatever people wanted him to be. It was hard to even see him as a person, just a reflection. And tonight, he was a reflection of her.

“You look beautiful, Willamena.” He always called her Willamena around her grandmother. He knew she liked being called Wills, but he only did it when Gram wasn’t around, shape-shifting as he always did.

“Thanks. So do you.”

“Alice gave me specific instructions.”

“I can tell.”

“Now, before you go,” Gram said, picking up her Kodak to snap pictures. Wills secretly thought the only reason she took so many was to leave behind as many ghosts as possible to remind future Wills of all she’d done for her. The person who takes the photo, after all, is the person who shapes history.

“They’re taking official photos there,” Wills said as Gram herded them into the foyer and arranged them on the staircase.

“But maybe you won’t look this put-together by the time you get there.” She winked, and Wills felt equal parts embarrassed and horrified. Gram drank every evening, but only to excess if she had to go outside her comfort zone, as she’d had to for weeks, making sure Wills had not only the right dress and hat, but gloves, heels, nylons, and even underwear.

After posing for several pictures, they were finally able to extricate themselves and dart out the door with Gram calling, “Have fun! But not too much! Just enough!”

“Sorry about that,” Wills muttered.

“You don’t have to apologize,” he said. “I’ve seen her like that before.”

Once in his car and on the way to the high school gymnasium, Wills stared out the window. “What are you getting out of this, Terrence?”

“I want you to enjoy your night,” he said. “And I couldn’t take you to my senior prom, because we hadn’t met yet.”

She turned to him. “I don’t mean prom. She’s offered you money. I’m sure of it.”

He paused. “She offered. I didn’t take it.”

Of course he didn’t. Why did he have to be so good? “You have a business degree. Why settle here? With me? Why not find someone you love and live the life you want to live?”

“This is the life I want to live, Wills,” he said. “My whole being quiets down the moment I drive into town. I think it’s because the fewer people I have around me, the fewer people I’ll let down.”

“A place you can breathe,” she said, repeating what he’d said to her about finding the dead zones in town.

“Yes. But I won’t let you down, Wills. I can promise you that. And I won’t ever ask for more than you want to give.”

She turned her head back to look out her window. “What if I don’t want to marry you?” she asked, so quietly she wondered if he could hear. Maybe she didn’t want him to hear.

“Then I’ll accept that. You don’t believe it, because your grandmother has never let you, but it’s always been your choice.”

She didn’t correct him. He wouldn’t understand. Selecting a path may look like free will, but she knew all too well that decisions weren’t the same thing as choices.



The flash of Jani’s Polaroid coincided with the DJ starting “Turn the Beat Around” as they entered the gym.

“Come get a drink,” Jani said, pulling Wills away to the punch table while fanning the photo to get it to develop. She was a column of simple yellow satin, the fabric sewn so well there was no puckering at the seams, as if the dress had been poured on her.

Wills looked to Terrence.

“Go ahead,” Terrence said as he got their table assignment. “I’ll be fine.”

“Here,” Jani said, handing him the photo. “Put it on our table with the rest. I’m leaving them there for people to take whatever they want.”

Terrence took it and walked to their table, where Dorothy was already sitting with her fiancé, Dean. They had the ease of two people who had known each other all their lives. They didn’t appear to be in love. They rarely touched. But they seemed content in a way that came from each thinking one was getting more out of the deal than the other. When Dean took over his grandparents’ farm in Georgia, he was going to need a wife. Dorothy was happy to oblige, because a farm life was all she’d ever wanted. She had three older brothers, so her family farm here was never going to be hers.

Jani had come to prom with them. She’d dropped hints for months for Buck Pringle to take her, but he’d asked Velma Doughty instead, which Wills could tell devastated her. Jani had loved him from afar for years. In lieu of not going at all, Jani had accepted Dorothy’s offer, even though Wills had asked first if she wanted to go with her and Terrence. She was trying a little too hard to seem jovial about being solo, proclaiming herself a photographer of candid photos as if that alone gave her a reason for coming.

“Are you okay?” Wills asked gently.

“I don’t need your sympathy, Wills.”

“I miss you.” Gram wouldn’t let her go over to Jani’s house anymore, not after her brother died, but Jani had made excuses every time Wills asked her over to the Wester House.

“What are you talking about?” Jani said. “I’m right here. Or can you only see things that aren’t there, like your grandmother?”

“I’m not like her. You know that.”

Wills had just taken a cup from the refreshment table when there was a stir in the air, making the balloons and crepe paper decorations flutter. She didn’t even have to turn around to know what caused it. Jack had been here for weeks now, but his presence still caused a ripple of excitement.

“What is he doing here?” she asked in a low voice. She wasn’t sure why she was panicking. Maybe it was the ridiculous costume she was in. Or maybe it was Terrence. Whatever the reason, she didn’t want Jack to see her here, not like this.

“Principal Penwell asked him to play a song tonight, to add a little flair,” Jani said. “Why do you sound so offended?”

“I’m not offended,” Wills said. “This just doesn’t seem like his thing.”

“Penwell is volunteering him for a lot of things, showing off the shiny new toy he stole from Andy Smooth. He’s playing for the VFW next week.” Jani loved when she knew things Wills didn’t. Wills had never actually felt a need to know everything, not like Gram. But, as often happened, she and her grandmother were lumped into the same entity. So getting something over on Wills wasn’t totally about Wills. It was about sticking it to the Witch of Wester House, too.

“He’s not even getting paid for it?”

“Free room and board apparently means he does Principal Penwell’s bidding. Someone like him isn’t going to put up with it for much longer. He’ll be gone like a puff of smoke soon. Poor Wills.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Wills asked.

“No chance of guitar lessons.” Jani made an exaggerated frown face.

“He’s not the only person who can give lessons.”

“Okay. Jeez. Let’s dance. Terrence, get over here and take Wills for a spin!” Jani called to him.

“Jani, I don’t feel like dancing.”

“Then what are you doing at prom?” Jani said, pulling her onto the dance floor. “Come on!”

Terrence joined them and he began to dance without inhibition, which amused everyone around them, including himself. Okay, she thought. This wasn’t so bad. Terrence was doing what he did best. He was blending in. They were in a group, and he looked like just another student.

The DJ suddenly ended the song and in the silence Principal Penwell appeared in a spotlight with a microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, there’s a special treat for you tonight. I’ve had the pleasure of hosting Jack Vaughn for the past few weeks, and some of you have had the pleasure of lessons from him. Now our very own professional musician from California is here to play a song live.”

The spotlight fell on Jack in a chair. “Let’s slow things down,” he said into the microphone Penwell put on a stand in front of him. He settled his guitar in his lap and started to strum.

Several couples immediately came together as if by suction. Terrence looked at her as if asking if she wanted to. He would have taken a no with equanimity, but she nodded.

Jack started playing “Time in a Bottle.” Then, to her surprise, he started singing, too. She’d never heard him sing before and his voice was breathtaking, as clear as water. This man had something special. The world was going to love him. She stared at him over Terrence’s shoulder and he met her eyes.

After the song ended and everyone hooted and clapped, she muttered something to Terrence about needing some air. She ducked outside and leaned against the building, taking some deep breaths and telling herself to pull it together.

A few minutes later, the side door at the far end of the gym opened with a flash of light. She turned to see Jack step outside with his guitar case. The door closed behind him, but not before a loose balloon escaped and floated up into the night sky like a stray thought. She watched as he fished a pack of cigarettes out of his blue jean shirt pocket, lit one, then took a few puffs. He picked up his case again and started to turn toward the street, ostensibly to walk back to Principal Penwell’s home.

“You were amazing,” she called, though she had almost convinced herself not to. He hadn’t seen her. He never would have known she was there.

He turned and they stared at each other for a moment before he walked over. “Thanks. And you look amazing,” he said.

“I look like something from a TV comedy sketch,” she said, whipping off her hat, and then patting her blond hair back in place.

“Now that you mention it…” She hit him with the hat, which made him laugh. “Why are you wearing it if you don’t like it?”

“My grandmother picked it out for me.”

“You didn’t have a say?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“It is that simple,” he said. “You’re making it complicated. You, and everyone else in this town. You’ve given too much power to a woman who, as far as I can see, only peddles in myth and rumors.”

“Your grandmother, Mim, saved you by letting you go,” she said, nodding to his guitar case and the umbrella he kept inside. “Mine saved me by keeping me here. We show our gratitude in different ways. Gram doesn’t want to be alone. Everyone she has ever loved has left her but me.”

He took a drag off his cigarette. “So who’s the guy?”

“Terrence Wester. He’s a distant cousin.”

He waited a few beats before he said, “He’s more than that.”

She wouldn’t insult him by pretending to misunderstand. “Gram wants me to marry him.”

“Ah. So are you?”

“It could be worse. He’s decent. Uncomplicated.”

“In other words, the very opposite of you.”

“You don’t think I’m decent?”

His eyes went to her lips. “I think you’re complicated.”

“You don’t know me at all,” she snapped, angry at him for validating every feeling of discontent she’d been having lately about her life, her future. “Why did you have to come here?”

“Don’t ask the feather, ask the wind.” He took one more puff from his cigarette and tossed it to the ground. “I’m usually pretty good at going with the flow. But I’m staying in a damp basement bedroom and giving lessons to teenage boys who dream about being in a band with all the booze and girls they want, but who don’t give a fuck about the music. And I lie awake at night thinking about a beautiful girl I just met whose grandmother has made her believe that she can only exist here, that she will vanish like magic if she steps outside of this place, so she’s too afraid to leave. And I can’t stay.” He shifted his weight to stub out the cigarette still smoldering at his feet. “So I actually agree with you, Wills. We both would have been better off if I hadn’t come here.”

She thought he was turning to leave her. And in a moment of sheer desperation, she dropped her hat and grabbed his denim shirt, pulling him into a kiss. Surprised, he put one hand to the brick wall beside her head to keep from falling forward.

She’d kissed Terrence before, but it was nothing like this. Nothing was ever going to be like this, the pull of him, as if he had his own gravity. He slowly drew back.

Suddenly there was a burst of light to the side, like maybe someone had opened the gymnasium door for a second, causing a flash from the strobe lights. They jerked away from each other, startled, but no one was there, only the sound of quickly retreating steps.

“I should go,” he said, but didn’t move.

“I was good at going with the flow, too,” she whispered. “Then I met you. You’re not the flow, which is why you scare me so much.”

“That’s the opposite of going with the flow, Wills. That’s resisting it.”

“Okay, then. Meet me in the east pasture of the Holloway farm tomorrow night.” She couldn’t believe the words coming out of her mouth.

He smiled, and then he kissed her again quickly, but deeper this time.

“You’re going to be the death of me, Wills Wester,” he said as he backed away, watching her with such passionate intensity that it made her breath hitch. Then he finally turned and disappeared.






CHAPTER FIVE


Wills pulled Dorothy out of the line to greet the preacher at the door after church the next morning. Jani’s family had stopped attending long ago. “I need to borrow her for a minute. School stuff,” she said to Dorothy’s family—her dad with his straight brows, her very thin mom, and her three gigantic brothers.

“What school stuff?” Dorothy asked as they walked outside.

Wills led her to the street corner, trying to seem casual about it. The street to the left was a dead zone, and as soon as they stepped onto it, Wills stopped. Gram always got through the line quickly, because the parishioners ahead of her never wanted her angry with them for making her wait. So this had to be done fast. “Will you cover for me if I say I’m spending the night with you tonight? Your parents are leaving after church for that convention this week, right? So Gram wouldn’t be able to check with them. And I don’t want Jani to know, either.”

“What are you up to?” Dorothy asked with a smile.

Wills didn’t smile back. She had a lot to lose if her grandmother found out and turned on her. No home. No money. She knew the sacrifices she had to make, but one night wasn’t too much to ask, was it? One night of secret freedom. “I’m meeting Jack.”

“Wills, no,” Dorothy said immediately. “Don’t do it.”

“I have to. If I don’t, I’ll go dead inside.” She took Dorothy’s hands in hers, imploring. “Wouldn’t you take the chance, if you knew it was the only chance you’d ever have?”

Dorothy stepped back and swatted at a bug flying too near her, attracted to the sweet scent of her hair spray. “Dean is my chance,” she said defensively.

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

“I know what you’re talking about. It may not be passionate, but Dean is my only way out of here and away from my family.”

That surprised Wills. This was the first she’d ever heard of Dorothy being unhappy with her family. They’d always come across as absurdly close-knit, the way farm families tended to be. “I thought you were marrying Dean because you weren’t going to inherit your family’s place because of your brothers. Otherwise, you’d stay.”

Dorothy rolled her eyes. “Oh, I’m not inheriting the family farm. That’s true. But it’s not because of my brothers.”

“What’s going on?”

Dorothy hesitated. “Don’t tell anyone this. Especially not your grandmother.”

“Okay,” Wills said slowly. “But I can’t guarantee she doesn’t already know.”

“No one knows, not even my dad,” Dorothy said. “My mom told me last year that she was leaving him as soon as I graduated. She said I should find someone to marry quick, because there was no way my dad would let me stay after she left, and I couldn’t go with her.”

Everyone could see that Dorothy’s mother was a shell. She gave everything of herself and got nothing in return, but she was told to be grateful, because wasn’t it so easy, simply being a housewife and mother? Wills was impressed by her bravery at leaving all she knew at her age, no money or skills, no safety net. But Wills didn’t get why she wouldn’t take Dorothy with her if she thought her dad was going to kick her out. Or why he would blame Dorothy, anyway. “I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to understand. It doesn’t matter. When I marry Dean, we’ll move to Georgia and I won’t have to worry about it anymore.” Before Wills could ask more questions, Dorothy said, “Of course I’ll cover for you. That’s what friends do. But only if you’re sure.”

“I’ve never been so sure.”

“Use protection,” Dorothy said seriously.

Wills shifted uncomfortably. She hadn’t thought of that. She hadn’t thought of any of the details. She suddenly felt a tinge of fear at the unknown, but she still put on a good face and said, “I’m not stupid.”

As they walked back to the church, Dorothy shook her head and said, “Neither is he. And you’re a shining example of his ability to talk anyone into anything.”



That evening Dorothy picked Wills up in her family’s farm truck, which smelled faintly of hay and manure. Gram had agreed to let Wills spend the night on a school night because Wills told her that Dorothy’s new Bride’s magazine had come, and they wanted to go through it together. Gram had already picked out Wills’s wedding dress. It was sitting in a box in her closet. Terrence was supposed to propose over the summer. The wedding would be in June of next year, and Gram had already booked the church. Gram knew that if Wills wanted to experience anything remotely like what the excitement of planning a wedding would feel like, Dorothy was her only chance.

The plan was to shower and feather her hair at Dorothy’s, since Gram would get suspicious if she did either of those at home. But when they got to Dorothy’s house, her brothers insisted on preparing dinner and eating with them. Then they lingered to talk politely with Wills, as if afraid it would get back to Gram that they hadn’t been hospitable. When they finally went to their rooms for bed, Wills barely had enough time to crawl through Dorothy’s window and take the snacks and blanket Dorothy handed her, before taking off at full speed, terrified Jack would think she’d stood him up.

It took her a while. She had to zigzag through dead zones, not wanting to take a chance on being seen. She finally approached the crest of the hill near the cow pasture and saw his silhouette. He was holding his guitar case and a paper bag, facing the direction of Dorothy’s house and scanning the field for her arrival, not realizing she would have to take such a long way around. His expectation created an aura around him, like a lunar halo.

“Jack,” she called. She ran up the hill and stopped in front of him, breathless. Love, according to her grandmother, was a weakness. Wills wondered if this was what she meant, how jelly-legged and trembly she felt, like when you’ve been in bed with the flu for days and then try to walk. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t get away until now. I was afraid you’d already left.”

“I would have waited until morning just to see you wild like this,” he said, his eyes all over her. “Look at you. Your hair actually moves. It’s like you took off your armor.”

She was suddenly self-conscious, years of her grandmother telling her to never be seen as anything less than perfect ingrained in her. “Don’t tell anyone. Westers aren’t supposed to show weaknesses.”

“And hair spray is your weapon of choice?”

“You can’t crack shellac,” she said.

He laughed and set down his guitar and paper bag, then took a yellow rose out of his shirt pocket and handed it to her with flourish, like a magician. “I noticed Terrence didn’t give you a corsage for prom. Shame on him.” She didn’t have a free hand to take it, so he relieved her of the red-and-black-checked blanket Dorothy had given her. While he spread it onto the ground, Wills put the rose to her nose. The reason Terrence hadn’t given her a corsage was because Gram hadn’t trusted him to choose the right flower. This, to Wills, would forever be the right flower.

“I haven’t had to sneak out of a house since I was sixteen, but I managed to filch some wine from Penwell’s basement,” Jack said, pulling a bottle out of the paper bag he was carrying. “It had an inch of dust on it, so I don’t think he’s going to miss it. And here is what we call fine dining on the road.” He emptied the rest of the bag as they sat. “Ritz crackers and spray cheese.”

“I have Hostess Fruit Pies, courtesy of Dorothy,” Wills said, handing him her bag.

He looked in the bag, and then laughed. “Did you know she also included condoms?”

Wills immediately took the bag back and looked inside. “Jesus, Dorothy.”

“How much did you tell her?” Jack asked, still laughing.

“Everything. She’s one of my best friends. I can trust her. But she obviously didn’t trust me.” Wills took out the fruit pies, then set the bag aside. Her heart was racing, as if she were still running. She didn’t know how to make it stop.

Jack uncorked the wine and poured some into jelly glasses. He handed one to her and said in a toast, “To the queen of Hen Town.”

She clinked her glass to his, her hand shaking slightly. “To the king of the road.”

They drank, and immediately gagged. “My God, that’s awful. Quick, we need to cleanse the palate.” He took the spray cheese and said, “Open up.”

She opened her mouth and he squeezed some onto her tongue before doing the same to himself, and then they laughed so hard they could barely swallow because it wasn’t much better.

After eating their royal feast, Jack put his head on her lap and strummed his guitar as they both stared at the night sky strewn with only a handful of stars. That’s when her heart finally began to calm. The music spoke to her, reminding her that there was nothing to be scared of because Jack was like music itself—something to get lost in and forget herself for a while. She stroked his hair away from his face. “I have a question.”

He raised his brows.

“What did you and Andy Smooth fight about that made him leave you behind?”

He grinned. “I was badgering him about you and your family. I could tell it was a sore spot, but I kept poking it. He finally threw my things out of the van and told me, Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“You didn’t have to stay,” Wills said. “You could have hitchhiked out of here.”

“I was going to. But Principal Penwell offered to let me crash at his place overnight and then drive me to Chapel Hill himself. My plan was to grovel and get Andy to take me back, so at least I’d end up back in LA. But then Penwell and I got drunk, and he talked about how Andy had been a lousy band teacher. He said that even I could do a better job. I said I only knew how to play guitar, so he said why not stay and give private lessons? All I saw was an opportunity to take the money I’d get up front and leave anyway, without actually giving lessons. It wouldn’t have been the first time I’d conned someone.”

When she didn’t react, just continued to stroke his hair, he sat up and asked with amusement, “Does anything shock you?”

“I was raised by a morally gray person. I learned a long time ago that you can do bad things and still be good. It’s the quotient that matters. In the end, when you die and you’ve done more good than bad, maybe you didn’t lose the game.”

“I’ve never met anyone like you.”

“So why didn’t you take the money and run?”

He hesitated. “Because you signed up for lessons. I was crushed when you didn’t show up.”

“I was crushed when I couldn’t,” she said.

“Do you want a lesson now?”

Wills shook her head. “My interest was only in the guitar player, never the guitar.”

He threw his head back and laughed, wonderful and wild. “You’re a girl after my own heart, Wills!”

To that, she quickly said, “Don’t talk hearts.”

He reached for her hand and put it on his chest and said, teasing, “Don’t you want mine?”

“No,” she said, letting her hand drop. “You keep it.”

“Hey. Hey, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She squeezed her eyes shut, making sure she wasn’t going to cry. Then she smiled. “Forget I said that.”

For a moment, neither of them said anything. Then Jack started gathering up their discarded food wrappers. “Come on. I’ll walk you back to Dorothy’s.”

That did her in. “What are you doing? Don’t you dare leave me until you have to.”

He stopped at her outburst. “But that’s only one more week, Wills.”

“I know that!”

He took a deep breath. “You make me want to be a better person. And a better person wouldn’t spend the night with you and then disappear.”

Wills gave a growl of frustration and it echoed over the field. Clear across town, people awoke briefly from dreams they wouldn’t fully remember, only that they were about lost loves and missed opportunities. “Why does everyone get a choice but me? I’ve been told what to do all my life. And I accepted it because I have more than anyone I know and it would be greedy to want more. But I don’t care now. I want you. I want this. And if you, and this, can only exist for one week, then I’ll take it. That’s my choice!”

Jack stared at her and said, “You’re beautiful when you’re angry.”

“I’m serious, Jack.”

“I know you are,” he said, suddenly leaning in to kiss her. She fell back as his hand smoothed its way under her shirt, making her stomach muscles contract. He pulled back and looked down at her, his dark hair creating a veil around their faces. “And I’m serious when I say, even if you don’t want my heart, it’s still yours.”






CHAPTER SIX


Jack saw something in her no one else ever had, like there was more to her than just being a Wester, more than the fear, more than the money. Wills would always cherish the thought, but she knew her future hadn’t changed, only her present. Jack was still leaving. And after he was gone, she would fall softly back to sleep like in a fairy tale, under the spell of the Witch of Wester House.

But for one week, she let herself be happy. Everyone noticed, and no two people attributed it to the same thing. Someone mentioned that Terrence must have finally proposed, but there was no ring on her finger. Someone said her grandmother must have finally given her a car, but there was no new car parked in front of the Wester House. She must be happy about graduation. About coming into her own. About a good grade. No one but Dorothy knew it was about Jack. Jani would sometimes catch her and Dorothy whispering about him, and she was seriously displeased when she asked what was going on, and they both said, Nothing.

After Jack’s very last lesson in the auditorium, Wills ran to him on the stage and pulled him behind the curtain for their last few stolen moments. Even when she knew it was time to go, she kept giving him quick kisses, one after the other, saying over and over, One for the road.

“Wills. Wills, wait a minute,” Jack said between kisses. “As much as I’m enjoying this display, I’m not actually going on the road after all.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked, pulling back. “What happened?” Principal Penwell was supposed to be driving him to Chapel Hill tomorrow to catch a bus back to LA.

“Nothing’s wrong. I just … I got a job at the greenhouse on the highway. I start on Monday.” Her lips parted in surprise. “Don’t give me that look, Wills. I know I won’t like it. But I could use more money. And then there’s you.”

“No. Don’t do this,” she said quickly. “I don’t want you to. You’ll be miserable.”

“Not for right now.” He shrugged. “Not until—”

“Don’t say it.”

“My not saying it isn’t going to make it less real,” he said with a smile. “You’re still going to marry Terrence.”

She leaned forward and rested her forehead against his chest and he rubbed her back. “How much longer?” she whispered. How much longer would she be awake, happy, seen?

“Weeks? Months?”

“Promise me that when the time comes, you’ll leave and never look back,” she said against his shirt. “I want you to go out in the world and be happy, Jack. Promise me.”

“Wills?” she heard Dorothy call from the auditorium on the other side of the curtain. “Band practice is over.”



Her grandmother wasn’t home when Wills got in, which was odd. Mrs. Orr was skulking around in her usual manner, taking every smudge on the furniture as a personal insult, and when Wills asked where Gram was, Mrs. Orr said, “She tells me what to cook and what to buy and what to clean. She doesn’t tell me her social schedule.”

So Wills went upstairs to her room and started to study for finals, though she didn’t get far before she began to chew on her pencil and stare out the window. Jack staying meant that things could be different for a while longer. A temporary reprieve, yes, but she began to wonder if he stayed long enough, and if she kept putting things off with Terrence, maybe she wouldn’t have to take a stand with her grandmother. Maybe her disinterest would make Terrence fade away. And eventually her grandmother would be gone, too. Then there would be no barrier to being with Jack. She could visit him on the road any time she wanted, and he could have a home base here with her.

Maybe, Wills thought for the first time in her life, she could have it all. And without having to make a single choice.

She was startled out of her daydreaming by the doorbell chime. Her desk overlooked the street, but there wasn’t a car outside to indicate who it was. After a moment, Mrs. Orr knocked on her door. “Your grandmother would like you to join her in the living room.”

“Where has she been?” Wills asked, standing. “And who was at the door?”

“She asked me not to say.”

Wills should have seen that for what it was, a portent. She left her room and walked down the stairs, where she could see her grandmother sitting on the couch, glass in hand. She was looking at someone in a chair across from her. Wills took a step into the living room but froze when the person came into view. What was he doing here?

It was Jack. Her beautiful Jack. He looked so out of place, a wildflower in a manicured garden.

“Sit down, Willamena,” Gram said seriously. Wills knew not to play her hand too soon. Not until she knew what this was about. If she went to sit beside Jack, Gram would find that telling, so she took her familiar place by Gram and waited.

“I’ve spent the better part of today going around town, asking my sources what they know.” She referred to them a lot. Her mysterious sources. “I’ve managed to piece together where you’ve been, and what you’ve been doing. Are you seeing this man behind my back?”

Wills’s eyes shot to Jack, but he didn’t so much as flinch. “You mean you don’t know all the details?” Jack asked with polite surprise. “From what I’ve heard, you’re supposed to know everything. No secret is safe from Alice Wester.”

What was he doing? Standing up to Gram was never the answer. Wills had learned that if Gram didn’t know the details, then don’t give them to her. It was the only chance they had of getting through this unscathed.

Gram sucked in her breath. She wasn’t used to people challenging her. “I know that you often walk the streets in this town late at night. And you always stop in front of my house, looking up at my granddaughter’s bedroom window.”

Wills turned to him, surprised. She didn’t know that.

“I don’t understand,” Jack said, sitting back and crossing his legs. “Is this supposed to be the frightening part?”

“Jack,” Wills finally said softly, a warning.

“And I know Willamena goes into the school auditorium while you’re giving lessons, and she doesn’t come out until well after they’re over. What are you two doing in there?”

“The logical assumption would be guitar lessons,” he said.

“I also know you left Principal Penwell’s house on Sunday night, headed toward the Holloway farm. The same night Willamena asked to stay at her friend Dorothy Holloway’s house.”

“That sounds like a coincidence.”

“And she’s been more buoyant than I’ve ever seen her this week.”

“There you have it. Something must be wrong. Because she has no right to be that happy.”

“Stop this right now, young man!” Gram said sharply.

Jack shook his head. “I know a con when I see one.”

“As do I.” Some of Gram’s gin sloshed out of the glass as she set it aside and got up. She nearly tripped over the hem of her caftan as she went to the rolltop desk and removed her checkbook. She scribbled something and tore out a check, extending it to Jack. “This, in exchange for you leaving town right now and never saying a word to anyone about what you and Willamena have been doing.”

He stared at the check in Gram’s hand for a moment, then looked at Wills for the first time. Several seconds passed. He finally stood and crossed the room to take it.

Wills could feel the blood leave her extremities. Her hands went numb in her lap. “Jack?”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Are you?” she said incredulously. “Because this is the best possible ending for you, isn’t it? You make out like a bandit.”

“No, this isn’t the best possible ending.” He looked at her with intensity, trying to communicate something.

This went on for too long. Gram finally said, “Go.”

But Jack kept staring at her.

“Your time is running out,” Gram snapped.

Jack turned and walked out of the room. She heard the front door click shut softly behind him, but she winced as if it were a gunshot. She couldn’t believe it. He’d simply left. He’d built her up, and then let her down in a way that couldn’t possibly have made her feel more insignificant. Not even her own mother taking Gram’s money had hurt this much. Her mother, after all, hadn’t pretended to love her.

Gram turned to her. “Tell me if you find out you’re pregnant, and we’ll arrange something sooner with Terrence. If not, there’s no reason for him to know.”

“I don’t want to marry Terrence,” Wills said tonelessly.

“What other options have you given yourself? This was a very poor power play.”

“It wasn’t a power play at all.” Wills finally stood. “At least, not on my part.”

“And that was your first mistake. The real world will eat you alive and spit out your bones, Willamena. I’m only trying to protect you. This is the safest place for you. I hope you’ve learned your lesson. Never, ever give them your heart. And never, ever trust your friends.”

Wills had started out of the living room, but that made her pivot sharply. “What do you mean?”

“You were very good at hiding it, a little too good. I never would have suspected.” She took something out of a letter cubby in the desk and handed it to Wills before going to the couch and clicking on the television. “I received that in the morning post. No note. No return address,” she said, taking a very long sip of her drink.

Wills stared at the Polaroid of her and Jack outside the gym at prom. She knew in an instant who had sent it. She ran to her room to immediately call Dorothy, her whole body now shaking with anger. It took everything she had to keep her voice calm, to chitchat with Dorothy’s mother for a few moments before her mom called to Dorothy and she came on the line.

“Hey, Wills, what’s up?” she asked.

“You told Gram about Jack! You even gave her a photo! I trusted you!” she yelled, and then she slammed down the phone.

Later, Wills was on the floor in front of her stereo with her headphones on, staring up through the window as silver storm clouds gathered in the sky. There was a knock at her bedroom door. It could only be one person, because her grandmother never knocked, so she called, “Go away, Mrs. Orr. I’m not coming down to dinner.”

The door opened and Dorothy stuck her head in.

“How dare you show up here.” Wills sat up and pulled off her headphones. “Get out!”

Dorothy stepped in anyway and closed the door behind her. She set some papers on Wills’s desk. “Your grandmother is asleep on the couch. I told Mrs. Orr I needed to give you something for an assignment due tomorrow,” she said. “I didn’t tell your grandmother, Wills. I told Jani. Yesterday. She was the one with the Polaroid camera at prom, remember? She’s had it in for you ever since her brother died and your grandmother came to visit them.”

Wills knew what a powder keg Jani had become, so she had been on her guard with her. But she thought she could trust Dorothy. She thought Dorothy understood. “Why?” Wills demanded. “Why would you tell her?”

“She already had the photo and was connecting the dots. And I didn’t have a choice. Jani knows something about me.”

“What does she know?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Oh, no,” Wills said with a harsh laugh. “You don’t get to keep this from me. You owe me.”

Dorothy sat on the bed and stuffed her hands under her knees. “She was at my house a lot after her brother died. Your grandmother didn’t want you around them while they mourned, remember? That’s when Jani found some letters from my mother’s old high school boyfriend.”

“She found letters that were decades old. So what?”

“They weren’t decades old. They were recent. They broke up when she moved from Lumberton to Hen Town. She got married here and had my brothers, but then she went back for a high school reunion eighteen years ago and saw him again. She came home pregnant with me.”

Wills didn’t know what to say.

“She didn’t tell me until last year that the man I always thought was my dad wasn’t. He always knew, though. Apparently, my birth father’s hair is red, too. He made my mom stay, but she’s leaving when I graduate, which is why she told me I had to have a plan. If Dean finds out, he’ll call off our engagement. His grandparents are conservative. They think I’m from a good family. I’ve put too much time into this. I can’t start all over. I’ll have nowhere to go. Not everyone’s life is as easy as yours.” She looked at Wills, pleading. “If I thought for a moment Jack was permanent and you were finally taking the reins in your life, I never would have said anything. That way at least one of us would be happy. But Jack was leaving anyway. What have you really lost?”

So because Wills was unhappy before, it didn’t matter that she was unhappy now? How easily the people around her justified hurting her.

“Among other things,” Wills said, going to the door and opening it, “I lost my best friends.”

“Are you going to say anything?”

She pointed for Dorothy to get out. “I guess you’ll just have to wait and see.”






CHAPTER SEVEN


“Wills,” someone whispered.

She opened her eyes. The storm that had been brewing all evening had finally blown in. Rain was whooshing against the window, sounding like someone tapping against the glass. Maybe that’s what she heard.

“Wills. Wake up.”

She turned her head on her pillow to find Jack sitting on the edge of her bed. He was wearing the clothes he’d had on earlier that day, only now he had another yellow rose pinned to his shirt.

She sat up slowly and turned on her bedside light. Mrs. Orr wasn’t the best at remembering to lock the front door, not that anyone who knew better would have dared to enter uninvited. But how had he gotten past Gram’s room? This was an old house and the floorboards creaked like knee joints. You couldn’t sneak around easily in it.

Then again, Gram had been hitting the gin hard that evening.

“Come with me, Wills. We have to go,” he said, standing, and she saw he was carrying the black umbrella from his guitar case. It was still dripping. “There’s not much time.”

“Go where?” she asked, incredulous. “I’m not going anywhere with you. You took her money. You let her buy you like she buys everything else. You could have just walked away, Jack. It still would’ve hurt, because it was always going to hurt when you left, but I would have blamed her, not you. And I would’ve been able to live the rest of my life thinking there was one person who actually saw my real value. But you took that, too.”

“Oh, God, no,” he said as he sat back down and reached for her. She angled away from him. “Wills, I was about to walk away and leave your grandmother holding the check. I swear, I was. I wanted to show her, and you, how powerless she really is. But then I thought if I had money, it might make it easier for you to leave. Because she certainly wouldn’t give us a going-away gift.” He took the check out of his jeans pocket and ripped it in two in front of her. “You will always be enough. I love you, Wills. But I have nothing to offer you but my soul.”

She just stared at him, so raw and alive.

“You told me when the time came, to go out in the world and be happy,” he said, “but I can’t do that without you. I don’t know what you’ve done to me. I don’t think I can exist without you. If I left, even if I died, part of me would still be here because you are. Don’t make me live half a life. Don’t make yourself live half a life. Come with me. Please, Wills.”

Maybe she thought she’d never really had a choice in her life because she was always too scared to make one. It was easier to leave it up to other people. Making a choice, a real choice, took courage, after all. You had to be willing to give up something in order to take a chance on something else.

She suddenly leaned forward and kissed him.

He smiled against her lips and put a hand to her hair. “Hurry,” he said. “We need to get as much distance as we can before morning, when Penwell finds out I stole his car.”

Wills got up and changed out of her nightgown into jeans, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes. Then she grabbed a bag from her closet and stuffed as many clothes into it as she could. She had some money in her purse, but not enough, so she took her jewelry box, as well. She had a few expensive rings and necklaces her grandmother had gifted her over the years, which she could sell later to get them started. To get them settled. There were more valuable items in the house, and Gram always kept cash in a secret drawer in her desk, but Wills wasn’t going to give any other reason for the law to come after them. Their new life together started tonight. A clean slate. Somewhere, anywhere. She didn’t care.

She finally turned to him. He was standing by the door. “I think I’m scared,” she said.

“Here, take this,” he said, handing her the umbrella. “We can get through any storm.”

They crept along the hallway, Wills showing him where to avoid the creaks in the floorboards. They’d just reached the staircase when they heard behind them, “Stay where you are, Willamena.”

They both turned to see Gram in a dressing gown, walking toward them from her bedroom. She had one hand against the wall to steady herself. Her long blond hair was down and knotted, making her look like the mad wife in the attic from Jane Eyre.

“As for you, young man, get out of my house before I call the police.”

“I’m going with him, Gram,” Wills said. “I’m sorry to do this to you, but I’ve always known I was meant for something else.”

“Willamena, give him his umbrella and let him go, or this won’t end well.”

“No.”

Gram suddenly put herself between Wills and Jack and tried to take the umbrella herself. Wills automatically tugged back and they struggled for a moment. Her grandmother had the wet canopy end, so when she pulled sharply, the umbrella suddenly slid out of her hands with a zipping sound, throwing Gram off balance and right into Jack behind her at the top of the staircase.

Everything seemed in slow motion after that. Her grandmother turned, her voluminous floor-length dressing gown spinning. Jack was waving his arms, trying to regain his balance as the heel of his boot slid on the top step. Wills lurched forward so she could grab him. Her grandmother’s eyes darted to Wills, then back to Jack. Wills would never be sure what happened next. She only knew there was movement. Did her grandmother reach out to save Jack, and she was too late?

Or did she push him?

Jack hit the stairs, tumbling down the long staircase until he landed on the floor.

Everything went quiet; then Wills said without any breath, “Jack.”

She ran to him and went to her knees. The umbrella she’d still been holding skittered across the foyer and fell with almost perfect precision into the narrow, three-foot-long floor vent by the door, the brass cover of which Mrs. Orr had forgotten to replace after she’d vacuumed inside it earlier that day.

The commotion caused Mrs. Orr to poke her head out of her bedroom down the foyer hall. She stepped out and approached with some trepidation, one hand clenching the lapels of her terry cloth robe, the other holding a baseball bat.

“Call an ambulance!” Wills said as Gram came down the stairs and knelt on the other side of Jack, putting two fingers to the side of his neck.

“Stay where you are, Mrs. Orr.”

Wills was about to stand and run to the kitchen to do it herself, but her grandmother grabbed her arm and said, “Willamena, it’s too late.”

“No!” she said. Then she screamed it over and over, grabbing Jack’s shirt and shaking him.

“Willamena, stop. Stop this right now!” Gram stood and tried to make Wills do the same, but Wills pushed her away. She finally hoisted Wills to her feet. “Listen to me! He’ll stay if you mourn him this much! He’ll stay if he thinks there is unfinished business!”

“What?” Wills said, stunned. She ran her hand across her face, hot with tears. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about ghosts, Willamena,” Gram said. “Mrs. Orr, we’re going to need your discretion.”

“Why would I do anything for you now?” Mrs. Orr said with a short laugh.

“You know exactly why,” Gram snapped. “Because you convinced everyone that your husband died in an accident, but he told me what you did to him. I will agree never to say a word about that, if you do the same about this.”

“I’m not working for you anymore,” Mrs. Orr said.

“Very well.”

“I expect severance pay.”

“Then I expect a little help with this situation before you go. We can go on like this forever, Mrs. Orr. Either we stop here, or it’s mutually assured destruction.”

“She’ll be quiet, as well?”

“Yes,” Gram said, leading Wills to the living room.

“No.” Wills started struggling against her again. “No, I won’t! I’m telling everyone what happened tonight!”

“Could I trouble you for one of your Seconals, Mrs. Orr?” Gram said over her shoulder as she forced Wills onto the couch. She took Wills’s face in her hands and made her look at her. “Willamena, listen to me. This isn’t the end. This is where it all begins. I have so much to tell you. I was too young when I found out what I could see. I deserved a childhood, and I didn’t get it. I wanted you to have one first. But now you’ll understand the power you hold. Everything I am, everything my own grandmother was, you are, as well. And you will be amazed. It’s all going to make sense. I promise you, it’s all going to make sense.”

Mrs. Orr came back with a glass of water and a pill and handed them both to Gram.

“Take this,” Gram said, and Wills did as she said.

Mrs. Orr went to the living room window and lifted the curtain. “It looks like he brought Principal Penwell’s car. We’ll have to get it out of the neighborhood before the rain stops and we lose our cover. But what do we do with him? We can’t carry him.”

Gram shook her head. “The basement is our only option.”

Wills was now staring into the foyer in a daze. Her tears made Jack blurry. It was almost as if there were two of him—one lying, one standing and looking back at her. Maybe this was just a bad dream. Maybe she would wake and find that he wasn’t really gone.

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” she said to Jack.

“In the morning,” Gram said gently. “I will tell you.”







PART TWO
Fast Forward








CHAPTER EIGHT


Present Day

Willamena was already in the foyer, staring at the door, when the doorbell rang.

She didn’t move.

“You’re a remarkable woman, Wills, but even you can’t open a door without turning the knob first,” she heard Jack say from behind her.

“I don’t know if I can do this.”

“Of course you can.”

She nervously flapped away some imaginary wrinkles on her skirt, then she smoothed her bob-length blond hair behind her ears. She took a deep breath to compose herself. Then she finally opened the door to a man and a little girl on her doorstep.

“Hello, Mother,” he said.

One Month Earlier

The arguments, late at night after five-year-old Bailey was in bed, were always the same. They started and ended with her mother’s resentful question to her father, Why can’t you love me the way I love you? But there was something different about tonight as her mother woke her quietly from sleep, wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, and shuffled her outside. The blanket trailed behind Bailey in a satisfying way, like the train of a gown. It was like when Bailey would play her favorite made-up game, Wedding Bride, alone in her room.

“Where are we going?” Bailey asked as her mother slid open the side door to the gray minivan, revealing that the back was full of suitcases. The air felt shivery and exciting.

“Who knows?” her mother answered, her eyes rimmed with pink and her nose stuffy. She buckled Bailey in, then got behind the wheel and pulled out of the driveway into their cul-de-sac.

Later, Bailey was told her mother had mistaken the interstate off-ramp for an on-ramp and had driven onto I-40 the wrong way. There was little traffic at that time of night, so she hadn’t realized her mistake until a bank of headlights from a cluster of oncoming cars disoriented her. The impact had caused the minivan to roll several times across the interstate, breaking windows and littering a long line of luggage in its wake. It had taken a few confusing moments for the people in the other cars to assess their own injuries and get out, to finally rush over to the minivan. By that time, Bailey was sitting by the interstate with her blanket still over her shoulders, unharmed. The only thing she remembered clearly was her mother leading her away from the minivan, then sitting with her until the people approached. Bailey told the same story to the bystanders, the EMTs, the police, her father.

It was, of course, impossible. Her mother had died on impact.

The one thing Bailey was sure of was the one thing everyone said couldn’t be true. So she tucked it away, stuffed it into the closet where we store all impossible things. By the time she and her father moved into the Wester House in Hen Town weeks later, she had already accepted that while some things were real and some things were not, she wasn’t the best judge of the difference.

Which meant the unusual occurrences within the house were perfectly in keeping with what she knew of the world.



Bailey used to have cul-de-sac playmates who would visit their grandparents on summer vacation, and when they returned they would tell stories of being allowed to watch daytime TV and eat candy, of money stuffed into their pockets for no reason at all. This was a source of considerable envy to Bailey, because she didn’t have grandparents. Her entire family, as far as she knew, consisted only of her father and mother. They were both too much and not enough, and she often felt trapped between her mother’s loud resentments and her father’s quiet self-loathing.

But all along, there had been a grandmother.

Everyone who came around after the funeral with food and sympathy—neighbors, coworkers, friends—understood her father’s decision to move back home, even validated it. He needed support, they would say. He needed family.

But there was one man who came around, always at night when Bailey was supposed to be asleep, whom her dad never let in. He whispered through a crack in the door and Bailey remembered this man once saying, “You don’t have to do this. You hate it there. You always hated it there.”

Her dad said, “This isn’t about me, Ash. This is for Bailey.”

The man replied sadly, “Your wife punished you for being you. Now you’re doing the same thing to yourself.”



“Next stop, Hen Town!” Her dad sounded like an exhausted train conductor when he buckled Bailey into the back seat of his SUV.

“If I have a grandmother, why did she never come see me?” Bailey asked, just one of dozens of questions she’d asked over the past few weeks.

“I told her when you were born,” he answered patiently. “She sent flowers. She said it was best if she didn’t meet you.”

“Do I have a grandfather, too?” No one had yet mentioned that, and they usually came in pairs.

“No, sweetheart,” he said. “My father died when I was ten. But he would have loved you. His name was Terrence, just like me.”

He closed her door, got behind the wheel, and then drove out of Raleigh. It felt like there was physical resistance at first. The car engine even seemed to labor, like it was pulling something so heavy it was almost too much to bear. But then what had been tethering him broke and they shot forward, so fast Bailey’s head bumped the back of her seat. Her father had finally let go of whatever he’d been holding on to. An unattainable dream, perhaps. Or maybe simply the idea that, because he’d been living somewhere different, he would have become different.

Once out of the city, they drove on a rural highway for almost two hours, passing endless fields of tobacco and sweet potatoes in North Carolina’s central Piedmont. Bailey stared out the car window while eating her favorite thing, jelly beans, which she liked to pretend were jewels. Her mother had once tried to explain that you don’t eat jewels. But Bailey had insisted that, yes, you do, and that’s what made you rich. Her mother had dramatically hidden her jewelry box on a high shelf after that, as if afraid Bailey would ingest her rings.

They were in the middle of nowhere, winding their way through a labyrinth of back roads, when signs of civilization began to appear. A commercial greenhouse. A gas station. A dollar store. And, finally, a large, chicken-shaped billboard that read:


HEN TOWN WELCOMES YOU!



As if by magic, a postcard-worthy downtown suddenly appeared. There was a grassy park, as round as a circus ring, surrounded by dozens of shops and restaurants. Anchored on the far end was a gray stone courthouse with an imposing clock tower. Bailey didn’t know where to look first. There were chicken sculptures everywhere, from small cast-iron guinea hens in front of brightly painted businesses to a six-foot-tall tin rooster in the center park, whose sole purpose seemed to be for tourist photo opportunities.

Downtown had a distinct shine and bounce, full of the kind of energy new people bring to an old place. But the neighborhoods they turned in to had a different energy altogether; they seemed more set in their ways, and rather resentful of downtown’s newer energy, judging by the lack of chicken decor.

The car finally slowed on an affluent street of large homes set on a hill, and came to a stop in front of a house with three square stories of red brick and black shutters. The brick made it seem impenetrable, as if anything could be going on inside. In contrast, there was a newer glass sunroom addition to the side, sunlight winking off it.

“This is it?” Bailey asked.

“This is it,” her dad replied.

Bailey pointed to the green Victorian-style house next door. It had a white front porch wrapped around it like the bow of a present. “Can that be ours instead?” she asked.

“It doesn’t work that way, sweetheart.”

They got out and Bailey ran up the concrete steps, her dad following with their bags. He stacked them by the door next to a topiary in a very large pot, then paused to roll down his shirtsleeves and button the cuffs.

“Best behavior, okay?” he said as he slipped on a navy-blue blazer, the one he usually wore to work. He was sweating, which made his cologne smell stronger, as if he’d just put it on.

Bailey nodded.

He took a deep breath and rang the doorbell.

The black door opened. The beautiful older woman who stood before them was wearing a tweed skirt and a shirt that looked made of liquid, with a large bow tied at the shoulder. Her soft blond hair was cut just below her ears.

“Hello, Mother,” he said.

“You’ve lost weight, Tug,” she replied, staring at him with birdlike eyes.

That made Bailey turn to him, as if meeting him for the first time. She’d never heard anyone call him that before. Her mother had called him Terrence. His boss called him Terry. He had charm without a whisper of ego, and he even looked like a sweet man, with his blond hair cut short in back and longer in front, where it swooped boyishly over his forehead. He often seemed rudderless. Bailey thought Tug suited him. It was more indicative of the way he tugged at your heartstrings, especially now in the gauntness of young widowerhood.

The woman finally stepped back and opened the door wider. “Please bring in those bags. People will think I’m moving, and I refuse to give them that delight.”

“The neighbors would like you more if you didn’t spy on them.” Tug picked up the bags and herded Bailey in.

“I do not spy,” she said as she closed the door behind them.

It was very cold inside. The air-conditioning was blowing fast through brass floor vents. All the curtains were closed and lamps were on everywhere, their yellowy light reflecting off dark wooden floors. They were standing in a foyer with a staircase in front of them. A dining room was to the right and a living room was to the left. It was obvious this had been a grand place, once. It was still well kept and smelled of foamy furniture polish, but everything Bailey could see had a distinct patina of age now, like a fading photograph. As she looked around, she suddenly noticed an umbrella—long, old-fashioned, and vaguely Halloweenish—lying inside the narrow floor vent. She started to point it out, but her father put his hand on top of her head and said, “Mother, this is Bailey.”

She turned to see the woman staring at her.

She didn’t know what else to do, so she curtsied.

“She isn’t the queen, sweetheart. This is your grandmother, Willamena.” He paused. “What would you like for her to call you?”

It seemed to catch her grandmother off guard that this wasn’t already established, and it was clear she didn’t like being caught off guard. Something flashed across her face, and for a moment she turned into a young woman. A very beautiful, very sad young woman. She turned her head as if listening to someone, and then she smiled a little. “Yes, she may call me Mim.” She turned back to them. “I put sheets on all the beds for you. You can choose which rooms you want.”

“Thank you.”

Mim nodded once, then turned and walked down the hallway beside the staircase. She opened a door to a burst of sunlight, and she stepped into what was obviously the glass sunroom. The door closed and darkness melted back.

Tug picked up their bags and told Bailey to follow him up the staircase. She trailed behind him, holding on to the carved banister that curved like a cat’s tail around the floors. After showing her his bedroom, he led her down the hall to her room, which had a curtain of string beads hanging in the doorway. She parted them, and the wooden beads made a clackity sound as they fell back into place.

There were only three things in the room: a bed, a dresser, and a half-moon-shaped wicker hanging swing chair in the corner.

Wait. She had a swing in her room? She ran and hopped into the wicker chair and it twisted back and forth with a squeak from its spring. Her sudden happiness seemed to spark a sleepy curiosity in the house, and she felt something lonely walk in to watch her with her father. She stopped swinging immediately and her eyes searched the corners of the room, trying to find it.

“Do you like it?” Tug asked.

She turned back to him and smiled. “I love it.”

“This was your grandmother’s room when she was a girl. Come on,” Tug said. “I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

For the next half hour, the presence in the house followed them as Tug made sure Bailey knew every nook and cranny, most of it off-limits due to what he called the Wester Rules, which were as follows:

No one but family was ever allowed in the house, so Bailey couldn’t have anyone over to play.

She wasn’t to pound on the grand piano in the living room. In fact, there was to be no music in the house at all, unless she had her headphones on.

She couldn’t go down the hallway by the staircase on the first floor. That was Mim’s domain, where the sunroom was on one side, and Mim’s bedroom and the double-locked basement door were on the other.

And she was never to go near the creek.

At least that last one made sense when Tug took her to the backyard, through the French doors in the dining room. They walked across the lawn where a single ginkgo tree was leaning over a precipice you couldn’t see until you were right on it. Far below was the churning water of a creek that ran through town.

“When I was a boy,” Tug said, “I believed this was the ocean and people on the other side were in Europe and spoke another language.”

“I bet if this tree fell, it would make a bridge and we could walk to it,” Bailey said. She put her hands against the tree trunk and began to push, grunting with effort.

“I used to think that, too. But that tree will probably be here forever.”

She stopped pushing. “What did you do for fun here, Daddy?”

“In there”—he used his head to indicate the house, as if it might be listening—“not much. But you’ll have fun in school. Then you’ll graduate and a whole world of fun will be waiting for you. You’ll leave and never look back.” He knelt beside her and put his hands on her shoulders. “I’m going to be a better father, I promise. It was always easier to be who I should be here.” Should. She knew that word was important, but she didn’t know why. “Let’s walk downtown. That’ll be fun, huh? I saw the frozen tea shop is still there.”

“What’s that?”

“They sell ice cream made with tea. You’ll love it.”

Bailey squealed. Already hyped up on sugar from her jelly beans, she ran in place like a cartoon character until he took her hand and led her back into the house. The lonely presence was waiting for them, just inside, and followed them to the front door.

Bailey pointed to the floor vent. “Why is there an umbrella in there?”

“I don’t know. It’s always been there. That’s another rule: She doesn’t want it moved. And don’t ask her why, she won’t tell you.” He opened the door. “It’s simpler to just go along with your grandmother on some things.”

That detail, too, was important. The Wester Rules weren’t actually his rules. They were Mim’s. And they weren’t made up on the spot, either.

They’d been around for a long time.






CHAPTER NINE


Tasha Keller’s last name was unfortunate. It rhymed with Smeller, which was an easy nickname to stick to a girl who, when she got excited or happy or scared, would ask anyone near her, Can you smell that?, as if she thought emotions had a scent.

They did, in fact, have a scent, each distinct. Confusion smelled like hot pavement after a July storm. Surprise, tart cherries. But the Westers were the only ones in Hen Town allowed to be weird, and by the time Tasha caught on to this and stopped telling people, it was too late.

Smeller had stuck.

“Is that Tug Wester? It is!” Tasha Keller’s mother braked hard.

Tasha turned in her seat and saw a man and a little girl walking down the sidewalk. They were both blond and well dressed, each holding ice cream that was most certainly from Mother Hen’s Frozen Tea, because the waffle cones had little C-shaped handles that made them look like teacups. Tasha had only been to Mother Hen’s once, but she would always remember that day. The ice cream had tasted like strawberry tea and honey, and her mother had been in one of her hyper moods. Tasha had wanted to tell the woman with long salt-and-pepper hair behind the counter that it was okay, that her mother was just like this. But the woman probably already knew. Everyone knew what Pam Keller was like. She wasn’t a bad person, just completely tone deaf to her own behavior and how she was perceived. To really know her, you had to be patient with her, which few people were.

“I heard his wife died. Let’s say hello,” Pam said, making a sudden U-turn to park on the opposite side of the street, causing the car behind them to blare its horn. The man and the little girl stopped and turned at the sound.

Tasha’s mother had always had a wild fascination with the Westers. She adored the fact that her ex-husband had a connection to them. His aunt Jani had been part of Willamena Wester’s inner circle in high school. Pam had tried to get him to tell her everything he knew about the Westers, thinking he had some inside intel, but he didn’t. He’d never even met his aunt Jani, who had moved away years ago. But Pam would remark every time they passed the Wester House, We’re practically related!

Even Tasha knew they weren’t. Still, she was excited as she got out of the car with her mother. They almost never got out to walk around. They always drove. In fact, driving through this neighborhood, the oldest in town, was something Pam did nearly every day now, daydreaming about living in the big houses. This neighborhood even felt different. There was a curious element of the unseen, like if money could haunt you, it would haunt you here, where the air was as soft and cottony as a veil.

“Tug?” Pam said as they approached. She smoothed her bangs down so that they touched her eyelashes, a stim when she was nervous. “I’m sure you don’t remember me. Pam Honeycutt? Pam Keller now, but I’m divorced. I married Richard Keller. His aunt was like a sister to your mother, back in the day. We’re practically related!”

The handsome man smiled, a smile that reached his eyes. “I do remember you, Pam. It’s nice to see you again.”

“I heard about your wife,” Pam said. “Someone on our class page mentioned it. Are you just visiting? You haven’t been back since high school.”

“I’ve actually moved back in with my mother.”

“How exciting for you!” Tasha winced, sure this wasn’t the most appropriate response. But she knew her mother was referring to living in this neighborhood, not the loss that brought him back. “Is this your daughter?” She reached over to put an arm around Tasha, pulling her to her side as if for reassurance. “This is mine.”

“Yes. This is Bailey.”

Tasha pointed to the cone Bailey was holding. “I like that ice cream place.”

Bailey immediately extended the cone to Tasha. Tasha hesitated. The people around her usually weren’t big on sharing. She finally leaned in and took a small bite. It was strawberry tea and honey, just like Tasha had that one time, and the absolute incandescence of liking the same thing as this new girl suddenly lit her up inside.

“No one will mistake her for anything other than a Wester, that’s for sure. You’re all so beautiful. I had a little crush on you in high school.” Pam laughed and patted her bangs again. “Is that bad to say?”

“Of course not, Pam.”

“If you ever need anything, just let me know. I’m not currently working.” It was the currently that caught Tasha’s attention. She’d never known her mother to have a job outside the home. She’d never known her mother to look for a job, either, even after the divorce and Tasha’s father moved away. “Do you need help around the Wester House? You could hire me.”

“You know my mother never lets anyone inside,” he said gently.

Bailey pointed down the street and said to Tasha, “That’s my house, but I can’t have anyone over to play.” Then she indicated the green house next to it. “I like that one more.”

Pam said, “She’s welcome at my house anytime.”

“I’m going to keep an eye on her for a while, Pam. It’s a tough transition.”

“Oh, I understand. I don’t know what I would have done without Tasha after the divorce. She’s my best friend.”

Tug hesitated. “I meant it’s a tough transition for her.”

“We could meet in the center park, then. Give the girls a play date? Tomorrow? Please don’t say no.”

Tug nodded. “All right.”

“Good! Good. See you then.”

Tasha couldn’t believe she was actually going to the park to play tomorrow instead of driving around all day or, worse, staying in the dark house watching cartoons on mute because her mother was in one of her blue moods.

They watched in silence as Tug and Bailey walked up the steps to the Wester House. These people, she suddenly understood, were here to change their lives.

She took a big, deep breath through her nose.

“What do you smell?” Pam asked.

Instead of saying nothing this time, Tasha said, “It’s something sweet. Like a bakery.”

“That, my darling,” Pam said, “is what happiness smells like.”



Every weekday for the next month, Tasha and her mother met the Westers downtown. Tug and Pam sat on a bench and chatted, and the girls played games Bailey made up. Tasha didn’t mind that she always had to be the invisible husband to Bailey’s wife in Wedding Bride. Or that she was the one who always fell into the canyon while Bailey managed to survive in Cliffhanger. But at least she got to be the girl chased by Bailey into the pink castle and saved by the old king in Lost Girl. Blind devotion was the only thing she thought she could offer their friendship. Until she became aware of just how desperate Bailey was for information about Willamena Wester.

Every time someone lingered to talk to Tug and Pam, Bailey would immediately stop playing and hide behind the park chicken sculptures to listen. She was always disappointed when Willamena’s name didn’t come up. Apparently, at home, Bailey’s grandmother was avoiding her, and Bailey didn’t like it. Tasha wasn’t sure why. Most people in town were glad if Willamena ignored them. But if Bailey wanted stories, that was what Tasha would give her. Tasha lived with a woman who loved anything to do with the Westers, after all, so there were many stories to tell.

Like how Willamena was sometimes called the Witch of Wester House, just like her grandmother before her. Some people thought she was capable of curses, because an engagement of someone Willamena once knew mysteriously dissolved after that person betrayed her trust. Others believed she was running an illegal operation of an unknown nature in her house. This was based solely on the story from a frightened furnace repairman who replaced the old basement furnace a few years ago, the only person outside of family who had been allowed entrance since the 1970s. Immediately afterward, he sold his business and left town. No one knew what happened down there in the basement, but it had spooked him so much that he was now living somewhere in South America, a hot, remote place chosen solely so he wouldn’t have to set eyes on another heating unit again.

Bailey ate the tales up, so Tasha started asking her mother at night for more. It made Pam happy to talk about them, and happy wasn’t something Pam often was. Tasha loved her mother more than anyone in the world, but she wished she knew what to do to fix her. There were times she thought she would give up her own happiness if it meant ensuring her mother’s. But now that the Westers were in their lives, she would never have to. Bailey’s dad even encouraged Pam to stop dragging her feet and get Tasha enrolled in kindergarten. Pam’s excuse was that she was so upset about Tasha leaving her alone all day that she wanted to homeschool her. So Tug asked around and found that Barry Gilford, whom he and Pam had known in school, needed a receptionist. No more excuses. Just like that, Tasha was enrolled in school, and Pam was practicing her receptionist voice at home by pretending to answer the phone, saying, Barry Gilford Insurance Agency, Pam speaking.

It was a heady time for Tasha. There was so much new happening, and with each new experience came its own scent. There was anticipation, which smelled like wintergreen. And hope, the rubbery, powder-covered scent of a balloon.

But in a matter of weeks, there would also be disappointment.

Which, interestingly enough, smelled exactly like candy corn.






CHAPTER TEN


The Wester House contained things that, for all Bailey knew, existed only here and nowhere else in the world. There were chipped saltcellars and cracked butter bells and tarnished cloches. There was also an unused butler’s pantry, and not just a regular piano, but a grand piano, jet-black and so polished it gave off its own light. They were things that her dad said were never used and should have been thrown out years ago, but Mim kept them because she didn’t want the neighbors to go through the trash and see her business.

This made Bailey wonder about the habits of said neighbors.

But after that first day, Bailey didn’t see the owner of all these magical things again. Over the course of the summer, Mim communicated solely by notes on ivory-colored paper. She placed them under a silver cloche dome on the dining room table. It always felt thrillingly formal to eat there, even though it was just takeout from the many touristy, hen-themed restaurants downtown—grilled cheese sandwiches from Scratch Grains, or waffles stuffed with strawberry sauce from Scrambled. Tug would lift the cloche to find the note from Mim. Sometimes he would read the note to himself without comment, but sometimes he would tell Bailey what it said. It was usually things like, yes, he could hang new curtains in her bedroom. Or that Mim was expecting a UPS delivery.

Bailey began to suspect that their daily walk downtown wasn’t just for Bailey to get tea ice cream. It was to give Mim some time alone in the house, like a feral cat who would only come out when no one was around. At this rate, Bailey feared she would forget what Mim looked like. What if she ran into her in the hallway one day, and didn’t know who she was? She might even walk right by, as if a random woman in the house would be less surprising than seeing her grandmother.

This was perhaps Mim’s intent, to make Bailey forget her. But her actions had the opposite effect. Mim became the candy in the upper cabinet, put there so Bailey couldn’t reach it. She was the Christmas gift hidden in the closet. She was the secret being whispered just out of earshot. It made Bailey even more curious about what delight she might find, if only she could get to know her.



Every night after dinner, Tug brought out a photo album with Bailey’s mother’s name, Maria, on the pink cover. He made Bailey sit with him to go over the photos, clearly a way of trying to keep her from forgetting. But that night Bailey finally asked what she’d been dying to ask for weeks: “Do you have photos of Mim?”

He looked at her curiously, then said, “There aren’t many of those, I’m afraid.” He set aside the album and then went to an antique rolltop desk in the corner to rifle through the drawers. He finally brought out a black photo album, an older one, the pages bound with a metal spiral down the side. “Before my dad died, he made me this so I would remember him, like that one of your mother’s I made for you.”

He sat down and opened it. The first few pages were black-and-white photos of Tug’s father, Terrence Sr., as a child, showing him at family Christmases and graduations. Then came photos of Tug as a baby, with Terrence Sr. holding him. Tug looked just like his father, the same blond hair and blue eyes, the same funny smile that revealed only his bottom teeth. Thrillingly, photos of Mim began to appear, and Bailey stopped her dad from turning the page so she could stare. There was Mim with a faraway look on the Wester lawn. And there she was, next to Tug as he blew out candles for his eighth birthday in the dining room.

“Has Mim always been old?”

Tug smiled. “I remember asking my dad the same question. It’s like she came into the world exactly as she is today. Apparently, she burned all the photos of herself as a child that her grandmother took. She told my dad she didn’t want to be haunted by them anymore. My dad took all these of me, and the few your grandmother allowed of herself.”

Bailey pointed to the photo of the three of them on the same velvet gold couch where she and Tug were now sitting. Young Tug was between his mother and father, and the timed photo had caught him with his eyes closed. Terrence Sr. had his arm over Tug’s shoulder, laughing, as if he’d just made it to the couch before the camera clicked. Mim was trying to smile.

“They don’t look together.”

“No, they don’t. Her grandmother decided who she should marry, and it was the only way she could inherit this house. But he was an easy man. She was the one to make it hard.”

Bailey turned to him seriously. “Why don’t you like her?”

“I love your grandmother, sweetheart. And I know she loves me, in her own way. But she only doles out small portions of herself, and then she seems surprised when it’s not enough. She’s not a demonstrative person, not like my dad was. When I lost him, I lost my only real parent. But one of the last things he ever told me was to go easy on her, because she had a story I knew nothing about.” He closed the album and handed both albums to her. “Here, take these to your room. They’re yours now. You can look at them any time you want.”

She took them and ran out of the room.

Once she was on the staircase, Tug called, “Bailey?”

She stopped and turned.

“No matter what, you can always count on me to love you, okay?”

She nodded quickly, then ran the rest of the way to her room, where she spent hours memorizing Mim. But it still didn’t alleviate her frustration over not being able to see her in real life.



Her big chance finally came when Tug had to take a call on the following Friday from his boss at the financial firm, to go over the logistics of working remotely after Bailey started kindergarten on Monday. He sat Bailey down at one end of the dining room table with her coloring books, and then he took a seat at the other end. Once he was distracted with his phone to his ear and his laptop in front of him, she slid off her chair in what she thought was an astounding feat of stealth, because her dad didn’t even look up. She crawled to the foyer, then stood and looked down the hallway to Mim’s quarters.

She squeezed her eyes shut, willing Mim to come out. When she didn’t, she went to the living room and circled the grand piano twice. She stopped at the keys and slowly reached out, letting one finger hover. If she touched it, maybe that would get Mim’s attention.

Reluctantly, she took her hand away. She was told not to.

She went back to the foyer and took one step down the dark hallway. Then another, and another, until she was in front of the sunroom. She put her ear to the door. There was a television on in there. Whatever program it was, Bailey was sure she would love it. She lifted her hand to knock.

That’s when a single note chimed from the piano in the living room.

Bailey turned her head quickly, then ran back down the hallway.

To her astonishment, there was now a handsome young man standing next to the piano. He looked like someone from decades ago, with his dark hair touching his shoulders and shaggy mustache shaped like a horseshoe. His jeans had bell bottoms so long they touched the floor, and the snaps of his shirt were undone nearly to low-rise at his hips. There was a yellow rose pinned to the wide collar.

He seemed so happy to see her that he didn’t know what to say.

Or maybe he was just happy for her to finally see him.

“You’re not supposed to touch your grandmother’s piano,” Tug said from behind her.

Bailey spun around. “I didn’t.”

“I know it’s not easy, sweetheart.”

“I wasn’t me. It was the man.” She turned back around, pointing.

But he was gone.



That evening, Tug lifted the cloche per usual and took Mim’s note. He read it, then sat back and said, “Huh.”

Bailey was shoveling Hen Fries from the Hen House Café into her mouth, waiting to see if he was going to read it to her.

He looked at her curiously and said, “Did anything else happen today while I was on my call?”

Bailey hesitated. He didn’t believe her about seeing the man, any more than he believed she saw her mother after the crash. So she just shrugged.

“Your grandmother wants you to have tea with her tomorrow.”

“Tea ice cream?” Bailey asked excitedly.

“No, just regular tea. She has it every afternoon in her sunroom.”

“Mim drinks?” Mim not only watched television in there, she had refreshments!

Tug tried not to smile. “Just tea. That’s an important distinction. If anyone asks, don’t say she drinks. Say she drinks tea. Otherwise, people will assume you mean alcohol, and your grandmother hates alcohol.”

“Will you be there?”

“I’m not invited. Girls only.” He put the note card down and said again, “Huh.”



That night, it rained for the first time since they’d moved to Hen Town, sheets and sheets of it. It seemed to fill the house like a flood, rising all the way to the third floor with a watery slosh, though the house remained bone dry. It made shadows come alive, floating through Bailey’s bedroom like items from a shipwreck floating at sea—a guitar, a rose, an umbrella.

She stared at the ceiling after her dad tucked her into bed. She sensed that the man she’d seen earlier was hiding in the attic above her, as far away from the lower floors as possible. He didn’t like rain, not at all.

It seemed to remind him of something he didn’t want to remember.



Saturday morning dawned bright and humid, fogging all the windows. The man remained in the attic despite the rain being long gone, but Bailey flew out of bed still half tangled in sheets.

Today was the day.

She was getting an audience with Mim, at last.

She ran down the hall and woke her dad, only to discover tea meant afternoon tea, and she had to wait hours. After lunch, she dressed early in her favorite plaid purple dress, the pockets secretly filled with jelly beans to share with Mim. Then she sat in her hanging swing chair, daydreaming about charming Mim so much that she would invite her back every day.

Finally, Tug walked her to the sunroom downstairs and knocked. Mim opened the door wearing a nubby pink skirt and matching jacket with gold buttons that resembled old coins. She swept her arm for Bailey to enter.

Bailey stepped into Mim’s inner sanctum and tried to take in everything at once. Low shelves formed a small wall so no one could see Mim sitting inside, but she could see out. The shelves were packed with record albums everywhere except the right corner, where there was a kitchenette with a mini refrigerator, a microwave, and a single electric burner.

“Thank you,” Mim said to Tug, then closed the door on his slightly suspicious face. She walked to a settee printed with cabbage roses in the center of the room and sat, then indicated two chairs embroidered with blackbirds across from her.

“I like blackbirds,” Bailey said as she lifted herself into a chair. Already, that was something they had in common.

“Those aren’t blackbirds. They’re magpies. They were embroidered by my grandmother. It was her way of reminding people that she was more clever than most.” Mim shook her head. “I hate looking at them. It’s like she’s still here, knowing things.”

“Why don’t you get rid of them?” It seemed a relatively simple process. They got rid of most of the things from their old house in Raleigh.

She leaned forward and took the teapot from the table between them, then poured tea into china cups so translucent Bailey could see the liquid inside them. “It wouldn’t make any difference if I got rid of them. The memories would still be here. I may as well give them a place to sit.”

“Are you a witch?” she asked as Mim handed her a cup and saucer.

“No.” Mim sat back with her own cup. “Are you disappointed?”

Disappointed? In Mim? Never. “I thought if you were one, I could be one, too.”

Mim took a sip of her tea. “I understand you’ve met Jack.”

It took a beat to understand, and then it all made sense. The man at the piano yesterday. He was the reason Mim had asked her to tea. “I didn’t know that was his name.”

“But you’ve known he was here since you first arrived?”

She remembered the lonely presence, and nodded.

“I had hoped you wouldn’t.” Mim looked away for a moment. The sunlight on her hair made it look silken. She was so self-composed. So perfect. Bailey couldn’t remember ever wanting something as much as she wanted this woman to love her. “I asked him not to appear to you again. There’s a chance he’ll do as I say, though that’s not his strong suit. I’m sure you’ve realized by now your father isn’t aware of him. So there’s a rule he doesn’t know about. Don’t ever speak of Jack again. Not even to your father. Protect him.”

Bailey wasn’t certain if she meant protect Jack, or protect her father. Not that it mattered. She would do anything Mim said. “Is Jack the butler?”

Mim just stared at her with those dark eyes.

“There’s a butler’s pantry, but not a butler,” Bailey explained.

“No, child. He’s not the butler.” She thought Mim was about to smile, but she took another sip of tea instead. “He likes to cause mischief sometimes. He says it’s because my life needs levity. But I think it’s because he’s bored.”

Bailey suddenly looked around the room. “Is he here right now?”

“No. He can only exist within the older part of the house. It’s why I had this sunroom built. That’s all you need to know. Now, drink your tea before it gets cold.”

But drinking would mean not talking. “Tea ice cream is good, too. Daddy buys me some almost every day.”

Mim nodded. “He liked it as a child. His father would take him there.”

“He said he didn’t have much fun here.”

“He wasn’t supposed to come back.” She glanced at the door, as if she suspected he was still standing on the other side of it. “But I feared what would happen to him if I said no.”

“It’s because my mom died,” she said.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

She looked for something else to talk about, and found the television on the rolling table to the left. “What do you watch on TV?”

“Everything. It’s my telescope into the world.”

“Do you really spy on the neighbors? Is it because they go through your trash?”

This time she did smile. “What? No. Your father was teasing me when he said I spy. I simply watch time go by, and people are a part of time.”

“I’ve met people. I met a girl named Tasha Keller. We play in the park, and we’re going to be in kindergarten together.”

“Keller?” Mim’s smile dropped, and the tea in Bailey’s hands suddenly grew cool. She looked down at it, surprised. She knew, before Mim ever said a word, that she’d said something wrong. But she couldn’t imagine what it was. She was being so agreeable. “I believe we’ve covered all we need to cover. You may go now.”

“Can I come back?”

“We’ll see.”

When her dad said that, it always meant no. Dejected, Bailey set her cup down, careful not to spill any of the untasted tea inside. She stood and extended her hand to Mim. Mim seemed to think she wanted to shake hands, but when she reached out, Bailey placed the jelly beans from her dress pocket in Mim’s cool, dry palm.

Mim was still staring at them as Bailey walked away.

“Come here, child.” Bailey backtracked and stood in front of her, struggling not to cry. “You’ll need help navigating some things while you’re here, things your father doesn’t understand. So I will do it. But I’m not going to tell you what to do. I’m not going to give you ultimatums. I’m not going to tell you my secrets. I will do my best to avoid mistakes my grandmother made, but if I fail, I’m sorry. Will you remember that?”

Bailey nodded.

“All right. We’ll have tea together again soon.”

Bailey was so overcome that she hugged her. Mim hesitated before slowly putting her arms around her and holding her tight, her nose to Bailey’s hair. Then she quickly disengaged herself and dismissed Bailey with a look that Bailey wouldn’t understand for many years. It was like she had just taken on the weight of something she knew she wasn’t strong enough to bear.

But she was going to try anyway.






CHAPTER ELEVEN


Sunday afternoon Mim did something Bailey had never seen her do.

She actually left the house.

And Bailey wasn’t the only one startled by it. People immediately got on their phones and called their neighbors, tracking her movements across town the way they might have tracked a grizzly bear that wandered out of the woods. She walked by Mr. Cranston’s house, where he stood stock-still while watering his begonias, hoping she wouldn’t see him. Regina Olmstead said she knew Willamena had walked by a few minutes later because her lights flickered (but, to be fair, her children frequently overloaded her outlets with their chargers); then she came to a stop in front of the house belonging to the principal of the elementary school. She just stood there, nodding slightly as if listening to someone, though no one was around. The principal was watching from his bedroom window, telling the woman behind him to stand back, lest she be seen.

Then Mim walked home.

One of the stories Tasha told Bailey was that Mim only went to church on holidays, and to the hair salon every three months. But the moment someone got too vocal about why she, who almost never showed her face, was given such deference when she did, Mim would quietly pull that person aside and say something that made them look terrified.

Bailey witnessed this herself on her first day of kindergarten.

On Monday morning, just as she and her dad were leaving for school, Mim walked down the hall and informed Tug that she would like to join them.

Tug hesitated by the front door. “Why?”

“Your father was always the one to take you to school. Perhaps I just want to experience it myself.”

“No, really,” he said, as if she were joking. “Why?”

“You wound me, Tug.”

“That’s impossible.”

“What if I ask nicely?”

“You could have asked nicely days ago, and not in front of Bailey.” Then, as if not wanting to argue because he knew Bailey hung on every word when it came to Mim, he said, “We’ll wait for you outside.”

This was even better than Bailey expected. Mim was walking her to school, too! She wondered if this was what Mim meant by helping her navigate things. Maybe Tug would have gotten them lost.

Several minutes passed as Bailey and Tug stood on the sidewalk, misty morning air curling around them like string. Tug kept checking his watch. Finally, he said, “Go tell your grandmother if she doesn’t hurry, we’ll be late.”

Bailey immediately stopped hopping across the sidewalk to feel the satisfying bounce of her new backpack, and ran back up the steps to the front door. Tug had left it slightly ajar, and she could hear Mim talking as she approached.

“This isn’t up for discussion,” she said. “The one thing my grandmother let me choose was my own friends, and look where it got me, where it got you. I have to do this.” She paused. “I’m not beautiful when I’m angry. And I’m too old for you to be flirting with me.”

Bailey’s school clothes were so new they made sounds when she moved—her sneakers squeaked and her dress rustled—so Mim turned quickly from looking into the living room when Bailey stepped into the foyer.

“Who are you talking to?” she asked.

“Just myself.” Mim smiled. “It’s been a while since I’ve had other people in the house. I need to curb my tendency to speak out loud.”

“Daddy said we’re going to be late.”

“I’m getting my jacket now,” Mim said, and walked down the hall to her bedroom.

Bailey hesitated a moment, then quickly poked her head into the living room, fully expecting to catch Jack by surprise.

The room was empty.



When they reached the school a few minutes later, it was bustling with the nervous energy always accompanying firsts. But once it was known that Willamena was there, people grew quiet and actually parted in the hallway for her.

Everyone, that is, except Pam Keller, who came toward them at a fast clip.

“Tug! Exciting day, isn’t it? My first day at work!” She stood back as if to let him admire her. She looked better than Bailey had ever seen her, in slacks with a crisp crease, and rather a lot of makeup.

“And the girls’ first day of school,” Tug reminded her.

“Yes, of course.” Pam turned to Mim and looked like she wanted to curtsy, just as Bailey had the first day she met her. “Hello, Mrs. Wester. I’m Pam Keller. My ex-husband is Jani Keller’s nephew. She was like your sister in high school, right? We’re practically related!”

Mim just stared at her.

Pam waited a few seconds longer than most people would have, which began to feel awkward. Finally, she laughed and waved her hand. “I should go!”

“Good luck,” Tug said. After she left, he added in a lower voice, “You could have at least acknowledged her.”

“That’s not my way, Tug,” Mim said.

“Yes,” he said as they walked into Bailey’s classroom. “I know that very well.”

While he and Mim went to introduce themselves to her teacher, Bailey ran to Tasha, who was standing alone in the classroom’s reading nook. Tasha looked instantly relieved. She said her mother had dropped her off and not lingered, anxious to get to work, but Tasha’s shoelaces had come untied and she didn’t know how to tie them. Bailey went to her knees and tied them for her. She had so much to tell her about her weekend and tea with Mim, but as she stood, Tug approached and said, “We’re leaving now, sweetheart. Have a good day. If you two stick together, you’ll be fine.”

Bailey gave him a hug, her eyes searching for Mim and the possibility of hugging her, too, though Mim seemed very prickly about touching. She found her by the teacher’s desk, where she was leaning in, whispering something. The teacher jerked her head back as if shocked. She finally nodded and got up from her desk, crossing the room to where the students’ desks were grouped in fours. She took a name card off one of the desks and walked to the farthest corner and switched it with another name card.

Apparently satisfied, Mim went to the door to wait for Tug.

After that day, Bailey and Tasha weren’t even allowed to sit with each other at lunch, or be on the same team at recess. Bailey was an instant object of attention, which she wasn’t used to being and thoroughly enjoyed. But that wasn’t the case for Tasha. Several kids already knew her from church and seemed to actively dislike her, calling her Smeller, even though she didn’t smell at all. She was, in fact, quite clean. It weighed heavily on Bailey’s mind, the sheer injustice of it all. All week she concocted plans to thwart their teacher, to convince the rest of the kids to like Tasha, to rescue her. She never once doubted her ability. It was just a matter of time.

Like her dad said, they had to stick together.



On Friday after school, Tug informed Bailey that Mim had invited her to another tea in the sunroom.

As soon as they walked into the Wester House, she dropped her backpack and darted to the sunroom, leaving Tug to pick the bag up. She knocked, and then ran inside.

“Tell me about your first week at school,” Mim said, and began to pour the tea.

Bailey hopped in one of the magpie chairs, and was immediately distracted by the fact that there were cookies on a plate today. Thin, buttery ones with almond slivers that looked like shadows of petals baked inside. Every day she came home from school positively ravenous, as if she’d been wandering in the wilderness for weeks. “Our teacher separated me and Tasha. I don’t like that part, but I’m going to fix it.”

“I’m glad she did as I suggested.” She extended the plate of cookies and Bailey took one.

“You told her to do it?”

“Suggested,” Mim said. “And that she should be more discreet if she continued to spend time alone with your married principal. I found it unwise to make friends when I was young, Bailey. Consider making strategic allies, instead. Friends will hurt you more than you can possibly imagine.”

“I can’t have friends?” she asked, alarmed. “What about Tasha?”

“You can do whatever you want to do. I won’t stop you. Just…” She hesitated, as if trying to figure out how to word this. “Be careful who you let in.”

Mim only ever said important things, so Bailey considered that as she ate the cookie. “Like how you don’t let people in the house?”

“It’s similar.”

There seemed to be a choice she had to make here, one Mim was trying very hard not to frame as one. The only thing Bailey knew for sure was that Mim might not be a witch, but she had still conjured a life where she didn’t have any holes, so she never had to search for something to fill them. A life complete with a haunted house, beautiful clothes, tea, and now cookies. She had what she wanted, so she didn’t need anything else. Until now all the belonging and happiness Bailey had ever experienced came from the outside world, not from inside her own home. But the Wester House was different. Here, she had Mim. And she was certain if she had her love, her approval, it would be enough. So she didn’t really need friends, did she?

Later, at a different time and a much different place in her life, Bailey would wonder, if she hadn’t ever met Mim, would she have become someone else entirely? Someone good? Or had her nature been formed long before she was born?

But whether nature or nurture, one thing was certain.

That was the day she truly began to feel like a Wester.






CHAPTER TWELVE


A peculiar aspect to Hen Town that newcomers remarked on was how time moved differently here. Tourists who stayed for any duration began to imagine themselves younger than they were. They bought kitschy hen-shaped souvenirs for their mothers, then remembered their mothers died twenty-five years ago. It was attributed to how history shaped the place, making it feel like the past and present were commingling. Old buildings weren’t torn down, but restored. And historical markers were everywhere, reminding people that if it weren’t for the Wester family, none of this would be here. The Westers had the oldest house in town. The Westers first built the shops downtown, creating an economy. And by selling those buildings, Willamena Wester had assured that economy would continue.

Bailey was so young when she moved here that there were long stretches of time when she forgot she even had an origin story before Mim. Mim was the beginning, the middle, and the end. All Bailey wanted was to emulate her. Mim was adamant about not wanting any part in shaping her, but her passive force still managed to, the way tiny drips form stalagmites over eons.

She was always the first person Bailey wanted to share major moments with as she grew up. She would eventually tell her dad, of course, but she would first wait for her weekly tea with Mim to share an end-of-school-year award, a good grade, her first period, or a boy she thought was cute but would never talk to her, because boys never talked to her and she wished they would. Her dad was unfailingly supportive, but Mim was inscrutable.

The only thing to ever get an immediate reaction from Mim was Bailey telling her about the odd things she experienced. Like how, when she started driving at sixteen, she always thought she saw someone out of the corner of her eye at the intersection of Orange and Simmons Streets, where there was a big tree with a terrific scar from an old car crash. But when she would turn, no one was there. Or the fact that her curtains were always open before she woke in the mornings, waking her to sunlight, when she was sure she had closed them. Or that the doors in the house seemed to lock and unlock just to tease her (Tug blamed this on the damp), or she thought there was a haunted feeling of fear floating through the rooms every time it rained. She had long ago forgotten the name Jack.

“It’s not unusual,” Mim would say quickly, almost urgently. “You are not unusual. A strange feeling or a sparkle in the corner of the eye happens to everyone. Don’t look for things that aren’t there. Put it out of your mind.” It was the single time she ever explicitly told Bailey what to do, not even framing it in the form of a suggestion. Bailey actually appreciated it, because it was something concrete she could do, something she knew Mim wanted. Even if that something was to believe that, even though she was a Wester, she wasn’t the special sort.

She was reasonably sure that Mim loved her. It couldn’t be quantified, but there was a fierceness to her grandmother that made her feel both safer than she’d ever felt, and terrified of ever getting on her bad side. Feelings her father obviously didn’t share.

When he finally decided to leave the company he worked remotely for and start his own small wealth-management company, what followed was an epic campaign to get Mim to allow him to convert the butler’s pantry into his office. He argued with her about it relentlessly, in a way no one else ever could. He never seemed to fear losing what little affection Mim managed to outwardly show, as if he’d long ago let go of the hope that she would ever be who he needed her to be. He finally got his way by proposing the office have an outside door so workers would never have to set foot inside the rest of the house. And not letting people inside, as they all knew, was Wester Rule number one. He pointed out that Mim had an entire sunroom built when he was a boy, her sanctuary where she spent most of her time, and it had been done without anyone coming in. Mim gave in, or so it seemed.

These days, to most people, they seemed happy, though none of them had much of a social life. Tug sometimes went to Chapel Hill for drinks with clients, but he didn’t date at all. Sometimes Bailey thought she herself wasn’t the only one Mim had worn down, then built back up in the shape she wanted. It had just taken a little longer with her son. The Wester way was to be solitary and composed. To not make friends or form connections that didn’t benefit them in some way. And marriage, if it ever happened, meant finding someone easy, like Mim did, not someone you were attracted to.

As her teens wore on, Bailey began to amass a very secret collection of romance novels, including boxes full of old Harlequin romances she found in the attic, just trying to figure out what romantic love really meant in the absence of any example inside the Wester House. She wasn’t entirely sure why she considered her collection a secret, it just seemed like the kind of thing Mim wouldn’t like—a messy, complicated life outside the self-contained one she’d created. It was the way Bailey thought Mim had always lived her life.

But everything she thought she knew about Mim changed—and nothing would ever be the same—the day Bailey found out about the Feathers.



By the time Bailey turned eighteen, ennui had draped over her like a veil, even though there were several things making for a fairly interesting senior year, by Hen Town standards, anyway.

The first was Clutch Vallow.

He’d come in at the beginning of term, a transfer student from another county high school where he’d been kicked out. He’d been flunked twice, so he was nearly twenty, and the only reason he was still finding new schools to go to was because his grandfather, who had taken him in when Clutch’s dad went to prison, said he would have to move out and find his own way in life if he didn’t stay in school. There was something alluring, but menacing, about him. He was outrageously handsome, his hair black, his cheekbones mile-high, and his eyes as pale as moonlight. The first time Bailey saw him, she thought he looked like he’d stepped out of a dark romance. Girls gravitated to him, but later there were the warnings overheard in the restroom about not finding yourself alone with him, because his darkness would settle over you and you could never, ever tell another soul because he knew how to hurt where no one would see. Most of the girls he dated were older and tougher, and they knew how to handle him. You could see, though, when they were with Clutch at convenience stores, how their eyes never left him, alert to every move he made, ready to soothe or duck.

The second was, in a town historically too small to have its own high school football team, Hen Town High finally achieved a population of student athletes large enough for its own Friday Night Lights. The students would get to choose the team name, so a slotted box decorated with crepe paper had been set up in the high school rotunda and was currently being stuffed with joke suggestions ranging from the Hen Town Cocks to the Hen Town Cluckers.

But the biggest thing by far to happen, the thing that ended up changing Bailey’s life by the end of the year, started with finding the yearbook.

Her lit class was doing a timed paper on a chosen poem in the library, where they had to write an essay by hand and use books for ancillary research instead of the internet. Their teacher, Mr. Reynolds, was raging against the machine and said he’d had it with take-home papers being written by AI.

Bailey had gotten up to search the stacks for a biography on Tennyson in order to include his birth and death dates in her essay. That’s when she heard two of her classmates, Silas and Cody, snickering one row over.

“The band was called Andy Smooth and the Silks,” Cody was saying. “Can you believe it?”

“It was the 1970s. They didn’t know any better. If they’d really wanted to be cool, they should have gone by their acronym—ASS.”

“Nice one,” Cody said. “Anyway, my grandmother said the Witch of Wester House was actually their groupie, or something.”

That made Bailey go still, as it always did, with a tingling sensation that precipitated learning something new about Mim. Secondhand stories about her grandmother were still delicious to her, and they were her only source of a rounded picture of who Mim really was and, in turn, who Bailey thought Mim wanted her to be. She no longer had Tasha to tell her things, and she didn’t dare let anyone think that the Westers were anything less than a united front.

“No way,” Silas said.

“Swear to God. There was some big scandal about it. The band actually played at the high school, and I guess Willamena threw herself at him or something. My grandmother heard that she killed good ol’ Andy Smooth because he broke her heart.”

What? Bailey thought.

After a pause, Silas said, “Nope. It says here Andy Smooth died of a heart attack ten years ago in California.”

“How the hell did you get your phone past Mr. Reynolds?”

“I told him I left it at home.”

As the boys walked away, Cody said, “But the band really did play here in Hen Town when she was a teenager. I know that much is true. It’s in my grandmother’s yearbook from 1976. And she still has her autographed album from that day.”

When they walked by the row where Bailey was standing, they froze like deers, then hurried away, Cody saying, “She didn’t hear us, right?”

Yearbook. Why had she never thought of that? The alumni section of the high school library contained yearbooks going back decades. Bailey grabbed the Tennyson bio, then went to the secluded alumni section.

She quickly took the 1976 yearbook and turned, only to stop short.

Clutch Vallow was now standing at the end of the row, looking as beautiful and intimidating as he ever did. He was always showing up in places he shouldn’t be at school, and more often than not, those places were near Bailey. She wasn’t quite sure what to think of him. Her brain had long ago set to a default position of considering what Mim would think first, so she knew Mim wouldn’t approve of an association. But sometimes the sheer delight of a guy showing interest in her made her suck in her breath in quick surprise when she caught him staring at her.

He wasn’t moving so she could get by him, so she turned and went the long way around back to her table before Mr. Reynolds discovered what she was doing.

“Why do you have a yearbook?” Vanna Delaney asked. Bailey wasn’t fond of Vanna because she could be cruel for no reason, but Mim thought she was an advantageous ally because she was the mayor’s daughter. It was nice to have someone to walk the halls with, and to share a table in the cafeteria, but Bailey never went to Vanna’s parties or her sleepovers. Vanna found this mildly irritating, even though Bailey told her she didn’t go to anyone’s parties because she could never return the invitation at the Wester House.

“It’s from when my grandmother was a student,” Bailey said, turning to the index where it listed the students’ names alphabetically alongside the pages where photos of them could be found.

Vanna looked at her strangely. “She’s old, but I don’t think she was around when Tennyson was writing.”

“I just want to see what she looked like.” The first page she went to showed her grandmother walking down the hallway with two other girls. This was back before the new high school had been built, and Hen Town High was in a low-slung building across town.

The caption said only The Feathers.

“Which one is your grandmother?”

Captivated, Bailey pointed to the girl in the center. This was Mim at her age. She’d memorized all the photos she had of Mim, but she had never seen her so young. Her hair was long, longer than she’d ever seen it, and brushed away from her face in such a stiff, flamboyant way that it looked like wings. She was wearing a very short dress, platform loafers, and was hugging her books to her chest. She looked so innocent, and she was actually smiling, as if she enjoyed school in a way Bailey never had.

“They look like they ruled the school.”

“I’m sure they did,” Bailey said.

“The one on the left is my great-aunt Jani.” They looked up to see Tasha Keller leaning over from her table. It didn’t take much for Vanna to turn mean, and Tasha knew this very well. Bailey could still remember Vanna chasing Tasha around the playground with a dead frog in third grade, yelling, Smell this, Smeller! Bailey never did anything to stop Vanna because she was afraid it would get back to her grandmother. They weren’t her finest moments. Only necessary ones.

Don’t, Bailey tried to communicate to Tasha with a stare. But Bailey’s quiet stares weren’t ever interpreted the way she thought they were. Most people thought she was looking down on them.

“Excuse me?” Vanna said.

“She was one of the Feathers,” Tasha said.

“Go away, Smeller.”

Tasha finally looked at Bailey and something passed between them—a question, a plea, an arm reaching through the darkness.

Every summer Mim found camps for Bailey to attend, where she met people she tried to keep up with through texts. And Mim all but forced them out of the house during Christmas break, so Tug took Bailey on monthlong holidays overseas and it was very vibrant and educational. Bailey understood that Mim was probably trying to keep her occupied on school breaks, because those were the times Bailey would ask if she could have more frequent teas with her. But it didn’t do much to stop the loneliness that happened during school, a loneliness that felt a lot like the way Tasha looked right now, but no one could see Bailey’s because it had been glossed to a shine with privilege.

Tasha shrugged and turned back to her paper.

Vanna suddenly nudged her. “Quick, put that away. Mr. Reynolds is coming.”



“Did you know they keep yearbooks from every school year in the library?” Bailey asked Mim later that afternoon.

“If I did once, I’ve since forgotten.” Mim was in the corner kitchenette of the sunroom, taking the cookies she knew Bailey liked out of the packet and placing them on a plate. Tiny details like that sustained her. It meant Mim was paying attention.

“We had to write a timed research paper in the library today, without the internet.”

“That’s certainly a laborious way to do it.” Mim knew her way around technology. She was surrounded by old-school record albums and her television ran constantly, but she was always scrolling on her phone. Her creature comforts were all ordered online because she didn’t drive. She did own an ancient Buick Riviera, squirreled away in the garage, but she never took it out.

“That’s what we said.”

“And yearbooks were part of this research?” Mim asked, walking back and setting the plate of cookies on the table between them.

“No, but I looked up your senior yearbook while I was there.”

Mim had just lifted the teapot, but froze mid-pour.

“I found a great photo of you walking down the school hallway with two other girls. It called you the Feathers.”

She managed to stop pouring just short of the cup rim and set the teapot down. “Oh, that. We were the first girls in the school to feather our hair. That’s how we got the name. We thought we looked like stars. I’m glad your generation doesn’t have quite the love affair with hair spray we did. You might just fix the hole in the ozone we created.”

“Were they your friends?”

“They certainly were not.” She glanced at the sugar bowl. “I forgot to get sugar cubes from the main kitchen. I’ll be right back.”

Bailey frowned as Mim left. She reached over and lifted the lid. There were cubes already there.

The tension created by what Mim thought she might have found in the yearbook made her decide against also mentioning Andy Smooth and the conversation she’d overheard about Mim falling for him. Mim might get angry at Silas and Cody for talking about something she clearly didn’t want talked about.

But it begged the question: Why?

Mim’s footsteps had disappeared down the hallway, so Bailey got up and went to the low shelves lining the room. She rarely got to be in the sunroom alone, so she quickly scanned the spines of Mim’s record albums. Mim called them collectibles, as if their value meant something to her but the music didn’t, even though the ones she had were obviously well used. They were alphabetical, so she started with the A’s. Andy Smooth and the Silks wasn’t there, so she went to the S section.

And there it was.

The name of the album was Everywhere Girl, and on the cover was a woman in blue jeans and a halter top walking along a beautiful stretch of Midwestern highway at sunset, her thumb out for a ride.

Scribbled in messy handwriting across the cover was:


To Willamena, Stay Smooth. Yours, Andy.



Bailey turned it over and there was an index of the songs, as well as a photo of Andy Smooth onstage. A spotlight was on him, so the other band members were just shadows behind him. She jerked her head around when she heard Mim coming back down the hall. She angled the album cover to slide it back in with the others.

And that’s when a Polaroid fell out of the sleeve.

It had been taken at night in a parking lot. Mim was wearing a long, cotillion-like pink dress. Her blond hair was feathered away from her face like in the yearbook, so it must have been taken the same year. She was standing next to a brick wall, looking deeply at a man with dark hair, his back to the camera, a guitar case on the ground beside him. Their faces were very close. There was no question that Mim was unaware the photograph was being taken, because there was such vulnerability in her expression. She had dropped her guard for this man. It was heartbreakingly obvious that she loved him, loved him in a way she hadn’t loved her future husband.

Was this Andy Smooth?

Mim’s footsteps were getting closer. Bailey quickly put the photo back in the sleeve and stood, seconds before Mim entered. She pointed outside, as if she’d been standing there watching something. “The Brimleys’ dog escaped its fence again.”

“That dog is a menace,” Mim said as she sat.

Bailey walked back to her chair, watching Mim thoughtfully as she used the sugar tongs to place cubes in their cups.

If Mim had fallen in love, what other parts of the Wester narrative had she taken out, then filled in with an almost fairy-tale-like construction that suited her more, one that turned her into the mystical Witch of Wester House, coming into the world a fully formed adult, needing no one. It was a character Bailey found so hard to emulate, and now she understood why.

Real life could be turned into fiction. But fiction couldn’t be turned into real life, no matter how hard you tried.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Tug’s only true requirement of Bailey was dinner and conversation on whatever topic she chose every night. That was fine with her, because Mim liked having meals alone. Weekly tea was a decent schedule for sharing big things, but it was a long time to bottle up ordinary, day-to-day thoughts, so she liked talking to her dad about them. And at this point in her life, on the cusp of adulthood, it was nice to be around someone who accepted every version of her, someone who only wanted her to be happy.

But that year Tug had begun pushing for Bailey to consider college, and it turned dinner from something benign into a dreaded, exhausting affair for everyone involved. Once, after one of their many arguments about it, Bailey got up and left the table without finishing her meal, frustrated that he was making this so hard. He never made things hard. She didn’t want to go to college. She didn’t want to leave and try to figure out who she was all over again. This was her home. And Mim didn’t go to college.

She had just walked up the stairs and rounded the corner to her room when she heard a crash, which sounded like a plate breaking. She pivoted and went back to the staircase in time to see her dad stride through the foyer toward the sunroom, throwing his blond hair off his forehead with an angry flick of his head.

She went back down the stairs, stopping to glance into the dining room. Tug’s plate had been thrown across the room and was lying in shattered pieces on the floor. The lonely presence of the house was whirling around the table as if concerned.

She was stunned. Her dad had never lost his temper before. She suddenly heard raised voices coming from the sunroom, and walked down the hall to put her ear to the door.

“Are you doing this?” Tug demanded. “Are you encouraging her not to go to college?”

“Of course not. My grandmother refused to let me go to college. You may not believe this, but I’m trying very hard to not make the same mistakes.”

“What’s the plan, then? You’re just going to let her grow moldy in this house with you? What is she going to do for a living? She can’t live on her mother’s life insurance policy, no matter how well I invested it.”

“She has some interesting ideas about creating an influencer account to promote tourism here.”

Her dad scoffed at that, which stung. She’d mentioned it to him, too, and he hadn’t reacted that way.

“I told her that the chamber of commerce would be glad to have her help,” Mim said.

“So you are encouraging her.”

“No. I’ve done everything I can to make sure she knows the limitations of being a Wester in this town. I’ve also made sure she’s experienced the outside world. If she wants to stay, I will be glad for her to.” Bailey smiled at that. She would be glad for her to. “But if she wants to go, it’s entirely her choice.”

“When I was Bailey’s age, you told me when I graduated high school I needed to make my own way in the world, far from here, far from you. What’s different with Bailey? Why give her a choice you never gave me?”

This was the first Bailey had ever heard of this. She’d always assumed it was her dad’s decision to leave, based on the obvious lack of pleasure he took in coming back.

“You weren’t happy here, Tug. That’s the difference. And you cannot disagree with that. You only came back home because you were in crisis. And your exact words to me back then were, if anything happened to you, Bailey needed a place to live.”

“I was in a dark place before I arrived,” he said, his voice so low Bailey barely heard him. “But I promised her I would be a better father, and I have been. Which is why I’m concerned, and I don’t understand why you’re not. She doesn’t socialize. She doesn’t date. She’s not happy. She’s trying to make you happy.”

Until that very moment, Bailey had never felt guilty about loving this place even though she knew her dad didn’t. She focused so hard on pleasing Mim, but expected sacrifice and understanding from him, as if he didn’t deserve any better. But he did. He was the best person she knew, and the only reason people had anything nice to say about the Westers.

Later, she walked to the kitchen, pretending she didn’t notice the stain his thrown food had made on the dining room wallpaper. “Okay,” she said as he washed dishes in the sink. “I’ll apply to a few schools. But it’s not going to make any difference.”

He immediately hugged her, his hands still soapy. “Thank you, sweetheart. You won’t regret it. We’ll tour some schools on your breaks, and you’ll see how wonderful it will be.”

So she sent out perfectly pointless applications, and then pretended to be happy to tour the schools, pretended to now love everything outside of Hen Town her dad did, because she thought she owed him. It left her feeling even lonelier, now that there was no one she could simply be herself around, except maybe the presence in the house. It stayed in her room with her as she read romances and listened to the Andy Smooth and the Silks album she’d downloaded, which became the soundtrack to her year.

She ended up with two acceptances—to NC State and Western Carolina—but she didn’t take any action with them. Her dad eventually stopped pushing, and she was relieved they were all finally on the same page. There were no big decisions left to make. Her life was laid out in front of her like freshly ironed clothes. But as the end of the school year approached, she was unprepared for how jarring the realization was that when high school ended, so would the only social system she knew. She fully expected her dad to leave once she graduated. And when he was gone, there would only be Mim and her carefully conditioned affection. Bailey hated her heart for wanting more, but she did.

She wanted what Mim had in that Polaroid.



On the last day for seniors, when the cafeteria as a whole was louder than normal, she turned up “Everywhere Girl” on her phone, trying to distract herself from everyone else’s happiness, trying to pretend she didn’t care. Sometimes she wanted to talk to Mim about Andy Smooth, about love and dreams and being the same age as she was when she’d had to make such big life decisions, but she knew better. Mim had kept his record album and photo away from where anyone else could find them, which meant she wanted to keep him private.

But Bailey had researched him with the intensity of being tested on it later. There wasn’t much on him before he left Hen Town and made it big, just that he was the high school band teacher here. The year he left, Mim was just a little girl, so they wouldn’t have had a connection back then, only when he came back to play once. There was a whole slew of information about his later life that Bailey didn’t find very interesting—his many marriages, his stints in rehab, his attempt to revive his career with a reunion tour in the ’80s. Wikipedia listed no less than twenty revolving members of the Silks over the years, saying it was incomplete because members would get paid under the table. One had even disappeared on the road.

She was breaking her Sun Chips into tiny pieces, listening to Andy Smooth sing about the stars overhead making their evening debut, when she happened to look up. Clutch Vallow was staring at her the way he usually did, from that empty corner he liked to sit in. She was used to him by now, his focused attention. Today, he didn’t look any happier than she was about losing the small bit of autonomy he had because school was ending. He got it, she suddenly thought. He understood. She smiled at him in a weird sort of solidarity.

A corner of his mouth lifted, as if he was pleased, as if he’d put out bait and she’d finally bitten. And she felt that smile all the way to her core.

“Bailey?” She turned when Vanna called to her. “You’re not going to any graduation parties this weekend, are you?”

Bailey turned back to Clutch. Like her, people noticed if he went out. But what if there was a sea of people they could get lost in? Half the parents of graduates were throwing parties that weekend, mostly held in paneled rec rooms and damp basements. Funyuns and Hawaiian Punch would be served. Grandparents were always invited, because they brought cards with money tucked inside. It was all very boring, but mandatory. If you were lucky, you were invited to Cyrus Kneely’s party. Same Funyuns, Hawaiian Punch, and grandparents, but at least he had a pool. But all of them were during the day. That’s when she remembered Tasha’s invitation. She looked over to her. Tasha didn’t have a pool. She didn’t have grandparents, either. But she did have a mother who was the proud owner of a scrubby, seven-acre piece of land she’d won in her divorce years ago and told everyone would be the perfect spot for something big—like a vacation home or a blowout nighttime graduation bonfire party.

Bailey didn’t know what came over her, but she said, loud enough for Clutch to hear, “Tasha’s party tomorrow night sounds like fun.” Everyone in the cafeteria went silent. Bailey Wester was going to a party.

The silence was broken when the bell rang for classes. In the chaos of the mass exodus, she dropped a piece of paper with her number on it in front of Clutch, with the words Meet me by the woods there.

It was terrifying, but it was more excitement than she could ever remember feeling and she didn’t know if it was the act of doing something she knew she shouldn’t be doing, or if it was Clutch himself. Either way, her body felt positively electrified, like she was finally alive in her own skin.

This could be her very own Andy Smooth moment.



“You want to go to a graduation party?” her dad repeated when she told him over takeout that night. He had gone through a phase where he’d bought enamel-coated pans and smart-looking aprons and fancy spices in sleek containers that looked like test tubes. But his culinary experiments had usually ended with the smoke alarm going off. “Whose?”

“Tasha Keller’s.”

“Well, I’m glad. For you and for her. You and Tasha grew apart.”

“We didn’t have much in common.” Then she added, “Everyone’s going, not just me.”

“Does your grandmother know?”

“No,” she said quickly, too quickly. “She doesn’t like the Kellers, for whatever reason.”

Tug shook his head. Pam Keller’s phone calls to him had petered out over the years, but every once in a while she would contact him, keeping him on the phone for hours. He never avoided talking to her. “They deserve more kindness than they get.”

Bailey unwrapped her chicken burger and waffle fries. She didn’t look at him as she asked, “I know you said Mim married your dad because that was the only way her grandmother would let her inherit. But why did your dad marry her?”

“My dad?” He paused. “What makes you bring him up?”

Bailey bit into her burger. “Just wondering. You never said.”

“I think it was because he liked this town. He also respected your grandmother, so he was perfectly willing to give her what she needed most from their marriage.”

“You?”

Tug laughed. “No, not me. I was a surprise, a few years after they married. Your grandmother didn’t want children. What my father gave her is space to be alone in this house. That’s what she needed most.”

Bailey made a show of lifting the bun of her burger, then reaching for the ketchup. “There was never anyone she wanted to marry?”

“I remember he said once he thought there was someone she was close to, but I don’t know who.”

“Weren’t there rumors?”

“Outlandish ones, as all rumors about your grandmother are. I think she encourages them to be outlandish.” He laughed again. “The one I remember most is that it was someone from a rock ’n’ roll band. But she made her choice.”

“This house is very important to her.”

“Listen, sweetheart, I accept that you have a different relationship with your grandmother than I had. My childhood isn’t yours, and I don’t want to pass my trauma down to you. But you need to understand this if you’re going to stay here: If there ever comes a time when your grandmother has to make a choice, and this house is one of the choices, she will always choose it. Don’t be misled into thinking otherwise.”

She knew what he was implying, that Mim hadn’t chosen him, the way a parent should. The way he had always chosen Bailey. “If you want to start dating, I’m okay with that. I want you to find happiness, Daddy. I know it’s not here.”

He reached over to squeeze her hand. “I feel the same way about you.”

Bailey just shrugged. She wasn’t sure what this thing with Clutch was, because it had come on suddenly, like a fever. It wasn’t love. At least, not yet. But the fact that she’d grabbed on to it so fast had to mean something. And if she didn’t find out now, would she ever get the chance?

She was taking great pains to keep everyone, but especially Mim, from finding out, but it wasn’t like Mim could get angry. She had done the same thing, after all. There was even a small flicker of hope that Mim might even be happy for her. Maybe, instead of growing up to be Mim, she could become the person Mim had wanted to be, but couldn’t.

Someone not so alone.

A breeze brushed behind her and Bailey turned as if she might catch sight of the presence in the house as it left the room to go down the hallway, where it spent most of its time, just wanting to be near Mim.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Tasha Keller’s senior year wasn’t any better than Bailey’s. It was, in fact, much worse.

It started when Tasha made the mistake of calling her father after seeing the photo of the Feathers in that old yearbook, and realizing that what her mother had been saying all along, to anyone who would listen, was true. Bailey’s grandmother and Tasha’s great-aunt Jani had been friends. She’d grabbed on to that faster than she should have.

She still thought a lot about Bailey, more than Bailey thought about her, for sure. And with all the mulling she’d done, Tasha considered herself something of an amateur Bailey-ologist. She was stylish in a way that seemed both absolutely intentional and completely effortless, much like her grandmother in her suits and shirts with dramatic collars. For Bailey, it was long Anthropologie skirts, short-sleeved sweaters, and her blond hair pulled back into a bun with tendrils around her face. Her favorite color seemed to be orange, because she wore it the most. Most boys at school were afraid of her—or more accurately, afraid of her grandmother—so she didn’t date. But she’d managed to attract the attention of the only hot guy in school, Clutch Vallow. He couldn’t get near her, though, not even between classes, because Bailey’s group was in a constant circle around her in a way that said Protect the golden goddess. She was aloof, some would say stuck-up. She usually had her earbuds in, but when someone managed to make her laugh, it was the best sound. But most of the time, she didn’t have an expression at all, and Tasha had heard some people call her “Hollow Girl.” Long gone was that hyper, imaginative child who had moved to town. She would disappear over summer and Christmas and stories would trickle down about camp and vacations, and everyone found this fascinating. What was Bailey like when she left? Was she less hollow? Did she go to parties? Did she kiss boys?

But one thing Tasha knew that no one else seemed to, because Bailey had become more guarded about it, was that she loved hearing stories of her grandmother. They weren’t as thick as thieves as everyone believed. So maybe Tasha could give her a story, just like she used to, something to feel connected to her again. As it was, the only thing besides memories Tasha had was a barrette with the name BAILEY engraved on it. She’d found it on the creek bank while she and her mother were cleaning up trash on their country property last summer, when her mother had gotten a wild hair about throwing Tasha a graduation bonfire there at the end of the year. Tasha had imagined the barrette falling from Bailey’s hair in the Westers’ backyard and into the creek, then winding its way all the way through town to her, like she was meant to find it.

She secretly got her father’s number off her mother’s phone and called him that evening. She hadn’t set eyes on him since he’d moved to Spartanburg when she was three, but she used to talk to him on her birthday every year. Those calls stopped after a while, because Pam would always interrupt their conversation to ask about child support. He’d remarried and had a wife and three more children that he actually lived with and therefore had to support, so he eventually made the easiest decision he could make—to lump Tasha with her mother in order to make cutting ties okay.

Tasha had only had her own phone for a year, so he answered, not recognizing the number. “Hello?”

“Hi, Dad.”

There was a long pause. “So what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said. “We just haven’t talked in a while.”

“If your mother is putting you up to this, tell her that I don’t have any money to give her. And you must be eighteen by now, so I don’t have to.”

“She doesn’t know I’m calling.” Tasha paused. “I saw a photo in an old yearbook today. It showed Willamena Wester with your aunt Jani.”

“And?”

“I guess I wanted to know more about her.”

“She died years ago. There are genealogy sites you can look up, Tash.”

“They wouldn’t be able to tell me what she was like.”

“I can’t either,” he said. “My dad and his twin were nearly fifteen years younger than Jani. And she left town after high school. I never met her.”

“Your dad was a twin?” she asked, surprised. “I didn’t know that.”

“His brother died when they were two. He was hit when their father was pulling out of the driveway.”

“That’s awful. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said. “I didn’t know any of them. My dad died when I was a teenager, so I barely knew him.”

“Did he ever talk about Jani and Willamena?”

He sighed. “None of it’s real. It’s all rumor.”

“What is?”

“That Jani had been the one driving the car that hit her brother. And her mother made her father say it was him to protect Jani, because she was always getting into accidents and had a record already. The story my dad told me was that, somehow, Willamena’s grandmother found out the secret. She didn’t do anything about it, she just held it over them, letting them know she knew. So Jani did something to get back at her, something to hurt Willamena. I don’t know what. And that was the end of their friendship. Like I said, all rumor. I’ve got to go, Tash.”

Before he disconnected the call, she heard a female voice in the background whisper, “You should change your number now.”

So she didn’t have a story to share with Bailey, after all. Yes, Jani and Willamena had been friends, but something mysteriously turned them sour. Similar to what happened to Tasha and Bailey, ironically. So Tasha decided with a sad finality that the best to hope for when it came to the Kellers and the Westers wasn’t friendship.

It was keeping them from becoming enemies.



In a twist that proved unfortunate for Tasha, one of the suggestions slipped into the suggestion box to name the new football team was the Hen Town Feathers.

When ballots were later handed out in homeroom for a final vote, a ripple of apprehension quivered through the hallways, because who in their right mind would suggest the Hen Town Feathers? The Feathers were what Bailey’s mean-girl clique had started calling themselves, which Vanna Delaney, their undisputed leader, resurrected that day in the library. But instead of feathering their hair, Vanna gave them all orange feather charms to clip to the zipper pulls of their backpacks, something Vanna made sure no one but their group was allowed to do. When a girl named Olivia Grace, who tried so hard to be cool but whose social status was barely a rung above Tasha’s, tried, her car ended up with Wannabe key-scratched into the door.

The votes were tallied and the winner was eventually announced. They were to be the Hen Town Flyers.

But if anyone thought that a bullet was missed, they were wrong. Because Vanna became nothing short of obsessed with finding out who had submitted their name, who had challenged their sole right to it. This caused some students such distress at the thought of blame landing on them that there was an unusual amount of absences due to sick stomachs. Eventually Vanna decided that because of that fateful day in the library when Tasha had spoken up about her great-aunt Jani being one of the original Feathers, the culprit must be her.

So began an absolute nightmare of a senior year. Of having her PE clothes hidden. Of eggs cracked into her locker. Of constant taunts in the hallway that led her to find whole new routes to classes. Of deleting her social media accounts because of bullying, and having to create new ones under a different name. Bailey just watched it all happen, detached, earbuds in her ears. She was never aggressive, not like Vanna, but she didn’t have to be, not with a grandmother like hers. She had more quiet power than anyone and she could have made it stop, but she didn’t. And Tasha began to hate her for it.

So much for not becoming enemies.

The only thing Tasha could do was keep her head down and focus all her energy on one thing and one thing only. College. She got into all her top schools, but she decided on Columbia. Her scholarship wouldn’t cover everything, but she wasn’t afraid of hard work. She would work every hour she wasn’t in class, if necessary. Anything to keep her from coming back here. The Feathers would never torture her again. And Tasha would no longer have to shield what hell school had turned into from her mother, pretending that everything was okay because one slip could send her mother spiraling. When Tasha left, she would cease to be her mother’s keeper.

She couldn’t wait.

Even if the ballot incident had never happened, Tasha still wouldn’t have been surprised when no one RSVP’d the graduation invitations her mother mailed out later. Who wanted to go to Smeller’s bonfire? But because the ballot incident had happened, it was a foregone conclusion. And Tasha was fine with no one showing up. She didn’t need a celebration.

But the universe had other ideas.

On the last day of school for seniors, Tasha was on her laptop in the rowdy cafeteria, making a spreadsheet. On it were all the bills her mother was going to have to remember to pay after Tasha left. She was going to stick a printout of it to the refrigerator when she got home, to get her mother used to seeing it. Remembering was going to be Pam’s responsibility soon. Tasha had done her time. It was hard to concentrate with all this noise, though. She would normally spend her lunch in the library, but end-of-year testing was going on there for juniors.

A couple of boys were playing catch with a Hostess Snoball snack cake, which everyone thought was just so funny. One of them went long, and another one knocked against Tasha’s chair as he ran for it. She glared at him. Before she looked back down at her laptop, her eyes found Bailey.

The Feathers were laughing and chitchatting, but Bailey was staring across the cafeteria at someone. Vanna Delaney suddenly shouted down the table to Bailey, asking what graduation parties she was going to that weekend, which everyone knew was zero. Bailey didn’t go to parties. Bailey looked to Vanna, then across the cafeteria to whoever she’d been staring at again, then finally to Tasha—a triangle of connection Tasha wouldn’t understand until much later.

To everyone’s surprise, Bailey called back, “Tasha’s party tomorrow night sounds like fun.”

It made the hairs stand up on Tasha’s arms and she immediately smelled uneasiness, which was a sharp, bitter scent, like the pith of a lemon.

The bell suddenly rang. Tasha put her laptop in her backpack, then rushed into the hallway already gushing with students. She needed to call her mother, quick, to get ahead of this. She reached her locker and took out her phone.

That’s when the Feathers walked by and Vanna bumped Tasha with her shoulder, causing her to drop her phone. “See you tomorrow night, Smeller. Seven, right?”

Bailey only glanced at Tasha before looking away.

She bent to pick up her phone and when she stood, someone said from behind her, right into her ear, “Yes, see you tomorrow, Smeller.”

She jumped away so fast she banged her elbow against a locker.

Clutch Vallow smiled and walked by.

He didn’t hang out with anyone from school, so why was he coming to her party?

She watched Bailey and her group turn left toward their classes, followed shortly by Clutch, who had no business going down that hallway.



“Darling!” her mother said as soon as Tasha walked in the door. Tasha had been scrolling through texts from people she knew didn’t have her number, all asking if they could come to her party and, oh, could they bring a friend?

Pam worked at the insurance office until six, so she was never home when Tasha got in from school. Had she gotten fired? Barry was usually uncommonly understanding about her mother’s highs and lows. Was this a precursor to one of her weeks-long blue moods? Or the opposite? Like when she’d purged their house of almost every stick of furniture they owned three years ago? “You won’t believe the calls I’m getting about our bonfire party! Come to the grocery store with me. We don’t have enough food for tomorrow tonight. And I called the church and asked to borrow a few foldable potluck tables from the fellowship hall. We need to pick those up, too.”

“I’ve decided I don’t want a party, Mom.”

“It’s too late now!”

“We can’t afford it.” If all else failed, money was always an excuse. And Tasha knew what was in her mother’s bank account to the decimal.

“Yes, we can!” Her mother held up the Good Credit Card, the one she kept hidden above a loose acoustic ceiling tile in her bedroom.

“No, Mom—”

“Come on,” her mother said, giddy as she led Tasha back out the door. “Your father is going to be green with envy. He loved that property.”

“Dad isn’t going to come.”

“Darling, everyone is coming.”






CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Clutch was walking around the outer rim of the party as if he were performing an incantation, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Everyone was trying to steer clear of him. They handed him their whole pack of cigarettes when he only asked for one, their whole secret pint when he only asked for a splash in his red plastic cup of Hawaiian Punch. After a while, he finally texted her. Bailey’s phone buzzed and she took it out of the pocket of her skirt.

Baaaaiiiillllly. I’m here.

She angled her phone away from Vanna and responded,

I see you. You’re surprisingly bad at subterfuge for a delinquent. I can’t just disappear right away.

So you haven’t told anyone you’re meeting me? Interesting.

What’s so interesting about it?

That you’re scared.

I’m not scared.

She finally got up from sitting with the Feathers and their boyfriends by the fire. In a setting like this, firelight, laughter all around, it was hard to act like being the odd man out was actually the superior option, the way she did at school. “I have to use the bathroom.”

As soon as she grabbed her purse, an ember popped in the fire, sounding like a gunshot. She turned quickly to see sparks flying into the air, turning to ash. As the ash floated higher, it appeared to turn into bats fluttering above the fire.

“I’ll go with you,” Vanna said, standing.

Bailey spun around. “Can’t I do anything alone?”

Vanna sat back down, looking taken aback at Bailey’s tone. No one had seen Bailey mad before, and the town’s collective unconscious knew that an angry Wester was a thing to avoid. Bailey gave Vanna’s head a conciliatory pat as she passed, trying to make up for snapping at her without actually saying she was sorry. She’d called too much attention to herself as it was.

She walked to the edge of the clearing where she’d last seen Clutch, but he wasn’t there anymore. She reached the hemlocks, their branches nearly white in the moonlight. She got out her phone to text him, and that’s when he grabbed her from behind and pulled her into the woods.

She immediately turned and faced him. His features were all angles and shadows. “I was beginning to think you weren’t serious,” he said.

“You could have left.”

“Not without you.”

They heard some rustling nearby, and someone called, “I found a big one!” Some boys in shirts and ties, their jackets long discarded, were scouring the woods for more logs to throw onto the fire.

“Come on,” she said, taking his hand, acting like she knew what she was doing.

Clutch paused. An interesting pause, she thought, as she tried to pull him with her. It was like he hadn’t expected this to be so easy. He started moving forward. “Just remember this was your idea.”

“You weren’t coming before I asked?” She was walking backward, talking to him face-to-face as she led him deeper into the woods.

“As I recall, you didn’t ask. You commanded.” He gave her one of his devastating smiles. “But it was perfect timing. My grandfather had just told me I had to be out of the house by Monday. So I’m a free man now. I can do whatever the hell I please. And it’s almost poetic, in a way. At a bonfire, I start to burn everything around me.”

“You weren’t free to do that before? That’s not what I heard.” There were many rumors about Clutch, all based on the idea that he did what he wanted, so don’t get in his way. But that didn’t scare Bailey as much as it seemed to scare others, because Mim had taught her that real power came from making someone believe something without ever having to prove it was true.

“I got a free place to live, and a promise of something better if I just held out long enough and behaved, at least as far as my grandfather knew. Lies. All of it.” He suddenly grabbed her and she felt a burst of unexpected alarm, her first clue that perhaps she wasn’t as comfortable around him as she thought she was. “Watch out,” he said, “you’ll fall in.”

Bailey immediately turned to see they had reached the bank of the wide creek. She hadn’t realized they’d come this far. Fog was rolling over the water, lifting and curling.

“People underestimate that current,” Clutch said, taking out a cigarette and lighting it. “Ted Mulveney died in it years ago.”

“Who?”

He offered her a cigarette, but she shook her head. He shrugged as he sucked in some smoke. “Just some guy trying to clear a storm drain. I looked it up.”

“Why would you look something like that up?”

“I wanted to be Aquaman when I was a kid.” Bailey smiled at that. “So one day, I jumped in the creek to see if I could breathe underwater. I almost drowned. I couldn’t tell my dad about it, because he’d told me to stay away from the creek. But it made me wonder: Why did I survive? I must be special.” He looked at her, his eyes so light blue that they were like mirrors in the moonlight. “I bet you think the same thing about yourself.”

She gave him a strange look. “You’re not thinking of tossing me in the creek to see if I drown, are you?”

“Isn’t that what they do with witches?”

She backed away from the water. She wasn’t sure if he was joking.

“Does your grandmother know you’re out here with me?” he asked as he watched her sit on the twiggy forest floor and take out her phone.

“No,” she said, scrolling through her music.

He flicked some ash from his cigarette. “Good.”

She cued up “Everywhere Girl.” “I could introduce you one day. I think she might like you.”

“What an interesting invitation. So what am I, a pet project?” He took one last puff, then tossed the cigarette into the creek. He walked over to her and sat so close she could feel the buzzy heat of him. “What are you listening to?”

“A singer named Andy Smooth. He was from Hen Town, and my grandmother was in love with him. I found a picture of the two of them together. I like to think this song is about love.”


From the windshield of my van

Night grew blackberry blue

And stars overhead made their evening debut

Your lips to mine, I fell into you

Everywhere Girl

Just for one night

Go everywhere, girl



He threw his head back and laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but that song isn’t about love.”

“Yes, it is. It’s about experiencing something new and beautiful, something you never expected,” she said. “Among other things.”

“Is that what you call it? Other things?” he said, leaning in.

She leaned her head back in tandem. “Let’s just talk for now.”

“Talk,” he repeated. “Okay. About what? Here’s my vote: Other things.”

Bailey rolled her eyes. “What did you mean when you said you were going to burn everything down around you? We don’t have the rules of school anymore, but there are still rules to Hen Town.” She gave him a pointed look. “Pretty sure arson is one of them.”

“I wasn’t referring to arson. And I’m not staying in Hen Town, Bailey girl.”

“You’re not?”

“Hell no. I hate this place and everyone in it. And I’m going out with a bang. That’s what I meant.” He reached over to twirl some of her hair around his finger. “But I get why you’re staying. Here you have money. Your grandmother’s protection. The permission she gives you to look at people like they’re beneath you. You’re a perfectly crafted replica of her, but with nothing inside.”

She flinched at that. She had wanted to be understood, she just wasn’t prepared for him to understand the worst parts of her, as if that’s all there was. It was a fear she kept quiet, but one always there—that because Mim didn’t represent good things, maybe there wasn’t anything really good about Bailey, either.

“That was a mean thing to say,” he said softly. “I apologize. Outsider rage is what my middle school counselor called it.”

“I get it. I feel like an outsider sometimes, too,” she said.

He smiled, but when she didn’t smile back, he said, “You’re serious.”

“My grandmother must have felt the same way when she was my age. It was the only time she rebelled.”

“I know why I’m here, but I’m finally beginning to understand why you are.” Her hair still twirled around his finger, he moved his mouth until it was inches from hers. She could smell the sharp, sweet scent of alcohol on his breath. Her heart started beating faster. “I’m happy to oblige, Bailey girl.” Then he kissed her, hard. He was angling for control, and she let him have it for a moment, then pulled away.

She put her hand to her mouth and checked her fingers to see if she’d cut her lip against her teeth. “Does that work with the other girls you’ve been with?”

“I don’t work for anything.” He grinned. “All this comes naturally.”

“You’re treating this as a sure thing.” Now she felt irritated. She didn’t want to admit it, but she liked him better when she didn’t know him, when he was a creation. An Andy Smooth. A hero in a book she’d read. She wanted that moment in the cafeteria back, the electric moment that illuminated hidden depths for a fraction of a second, like a light in a cave.

“Bailey girl, it was a sure thing the moment I finally got you alone,” he said, amused. He put both his hands on her shoulders and shoved her with such force that she hit the ground and lost her breath. She stared up at him, not fully understanding what happening. Then he was on her, his hand thrusting up her skirt to pull at her underwear. It hurt, the fabric digging into her until it finally ripped, burning her skin.

“What are you doing? Get off of me!” He was ruining everything. She pushed at him, feeling twigs twist in her hair. It was going to take forever to get them out before she could reappear at the bonfire.

It didn’t cross her mind that he wouldn’t do as she said. But instead of stopping, and without saying a word, Clutch hit her hard across her cheekbone. She was so surprised by it that she froze. No one had ever hit her before. He then put his forearm against her neck and shifted his weight to lean on her heavily as he unbuttoned his jeans with his other hand.

She began to choke and her eyes filled with tears. Above her in the night sky, ash-bats hovered. Her vision was going dark. Was she going to die here? She was. She was going to die from trying to be in love.

She turned her face away. She didn’t want him to be the last thing she saw.

And there, standing by the creek, was a man.

He was wearing a work shirt and waders. And he was carrying a hoe, like he was out here cleaning drains. He looked so sad to see what was happening. Why wasn’t he doing anything? She gasped and reached out her hand to him.

Clutch stopped at her movement and jerked his head around to see who was there. It relieved some of the pressure on her neck and she was able to suck in a whisper of air. She immediately took advantage of his distraction and sat up, her forehead hitting his head with a painful clap. Clutch cursed and sat back, holding his head. She immediately pushed him away, grabbed her purse and phone, and ran faster than she’d ever run in her life while Andy Smooth was still singing.

When she burst out of the woods, she careened into Tasha Keller, who fell backward. But Bailey didn’t stop. She skirted around the crowd, trying not be seen. She reached the makeshift parking lot and wrenched her car door open and got in.

To her surprise, Tasha slid into the passenger seat beside her.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Tasha had no idea why Bailey wanted to come to her party. She wondered if making it the biggest of the graduation season was some sort of low-stakes apology.

If that was the case, she wasn’t doing Tasha any favors.

As it was, Tasha had her hands full playing interference with her mother, keeping her from approaching Bailey and gushing about the Westers and how Tasha and Bailey were such good friends. Now that school was over, the Feathers couldn’t make Tasha’s life miserable anymore, so Tasha wouldn’t have cared if they’d snickered and thought Tasha had made up a story about their friendship. It would be her mother who got hurt. And she was so happy that night, with so many people here enjoying her property. Even the parents of many of the seniors had decided to come to give Pam a hand, after finding out how big the party was going to be. Time may move slower in Hen Town, but word traveled fast. Tasha was grateful they were there. Her mother had no idea how to make or contain a bonfire, but fortunately a couple of parents were volunteer firemen, and they took charge. They erected a tall, perfect teepee shape, and the blaze lit up the entire field like daylight.

Tasha was so attuned to Bailey’s movements that she was aware the moment Bailey stood and said something to the Feathers. Most of the seniors, including Bailey and the Feathers, were gathered in the first orbit around the fire, closest to the flames. The adults were keeping an eye on things in the second orbit, at the refreshment table. And in the last orbit, right at the tree line where the fire was throwing long, eerie shadows over the hemlocks, lurked the people who had come but who didn’t want to be there, forced by peer pressure, parental nudging, or boredom. She watched Bailey walk alone toward the woods, ostensibly to use the bathroom. Tasha immediately looked for her mother, to make sure she wasn’t following.

When she turned back, Bailey had disappeared.

She waited, focused on the woods. She grew more and more suspicious the longer Bailey took. What was she doing in there? A half an hour later, she finally walked to where she’d seen Bailey.

That’s precisely when she came running out of the woods, her chin over her shoulder as she looked behind her. She collided with Tasha, knocking her to the ground, then kept running.

Tasha looked down at her dress, which was now covered in mud. It hadn’t rained for days, which meant she was sitting in someone’s spilled drink, or worse. Not everyone wanted to go into the dark woods to use the bathroom. That was the moment she finally had enough.

She got up and ran after Bailey, reaching her in the dirt parking lot and getting into her car with her.

“Get out,” Bailey said from behind the wheel. She wouldn’t even look at her.

“You just ran into me and didn’t even say you were sorry. Look at my dress!”

Bailey stared straight ahead, her hands clutching the wheel.

“Why did you start ignoring me? Why are you friends with those girls instead? Why do you let them treat me the way they do? I’ve done nothing to you. To any of you.” She was horrified when her voice cracked.

Bailey still didn’t say a word.

“You know what? It doesn’t matter anymore. You’re all vile human beings. And someday someone is going to do to you what you’ve done to me, and I’m going to laugh in your faces.”

She reached for the door handle, but Bailey was already jerking the car into reverse. She shifted into drive and sped out of the parking lot by the field, dirt spinning under her tires.

Tasha turned and watched the bonfire fade to a pinpoint in the dark countryside, a tiny hole into another universe. She immediately took out her phone to text her mother. She had no choice. There wasn’t anyone else Tasha could alert to the distinct possibility that Bailey Wester was actually kidnaping her from her own party.

But before she could pull up her mother’s name, she noticed a figure ahead of them emerge from the hill that sloped down to the creek. Bailey’s headlights hit him and he turned, placed his cigarette between his lips, then stuck out his thumb for a ride.

It was Clutch Vallow.

“You’re not going to stop for him, are you?” Tasha asked uneasily.

Bailey gunned the engine, which Tasha assumed meant she wasn’t. But then the car tires began to edge off the road, heading straight for him. And the closer they got, the less time they were going to have to miss him.

“Bailey?” she said as Bailey increased her speed. “Bailey! You’re going to hit him!” She dropped her phone and put her hands to the dashboard as if to brace for impact.

Clutch, walking backward, seemed to realize what was going to happen at the same time as Tasha. And he didn’t have many options. He ran backward for a few moments, a few moments too long. By the time he turned to run down the hill knotted with kudzu and blackberry vines, it was too late.

Tasha screamed when she felt the thud of Bailey’s front bumper hitting him, then the crash of his body taking out the side mirror next to her. She immediately twisted around, but didn’t see him in the road behind them. He’d been tossed down the bank.

Bailey continued toward the intersection with the rural highway, running the stop sign and taking the turn so quickly the tires squealed. Tasha kept begging her to stop, but she drove and drove until the darkness of the rural highway gave way to the streetlights in town. She finally swerved into the Methodist church parking lot.

Tasha opened the door, her hands trembling so badly it was like she was experiencing turbulence. Oh, God. Did that just happen? Was this real?

Anger had always smelled metallic to Tasha, like steel. But now that she was scared, too, the steel had an iciness to it, like a winter handrail. Smelling every strong emotion was bad enough when they came one at a time, but when they had layers like this, when she felt too much at once, it made her sick.

She grabbed her phone from the floorboard and darted out, calling her mother. She put the phone to her ear, doing a pirouette as she looked around for someone, anyone, to run to.

She finally turned back to the car. The overhead light had come on when Tasha had gotten out. Bailey was still sitting there, her hands gripping the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles were turning white. Her blond hair was moving around her face like a mermaid underwater, and it took a moment to realize it was because Bailey’s entire body was shaking. She was crying. That’s when Tasha saw it. The cut on her forehead. The bruises forming on her face and neck.

And it all started to make sense.

Her mother answered and said over the noise of the party, “Tasha? Where are you, darling?”

Tasha slowly lowered the phone and disconnected the call.

She stared at Bailey for a long time. Her breath started to calm, no longer echoing in the empty parking lot. Now the only sound around them was dusty white summer moths flicking against the streetlamps.

Finally, her legs like putty, she walked back to Bailey’s car and got in, closing the door and waiting for the dash light to dim.

When it did, she whispered in the darkness, “What did he do to you?”

Bailey wiped under her eyes with her fingertips, then looked at her hands and rubbed them on her skirt to get rid of the mascara. She flipped down her visor and looked at herself, immediately scrubbing her cheeks to erase the mascara tracks. She was trying to compose herself, to find her way back. “Nothing,” she said as she flipped the visor back up. “I got away.” Then, in a quieter voice, “I didn’t know he was going to be like that.”

“You didn’t know?” Tasha repeated, her voice rising. “How could you not know?”

“Don’t yell at me!”

Tasha had too much experience with people who thought their irrational behavior was completely normal and therefore everyone else was wrong. So she wasn’t backing down. Not this time. “You just hit Clutch Vallow with me in your car! I have every right to yell at you! Everyone is going to be on your side. Your family sure as hell isn’t going to let anything bad happen to you, so you’re going to come out of this smelling like roses. But I get to yell at you!”

Silence. Then, “Do you think he’s dead?”

“I don’t know. We should go back and check.”

Bailey stared out the windshield. “What if we just don’t say anything?”

Tasha was stunned, and the scent of the emotion was so strong it was like astringent, and it made her eyes water. “You’re not seriously asking me cover up a hit-and-run,” she said, half coughing.

“We’re not covering up anything.” Bailey turned to her. “We’re just not talking.”

“Look at your car. Look at your face. You think no one’s going to make the connection? Bailey, there were … circumstances that everyone will understand. Clutch has always been bad news.” No, she was done being the sensible one, the adult, the one always managing other people’s actions and emotions. “You know what? You don’t need my help. You never did. Why aren’t you running to your grandmother?”

Bailey leaned her head against the back of her seat, tears forming in her eyes. “You wouldn’t understand,” she said in a wet, faraway voice.

“Try me.”

“Because,” Bailey said, then wiped at her eyes again. “Because my relationship with her is a house of cards. One wrong move, and I’m afraid it will all collapse.”

She was wrong. That, Tasha did understand. All too well. She got out her phone.

“What are you doing?” Bailey asked, as if afraid Tasha might be calling the police.

Tasha punched a button and put her phone to her ear, staring at Bailey defiantly.

“Tasha, you’re the only person in the entire school who got into an Ivy League. Do you really want to get caught up in a mess I made and to have to stay?”

“Hi, Mom,” Tasha said when she answered, and Bailey looked visibly relieved. “I got a ride home. I wasn’t feeling well. No, you don’t have to come home yet. No, it’s okay. Mom—” Tasha lowered the phone and hung up.

“I’ll take you home.”

“There’s no way you should be driving right now. Your hands are still shaking. Call someone to come pick you up.” Tasha grabbed Bailey’s keys and got out. She couldn’t have prevented Bailey from hitting Clutch, but she could keep her from doing any more damage tonight.

Bailey immediately followed her as she crossed the parking lot. “What are you doing?”

“I want you to remember this. Right now, I’m ten times a better friend to you than you ever pretended to be to me.” Tasha threw the keys into the wooded picnic area beside the church, then brushed past Bailey, adding, “And that’s the last favor I’m ever doing for you.”



There were always pay phones in movies, but there was never one in real life when you needed one.

All the way home, Tasha tried to figure out how to call 911 anonymously. She wouldn’t say anything about Bailey, but if Clutch needed help, she couldn’t just leave him there. Maybe she could get her mother’s keys to the insurance office and call from that phone. No, the office had cameras. Then she remembered there was still a prepaid phone somewhere in the house, from when Pam forgot to pay the mobile phone bill years ago and had to get an emergency one. Tasha could use that one.

She’d very nearly made it home when she saw her mother’s Jeep turn at the corner ahead. Oh, hell. What was she doing here? Pam stopped and rolled down the window. “Darling! Why are you out walking?”

“Just getting some air,” Tasha said. “The smoke of the bonfire was giving me a headache. I’m better now. You should get back to the party.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” Pam said, waving her hand. “The other parents were so nice when they found out you were sick. They said they would stay to make sure the fire was put out when people decided to leave. But everyone was having so much fun, so that could be hours! I’ve always said that property was great, haven’t I? Get in. I’ll drive you the rest of the way home.”

Tasha was so tired. If her mother wanted to drive her around the corner home, she would let her. She crossed to the passenger side and started to open the door, but her mother called, “No, you’ll have to get in the back. I offered this boy a ride home first.”

Of course she did.

“Do you two know each other?” Pam asked as Tasha got into the back seat. “He says he goes to Hen Town High, too.”

Tasha leaned forward to see who it was. She sat back and tried to keep her voice steady as she said, “Oh. Hi, Clutch.”



Tasha’s fingernails were cutting into her palms as Pam kept turning down streets. Clutch’s directions seemed so random, as if he was purposely trying to throw them off. All Tasha could smell was the intense black licorice scent of dread. Eventually he said, “Here’s fine, thanks.” They were on a street lined with townhomes. Who did Clutch know here? Clutch lived with his grandfather off the highway, near the commercial greenhouse.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Pam asked.

“Oh, I will be,” he said as he got out with a wince. “I have a plan. Don’t worry about me.” Before closing the door, he reached in and took something from the floorboard. He didn’t even glance at Tasha.

As Pam took off, Tasha turned and watched him disappear from sight. She couldn’t make out what he was carrying, but he looked terrible. He had scratches and bruises on every part of skin Tasha could see, and his jeans were ripped. But at least he was alive.

Whatever had happened tonight was done. It wasn’t Tasha’s responsibility anymore.

“Where did you pick him up?” she asked her mother.

“He was walking on the dirt road from the bonfire. I’m glad he didn’t stay. He would’ve changed the mood of the whole party. And everyone is having such a good time!”

Tasha was so preoccupied that she didn’t notice Pam wasn’t driving home. She was approaching the neighborhood where the Wester House was located, instead. When she finally looked up and around, she said, “Where are we going?”

“This will be just like old times,” Pam said, obviously having fonder memories than Tasha of staring at old houses in rich neighborhoods. “When you leave, I won’t have anyone to do this with.”

She pulled over in front of the Wester House and cut the engine. Tasha crawled into the front seat, leaning over to turn off the headlights so they wouldn’t attract attention.

Pam sighed as she looked up the lawn. “Wouldn’t it be great to live there? I wonder what it looks like inside. It was nice of Bailey to come tonight. I wish I had been able to say hello. I’ll call Tug later and tell him to thank her. I haven’t talked to him in ages. It’s a shame you and Bailey won’t be going to college together. But you can catch up when you’re home on breaks. Maybe the four of us could get together in the park, like old times.”

She could feel her mother shaking with nervy energy. All day she’d been in a crescendo toward manic. She would be up for the rest of the night, maybe longer. There would be no calming her unless Tasha made her take her meds and sat with her to make absolutely sure she didn’t spit them out, because she liked her highs. Getting things done, making lists, calling people she hadn’t spoken to in a while—it all felt like hope to her. But she always paid for it later. They both did.

Minutes ticked by. Tasha pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them, suddenly cold. The adrenaline was wearing off.

“Who is that?” Pam suddenly said, and Tasha looked up to see someone limping down the sidewalk toward them. He would appear under one streetlamp, disappear into the darkness, then reappear under the next streetlamp.

Her mother leaned forward. “It’s him! That boy. What is he doing here? We dropped him off two blocks over.”

They both watched as Clutch finally stopped in front of the Wester House. In one hand he was carrying whatever he’d taken off the floorboard. It was a broken, globe-like piece of plastic. He set it down to take a cigarette out of his pocket and light it, and then he stared at the house while he smoked. Tasha held her breath. They were only feet away from him. He might notice them at any moment. He finally dropped the cigarette and picked up the object again and slowly ascended the concrete steps toward the Westers’ door.

That’s when it clicked.

He knew it was Bailey who’d hit him.

Her mother sucked in her breath. “Is he going to rob them?” Pam said. “No, no, no. That’s not going to happen. Not on my watch.” She opened her door.

“Mom, stop!”

But Pam had taken off in a sprint toward Clutch, her yells piercing the silence of the neighborhood. Someone was probably, at this moment, sitting up in bed and grabbing their phone to report a crazy woman screaming, “Citizen’s arrest! Citizen’s arrest!”

Pam’s battle cry obviously caught Clutch off guard, because he didn’t even check to see who it was. He instantly ran around the side of the Wester House, toward the backyard.

And her mother went after him.

Tasha fumbled around in the glove compartment, wasting precious time. Everything fell out and she scrambled through the contents until she finally found the can of pepper spray she’d given her mother, then ran up the steps. She rounded the corner of the house, not knowing what she was going to find, and nearly collided with her mother.

She was now completely wet and smelled of earthy, murky creek water.

“Oh my God, what happened?” she whispered. “Why are you wet?”

Pam looked down at herself as if this was news to her.

“Come on,” Tasha said, and started to guide her back to the Jeep. That’s when she noticed her mother had a broken side mirror from a car, carrying it by the hanging cords like some sad purse. “What is that?”

“He dropped it.”

So that’s how he knew. He’d found Bailey’s side-view mirror.

“I picked it up and hit him with it. He went into the creek and I lost my balance and went in with him.”

“You hit him? Are you sure?”

“I think.”

Her mother was barely five feet tall and as thin as Christmas tinsel, so she couldn’t have done much harm. Could she? “Is he okay?”

“He got carried downstream.”

If the police got involved now, what kind of havoc was this going to create? Clutch Vallow and Pam Keller had gotten into a fight in the Westers’ yard. Would anyone believe them if they told them why they were there? And if it came down to it, would Bailey come clean and protect Tasha’s mom the way Tasha had protected Bailey?

She knew the answer to that.

And in that moment, Tasha understood the real meaning behind Bailey asking, What if we don’t say anything?

You would do anything when it came to protecting the person who had shaped you most, the person who had given you everything, except the one thing you needed. Because the child in you never stopped dreaming of still getting it, one day.

Tasha took the mirror from her and set it by the front door so Bailey could do something with it when she got home. “Hurry, before anyone sees us.”






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


It took nearly forty minutes for Bailey to find her keys. All she wanted now was to get to the safety of the Wester House and pretend this night never happened. Clutch didn’t attack her. She didn’t hit him with her car. Makeup to cover her bruises and a story about her car getting sideswiped in the parking lot, and everything would be okay. No one but Tasha would ever know, and she was leaving for college. Bailey wouldn’t have to see any of her classmates again. She was even missing her ceremony to go on a cruise her dad was giving her as a graduation gift. So she could recover while she was away. And when she came back, she would happily become Mim. This would be her life now, because she had her life.

There were some things worse than loneliness.

She finally reached the house and parked, then walked heavily up the steps. Her entire body hurt. She was nearly to the door when she caught a glimmer of something, and turned.

It was such a surreal moment, staring at Clutch Vallow.

He was standing at the corner of the house, soaking wet and hazy in the glow of the streetlights. He looked like a glimmering projection from someplace far away. At first, she was relieved because he was alive. No damage control needed. But then she began to wonder what he was doing here. And why was he just standing there, watching her?

He knew it was her.

And he wasn’t finished burning everything down around him before he left.

She ran the rest of the way up the steps. The front door was already unlocked, even cracked open a bit, so she didn’t have to use her key. She didn’t stop to think why Mim had left it that way, she simply burst inside and slammed it shut behind her.

The energy of the house was all around her, worried. She heard the click of a lock, as if the door had locked on its own.

A voice came from down the dark hallway. “I need a word with you.”

Bailey watched Mim emerge like a specter in a white nightgown and robe. She wasn’t used to seeing her without makeup. It made her face look pinched, almost as if she was in pain. Her hair wasn’t even brushed. “I’m sorry, Mim,” she said, heading to the staircase while angling her face away from her. “I didn’t mean to wake you. Good night.” She needed time to figure this out. It wasn’t as simple as not saying anything anymore. She was going to have to do something about him. She had to get the upper hand somehow. But how? What would Mim do?

Mim said, “I already know what Clutch Vallow did to you, so there’s no need to hide from me. I also know you hit him on the road to the Keller property. As I said, I need a word with you.”

“You talked to him?” The first card in the house of cards fell.

“Yes.”

“I saw him outside,” Bailey said blankly.

“I know you did.” Mim walked back down the hallway. “Come with me.”

She tried to smooth back her hair and straighten her clothes as she followed Mim into the sunroom, which was lit dimly by a single lamp. Mim closed the door behind her, and Bailey noticed she was cradling her left arm. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Sit down.”

Bailey took her familiar seat in one of the magpie chairs and Mim lowered herself slowly onto the settee. She was quiet for a while, her eyes closed.

The broken side-view mirror from Bailey’s car was sitting on the coffee table between them, and Bailey couldn’t stop staring at it. Clutch had obviously brought it here to Mim, and there was only one reason why he would do it. He wasn’t going to leave Hen Town now that he’d found an unending source of blackmail income.

Another card fell.

“Something I loved was taken from me when I was a young woman,” Mim finally said. Bailey looked up at her, but her eyes were still closed, trancelike. “And when that happens, the loss becomes more real to you than when you had it, because it’s all you can think about. I was glad when your father moved out to go to college, glad for him and glad for me, because it had never been just me and my loss together here, the two of us alone. I thought it would be bliss. But by the time your father called, wanting to come home with you, I was more lonely than I ever thought it was possible to feel. It’s not a natural state of being.” Mim finally opened her eyes. “Bailey, the things I’m about to tell you will be hard to hear at first. But please don’t be scared. It will make everything clear, I promise. So many things will start to make sense. You’ll finally understand.” Mim gave a ghost of a smile. “It will actually be a relief to me to talk about it. To finally tell someone about Jack.”

Jack? That had a familiar ring, and she didn’t know why.

The silence that followed revealed a soft, insistent tapping. Mim slowly turned her head toward the sunroom door.

Bailey panicked, thinking it was her dad. He deserved better than to be involved in this. Mim wasn’t good, and neither was Bailey. But he was different. If Mim had contained this, for a while at least, then there was no reason to tell him. She couldn’t bear to lose the love of them both in one fell swoop. “Please, can we keep this from Daddy?” she whispered.

“That’s not your father,” Mim said wearily. The tapping stopped.

Mim looked like she was suddenly disappearing before Bailey’s eyes, collapsing into herself with agony. She covered her face with her hands with a sob. Rigid and controlled Mim was a force to be reckoned with. But this raw, emotional Mim was more frightening than anything that had happened tonight.

“Mim? What’s wrong?” Bailey got up and went to the settee. She sat beside her and put her hand on her knee. “Did he hurt you? Is that what’s wrong with your shoulder? I’ll make this up to you, I swear. I’m sorry, Mim. I’m so sorry.”

Mim dropped her hands. Then she moved her knee and Bailey’s hand fell away. She took a moment to compose herself, and then she said, “Leave, Bailey.”

“But what were you going to tell me?”

“I swore I wouldn’t make the mistakes my grandmother made. But I already have, and I almost did again. So I can’t tell you. And I can’t allow you to live in this house any longer, the way my grandmother allowed me to. I want you to leave.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Yes, you do.”

She waited for her to say more, but Mim simply stared straight ahead, all her raw emotion gone. Bailey still couldn’t get her mind around it. “You can’t just kick me out.”

Mim took a deep breath and let the air out through her mouth. “I’ll tell your father exactly what happened tonight if you don’t go.”

Bailey’s body gave a start.

“We both know him well enough to know he’ll blame himself,” Mim continued. It sounded practiced, as if she had sized up Bailey long ago and calculated the most effective way to control this particular outcome. “He’ll think it was because he came back. He won’t recover this time. You have no idea what it took for him to ask to return here after your mother died. He almost didn’t survive. After this graduation trip with him, you can suddenly decide you want to go to college after all. It doesn’t matter what you do, just make it convincing.”

Bailey stared her, her stomach knotting. She saw it so clearly now, the thing Mim never talked about, the thing she’d always kept hidden from Bailey. And it had nothing to do with a secret love. It was what being a Wester really was. It was deliberately finding soft spots and exploiting them to get what you wanted, no matter who you hurt. It was this calculated knowing. It was the legacy of Mim’s own grandmother, the original Witch of Wester House. Mim had sequestered herself away from everyone, trying to make it seem like she wasn’t as hideous. But she was, and Bailey would never be able to imitate it.

For the first time in her life, she was glad.

“It was one mistake,” she whispered as the house of cards finally collapsed.

Mim only shook her head.

Bailey finally got up and went to the shelf where the Andy Smooth and the Silks album was. She took it and shook the photograph out. “What about this?” she said, tossing the photo in Mim’s lap. “You broke your own rules once. And I bet he didn’t try to kill you.”

Mim stared at the photo before picking it up slowly. A muscle in her cheek twitched, but she didn’t respond.

“Did you ever love me? Do you even know how?” Bailey could feel her throat grow thick with tears. This was it. No more Mim. No more Wester House. “Just tell me that.”

“We both love you,” she said softly.

Bailey didn’t believe her. No matter what you’re capable of, you don’t hurt people you care about. And this was not a normal response to someone you love being in pain. She walked away before she broke down completely. “I know Daddy does. He would never do this.”

“I wasn’t referring to your father,” Mim said as the door closed.







PART THREE
Play








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Willamena woke up and snapped on the light in her bedroom, illuminating Jack sitting on the tufted chaise longue in the corner. Years shifted back and forth, and for a moment she couldn’t settle on what time line she was in, because he always looked the same. The same soulful eyes. The same mustache and dark hair. The same bell bottoms and shirt. Even the same yellow rose.

I’m talking about ghosts, Willamena, she heard her grandmother say, somewhere in time.

But when? she wondered, disoriented. When did she say that?

It was that night. That crackling, rainy night when Jack came to her and told her he loved her. She was going to run away with him. But she didn’t, did she?

No. He fell down the staircase.

So why was he here?

I’m talking about ghosts, Willamena.

After the fall, when Willamena woke the next morning, she remembered turning to see her grandmother waiting. Jack was standing behind her.

She called out his name and reached for him, relieved that he was okay, but her grandmother immediately said, No, that’s not him. He’s in the basement. This is what we can do, Willamena. We can see them. None of them stay forever, but when you discover who they are, when you really concentrate, you can talk to them and they will tell you things they’ve seen and heard. It will serve you well in this town. No one will ever cross you again.

The sting in her bones suddenly pushed Willamena fully awake, focusing her, and now she knew exactly what time line she was in. She reached for her prescription on the nightstand.

“The pain is waking you more often,” Jack said as he leaned forward.

“Which you wouldn’t know, but you insist on sitting there all night, watching me like a nursemaid.”

He smiled. “Lurking in corners is part of my job description, Wills.”

She laughed a little as she swallowed the pill. He was the only one who called her Wills now.

“Are you sure Bailey’s coming home today?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Hot damn.” He slapped his knees and stood. “Eight years. I can’t wait to see her again.”

Willamena only nodded. There were no words to communicate how desperately she had missed her granddaughter, and the bright, bittersweet happiness of laying eyes on her again.

Jack walked around the room, snapping his fingers rhythmically with excitement. He paused by the window facing the backyard and stopped snapping. “That other one outside is happy about it, too. What are you going to tell her about him?”

“About him? Nothing.” She would always stand by that decision. Everything else was tinged with uncertainty. She’d never wanted to send Bailey away, but she’d had no choice. If she had been in a better frame of mind that night, maybe she could have thought of another way. She’d come up with dozens of better alternatives over the years, which did no good now. But as Jack could attest, she had a propensity to hold on to things well past the time she should have released them. “But there are things she needs to hear from me. Like the story of you.”

Jack said dramatically to the ceiling, “Oh, thank God. All this time she’s thought you were in love with Andy Smooth. She used to listen to his album over and over on her phone in her room. I could hear it through her earbuds.” He walked to her and sat on the bed. “Now Tug, he listened to some great music when he was a teenager.”

She leaned back against her pillow. “I’m sorry I couldn’t listen to music anymore, after.” It had been too much. It was still too much. She had always been able to feel music in a transcendental way, but after Jack died—after he came back—it was one detachment from reality too many.

“Wills, don’t you know by now?” he said. “I didn’t stay for the music.”

No, he stayed because she was here. And she could never move, she’d even married Terrence in order to keep the house, because he was here. It was a catch-22, but they eventually made their peace with it, though not before Willamena went a little crazy. After Jack died, she remembered charging out of the Wester House to confront Jani, but then almost turning back. The curious thing her grandmother used to say when Willamena was young suddenly made sense. They were everywhere, glimmering in shadows, waiting for her to see them. But in certain places, there were voids, and when Willamena was older and could think more clearly, she realized that what she had once called dead zones were actually the opposite. They were where no one had died, so there were only the living. She remembered her anger being stronger than her fear, propelling her forward anyway, and once at Jani’s house, she spewed such mad, unbelievable things that she would never forget the look on Jani’s face, as if Willamena had turned into a monster. For sending her grandmother that Polaroid, for the series of events that followed, she swore to take her revenge, swore to find a way to hurt her more, and she had meant it. It was no surprise when Jani left town the very next morning and never came back. During that time, Willamena would have burned every bridge she had, she would have burned down the entire Wester House with herself and her grandmother inside, if Jack hadn’t finally managed to calm her, center her, save her. He told her that he was still here and he wouldn’t leave, not until she was ready for him to. He ended up guiding her through every phase of her life, because there had never come a time when she was ready to let him go.

But now, whatever freedom was, it was finally coming for them both.

“Close your eyes and get some rest,” he said. “I’ll be right here when you wake.”

“This house is full of corners,” she said, turning off the light. “Go lurk somewhere else.”

“Not a chance. I like your corners best.”



As Bailey drove into the downtown loop late that October afternoon, the sun was the color of a persimmon as it set directly behind the courthouse clock tower. It cast a long, narrow shadow over the center park. She remembered once hearing a story about how the Westers, who built the courthouse, had planned it that way to remind everyone of their family’s towering presence. The clock tower shadow was the reason Hen Town’s annual Halloween festival, the Shadow Fair, was held downtown. There were banners everywhere she passed, announcing this year’s fair on Saturday.

In one of his chatty weekly phone calls, sharing random news from town as if she wanted to hear it, her dad told her that the county had relocated their offices out of the courthouse last year because the clock tower needed too much costly repair. For a while, there was concern the gothic building was going to be demolished and the Shadow Fair would be no more. But when it was sold, the winning bid came from a local developer who planned to repair the tower and turn the building into a boutique hotel.

She drove slowly around the loop twice, biding her time. She used to relax when her dad would drive them back into town after every vacation, exhausted and smelling of suitcases and airports. She’d loved the moment she finally began to recognize old, familiar things. It had never been anything specific, not even the Wester House itself. It had just been the idea that she knew where home was.

She wasn’t sure what she would feel today, eight years after leaving, but she quickly discovered it was resentment. She wanted no part of who she used to be here, yet things here still resonated with her, like she’d left something of herself behind, something vital.

She finally turned out of the loop onto a residential street, winding her way to the Wester House. When she pulled in front, there was a faint glow from a television flickering inside the dark sunroom. Mim, she was certain, had seen her arrive.

She took a deep breath and switched off the engine of her rental car. Adjusting her hat to make sure it covered her hair, she then reached for her carry-on and got out.

When she got to the front door, she hesitated, wondering if she should simply walk in the way she used to. She opted for ringing the bell instead.

“Bailey?” her dad said when he opened the door. “Why didn’t you use your key?”

“I wasn’t sure if I should.”

He pulled her inside and hugged her. She could feel the tension he’d been under, how it quivered through him like a bowstring. There was an immediate sensation that the house was happy to see her, too. Its presence was right in front of her, staring at her face in wonderment. She thought she’d imagined this part. Her old therapist said this feeling of care, this humanization of the house, might have been a childhood construct to offset the loss of her mother, or because of Mim’s unobtainable standards, or because Bailey felt that Tug was miserable here. The house, her therapist suggested, became her invisible parent. It asked for nothing, and expected nothing in return.

She heard an uneven gait and turned to see Mim slowly making her way down the hallway by the staircase. She was using an old umbrella as a cane. Bailey’s eyes immediately went to the long floor register in the foyer. The umbrella that had always been lying in the vent was now gone.

Despite the fact that she was obviously having trouble walking, Mim still looked like a frosted confection behind bakery glass. Her blond hair didn’t have the slightest shimmer of silver, and was still cut into a soft bob that ended at her ears. She still wore those midi-length skirts and blouses with dramatic collars.

“Bailey’s here,” Tug said.

“I can see that, Tug.”

Bailey stepped forward. “Hello, Mim,” she said, kissing her cheek, which smelled of sweet cosmetic powder.

“Thank you for coming,” she said mildly, as if Bailey were there for an unremarkable birthday party. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m in the middle of a program.”

“I’ll bring dinner to you shortly,” Tug called after her.

“Those old recipes are a travesty,” Mim called back, “not dinner.”

“This one is called Oven Porcupines!”

“And that’s supposed to change my mind?”

“All right. Soup for you. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“Actually, I do,” she said, closing the sunroom door behind her.

The dynamic between Tug and his mother these days was a wonder to behold. After Bailey left, when Tug had no reason to stay, he did stay. And every time she talked to him, he referred to Mim with such affection. He finally had a good relationship with her, and found joy in the fact that she needed him. Bailey knew he had been the parent he’d wanted his mother to be to him. Just as she knew Mim had been the grandmother she’d wanted her own grandmother to be. She found it astounding, when she really thought about it, the sheer determination some people had to re-create their missing parts, when they didn’t even know what those parts looked like.

Bailey turned to him. “Do I want to know what Oven Porcupines are?”

“You’ll love them,” he said, herding her into the dining room by flapping his hands. “I found a box of old 1970s Betty Crocker recipe cards in the back of a kitchen cabinet. They’re hilarious. Good, but hilarious. I think that’s what my cooking was missing, a sense of humor.”

Bailey sat at the table while Tug disappeared into the kitchen. It was radiating warmth from the oven, making the rest of the house seem even chillier. Mim still kept the house too cold, dehumidifying the place so that not a drop of water could linger inside. Bailey would use that chill as an excuse to keep on her hat, even though she knew it looked ridiculous. It was shaped like a teddy bear’s head with two long braided ties falling to her shoulders. But it was the only one at the airport she could find that would completely cover her hair.

Tug walked back holding a glass baking dish full of large, bubbling, sauce-covered meatballs made with rice, which gave them the appearance of quills.

“I see you still keep the cloche on the table,” Bailey said, nodding to it.

“That’s strange. It wasn’t there a few minutes ago.” He set down the dish and took off his oven mitts. When he lifted the cloche’s lid, a note card was magically revealed.

“What does it say?” Her expectation had a different slant now, definitely darkened with more dread than when she would see that card as a child.

Tug handed it to her. “She wants you to have tea with her tomorrow afternoon.”

“Why didn’t she ask me a minute ago?” Bailey asked, confused.

“She doesn’t know how to say what she wants to say. Give her time. I wasn’t the only one who missed you after you left,” he said, using a serving spoon to put two meatballs onto her plate first, then his own.

“I have to admit, when you said she wanted me to come home, I wasn’t expecting her to still be walking around, let alone inviting me to tea.” She knew Mim had been in ill health for a while. She’d had surgery on her shoulder for a torn rotator cuff the year Bailey left. She remembered Mim favoring it that fateful night. Then, a few years ago, Tug mentioned another surgery, this time her leg. Bailey had assumed it was from a fall. Mim kept the floors as slick as a skating rink. But yesterday Tug called and revealed the leg surgery had actually been to insert a rod due to bone cancer, and she didn’t have long.

“She’s putting on a good front, as she always does. She doesn’t give away much. She specifically asked me to keep how bad it was from you until now,” Tug said as he sat. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. Secrets are a family trait, but I think we were both trying to protect you.”

“You have nothing to be sorry about. I’m the one who’s sorry you had to deal with this alone for so long.” She knew she hadn’t given him many reasons to think she was someone he could lean on, but she was much healthier emotionally than she used to be. He never knew why she struggled so much after leaving. She never told him about that night, never told him that Mim was the one who’d sent her away. She suspected he knew there was a precipitating event, but he never pushed.

“I wouldn’t say entirely alone,” he said vaguely as he fussed with putting his napkin in his lap. “Until recently, I’ve been able to get into Chapel Hill a few times a week. I have a friend there.”

“Daddy,” she said. This was an unexpected bright spot. “Are you seeing someone?”

“It’s a conversation for a later date. Eat your porcupines before they get cold.”

Bailey picked up her fork. “That’s not something you hear every day.”



After dinner, she took her bag up to her old room. It seemed to take a millennium to get there. Had there always been this many stairs? She could almost feel the presence of the house following her, like a pet. Her door even creaked open slightly as she approached, as if it were showing her the way. She parted the wooden beads hanging in the doorway and entered.

She immediately dropped her bag and sat heavily on her bed with its same red-poppy comforter, looking around at all the things that had defined her life eight years ago. She thought they would’ve gotten rid of this detritus by now. It was a little overwhelming.

She took out her phone and called Justin.

“Hey,” he answered immediately. “So you got there safely?”

“Yes.”

He was the only person in her life who knew she was coming home, and why. She didn’t get close enough to most people to share anything personal, but Justin was a burr, and he wouldn’t let her get away with dropping their friendship, which certainly started with a bang.

Her first year away was the worst. She thought a fresh start would mean having the same life, only in a different place, but she had never felt so lost. She flunked her classes, then began indulging in the thing depression whispers will make it better, yet never does, something remarkably easy to do on a college campus: drink. Mim never drank, so it felt like a delicious rebellion at the time. She met Justin at a frat party. They were both smashed. He walked her back to her room and, for a reason that must have made sense to them at the time, they eloped two days later. Then the alcohol wore off and there were a couple of embarrassed phone calls to their parents. Next, the annulment.

It was a turning point for Bailey, one with just enough of an arc that she was able to admit to her dad that she was crumbling. He wanted her to come home, but she refused. At that point, even if Mim begged, Bailey never wanted to go home. So she dropped out of school and started therapy, both in equal measure teaching her that isolating while waiting for people to save her was like not screaming and expecting others to hear anyway.

She and Justin stayed close, which was miraculous to her. He saw her at her worst, and still managed to like her, something she could never say about Mim. When he got a job in Fort Lauderdale after he graduated, he even asked her to move there with him, and they were roommates for two years. Tug would visit often, to see with his own eyes that she was okay. She also suspected there were secret conversations between him and Justin about her progress, too. Justin adored her dad, and he assumed Mim was just as charming, like they were characters in a Southern play. It was easier to let him believe that.

At her continued silence, Justin said, “Talk to me.”

“My bedroom looks exactly the same. It’s spooky. It’s like running into your teenage self on the street.”

“Oh, God, I would run in the other direction if that happened to me,” he said. “Teenage me would tell me to lose weight and that my shoes are ugly.”

That made Bailey laugh.

“How’s your dad holding up?”

“He’s seeing someone.”

“No way. Who? What’s her name?” he asked. “Or his name?”

“‘His name’?”

“I’m open-minded.”

“He doesn’t want to talk about it right now. So he’s getting through this the way he always does, by taking care of everyone else first.”

“So how’s your love life?”

“You don’t think I would have told you if I’d met someone?”

“Knowing you? Of course not. Which is why I peck at you like a duck. Plus, you don’t have social media. You barely text. You insist on catching up by actually talking. And no one uses their phone to talk anymore. Cool kids like me use Instagram.” She heard a toddler’s voice in the background say, You’re not cool, Dada. Justin responded, “Yes, I am. I’m too cool for school.”

“I forgot you were solo parenting this week with Jeanette out of town. I’ll let you go.” He’d met his wife in Fort Lauderdale while he and Bailey were still roommates. That’s when Bailey knew it was time to leave and find her own way in the world, to let him fall in love and have a family and do all the things that normal people do. So she did a random search online one day, made a quick decision so she would stick to it, and moved to Arizona.

“It’s going to be okay,” Justin said. “Whatever happened, that thing you never talk about, has passed. I think there’s more than one goodbye you need to say while you’re there.”

“Thanks for being my friend.”

“Stop thinking it’s that hard.”

After they hung up, Bailey cued an episode of the Stuff You Should Know podcast, this one explaining chaos theory, which seemed appropriate, then got to work on her bedroom. She mercilessly filled donation bags with clothes, shoes, stuffed animals, and dozens and dozens of paperback romances, not stopping to reminisce, or this would take days.

The only thing that made her hesitate was when she found two photo albums in her closet—the pink one with photos of her mother, and the black one with photos of Tug and his father and Mim. She hadn’t thought about these in years. She flipped through them quickly, then slapped them shut and bagged them. But it didn’t take long to feel guilty and turn around to dig them out. As time passes and stories fade, photos are the only things left still speaking for people who are gone, saying simply, I was here.

The Great Bedroom Purge took several hours, but she finally looked around and saw real progress. That’s when she made her way quietly downstairs for something to drink. She crossed the kitchen to the fridge, but she caught sight of her reflection in the window above the sink and stopped to stare. She’d forgotten she still had on the teddy bear hat. She slowly pulled it off and scrubbed her short, bright blue hair with her hand, causing it to stand up in spikes.

Over the years, her impulsive behavior had been whittled down so that it only manifested itself now in changing jobs, and dyeing her hair on a whim. Her dad’s call about Mim had been so unexpected that there hadn’t been time to bleach out this current experiment before she left.

While she was looking at herself, she thought she saw a blurry movement in the dark outside. She leaned forward and cupped her hands over the glass to see what it was.

She jerked back. Was that a man standing in the backyard, near the precipice to the creek? She rushed to the French doors in the dining room, where she slapped on the switch to the floodlights.

But no one was there.






CHAPTER NINETEEN


Tasha’s feelings had smelled like new crayons all week. It was driving her crazy. She knew what it probably meant, but she wasn’t ready to acknowledge it yet.

She’d spent a fair amount of time over the years trying to figure out why this only seemed to happen to her. Her conclusion was that she’d had so much turmoil in her life that she was numb to normal ways of processing big emotions, so her brain had simply found an alternate route. If she wasn’t going to feel the big stuff, then she had to smell it.

She was standing at the window in the easternmost guest room of her house, which had the best view of the Wester House next door. She wasn’t watching for Bailey, specifically, though she knew she was here. Tug had told her she was coming home when he and Tasha were both in their yards yesterday, raking yellow ginkgo leaves that made the neighborhood look covered in a pirate’s hoard of spilled gold coins. Willamena, he’d said, was in decline.

Suddenly, the Westers’ floodlights came on.

And there she was, after all this time. Bailey stepped outside onto the back patio, staring into the backyard as if searching for something. As much as Tasha had been dreading her showing up, bringing all those memories from eight years ago, there was a sour thrill at seeing her.

Her hair was cake-frosting blue.

After several moments, Bailey finally turned and walked back into the Wester House, and then the floodlights went out.

“There you are,” Gary said from the doorway. “Can’t sleep?”

Tasha held out her hand to him. He walked over, and they stood arm in arm in silence for a while.

“I know it’s too quiet without your mother in the house anymore. But she’s getting great care.”

“I know. It’s not that.”

Her mother had spiraled after she’d left for college, which hadn’t been a surprise. That alone would never have been enough to bring Tasha home. But during her junior year came the fateful call about the car crash. The doctors, the social workers, everyone Tasha talked to told her there was no way Pam could live independently for the foreseeable future. But caring for her mother had been an overwhelming task for a twenty-one-year-old with no close friends or family. She took a job at the local country club and most of her income went to sitters for her mother while she was there, but it was worth it just to be able to spend her shift breaks crying alone in her car, mourning the loss of her one chance to escape this place.

She’d met Gary there. He would tip well, and flirt, too, which she liked but thought nothing of, and not because he was decades her senior. It was because he was a Tillbury. She’d been raised to believe that envy was her superpower. Without people like them, people like the Westers and the Tillburys wouldn’t exist. Thanks to her mother, Tasha had bought wholeheartedly into this. She used to believe her job in this town was a thankless, but secretly important, one. To make others look good. Once, when her eyes were still swollen from her last cry, Gary came in for lunch and asked what was wrong.

Let me help you, he said.

She knew all about how daughters without solid male role models growing up sometimes sought out father figures as adults. During her childhood, all she’d wanted was to feel protected, loved. She’d despised the precarious feeling of never having enough of anything—stability, attention, money. Gary gave her all of those things, yes. And most people thought that was the basis of their relationship. Tasha was young and pretty with daddy issues. Gary was rich, older, and childless.

But the truth was, she adored him. And his love, his acceptance, changed her. It made coming back here almost mythical, with Smeller burning away completely and Tasha Tillbury rising from the ashes. Sometimes she still couldn’t believe she lived in this neighborhood now, the one her mother used to drive through, let alone right beside the Wester House, where her mother had chased Clutch into the creek after the bonfire.

Don’t think about that.

“You’re not worried about renovation on the courthouse being behind schedule, are you?” Gary asked. They’d gotten the news that afternoon. “It’s nothing unusual. The clock tower just needed more work to make it stable. There’s no reason to think the interior renovation won’t go as planned this winter. Then we’ll get started on developing your mother’s land. I promise.”

She put her head on Gary’s shoulder. “I’m not worried about that.”

Her mother’s house had been easy to let go of after she married Gary. Due to a string of refinancing, there had been more owed on it than it was worth. But that land outside of town had been harder to part with. It represented all the hope her mother had left. On her better days, in the care facility where she now lived, Pam still talked about the vacation home she wanted to build. That land had been mortgaged, too, but Gary had paid it off. After the work on the courthouse was done, their next project was to finally start building out there. But not just one home. Several. To sell. At last, her mother was going to have something everyone else envied. It was important to Tasha for a reason she couldn’t name, that her mother would be remembered for something good.

“So just out of curiosity, why are you standing in a dark room, staring at the Wester House?”

She smiled. Gary had grown up next door to the Wester House, so there was very little about it that surprised him. Tasha had once planted flowers along the property line and Gary had casually told her to be careful. Willamena guarded her borders. Sure enough, the next morning all Tasha’s beautiful tiger lilies had disappeared.

“I just saw Bailey Wester,” she said as she turned and walked with him out of the room.

“You were friends with her once, weren’t you?”

“No,” Tasha said. “We were never friends.”



Bailey had closed her bedroom curtains last night, the ones with tiny gold stars and moons, but they were open the next morning when she woke up. She rolled over, feeling rested, which annoyed her. She’d never been a great sleeper, but she’d always slept best in this house, where curtains opened and doors randomly locked and unlocked on their own.

She got out of bed and immediately tripped over one of the dozen donation bags now littering the room. She quickly dressed, not forgetting to put on her hat, then went downstairs to tell her dad she was going out for a while. But once in the kitchen, she saw his office door was closed, which meant he was working. She wrote a note on the fridge whiteboard, then left to buy a bleach kit for her hair. Hopefully she could get this blue color out before he or Mim saw it.

Outside there was a perfumy scent of woodsmoke in the air. She realized now she should have packed a coat, but there had been a heat wave in Phoenix, the kind Bailey loved but locals all seemed to scorn, when she’d gotten on the plane yesterday. She’d forgotten how curiously chilly autumn mornings could get here, chillier than anywhere else in the North Carolina’s Piedmont, as if Hen Town had its own atmosphere.

Once on the sidewalk, she slowed to a stop in front of their closest neighbors, the Tillburys. She put her hands into the kangaroo pocket of her sweatshirt and stared at the house. It was no longer green, but a very, very pale shade of pink, something she hadn’t noticed when she’d arrived last night. The color should have looked ridiculous, but actually suited the Victorian style, and she loved it even more.

The front door suddenly opened and Bailey started walking again, not wanting to be seen.

Then she heard, “If it isn’t Bailey Wester.”

She turned to see a very attractive, dark-haired woman wearing a bright red scarf and a long leather coat. She walked down the steps, and the closer she came, the more familiar she seemed. Bailey realized who she was with an uncomfortable jolt.

“Smeller?”

Tasha’s eyes narrowed. “No one calls me that anymore.”

Bailey put her hand to her mouth, mortified. “That was awful. I’m sorry.”

She wiggled her fingers at Bailey, calling attention to an impressive diamond ring. “I’m Tasha Tillbury now. I married Gary.”

It wasn’t the fact that Gary was older than Tug that gave Bailey pause. It was that the only witness to the worst thing Bailey had ever done now lived next door.

Well, if this was punishment, she accepted it. She had never been held accountable for deliberately hitting Clutch that night. Or for making Tasha complicit. He had survived, but she lived every day with the fact that she never would have gone back to check if he’d needed help. She was aware her life could be remarkably easy now—she had enough money and a dad who loved her—but she still deliberately created little punishments for herself, denying forms of happiness, in hopes the universe was keeping score.

“I called after I left,” Bailey said. “Did you get the message? I apologized for ever putting you in that position.”

There was a tiny change to Tasha’s mood that caused a vibration in the air around her. She did not want to talk about Clutch. “Gary and I were so sorry to hear about your grandmother,” she said. “Home care isn’t easy. Your dad has had his hands full. But I guess you felt comfortable enough leaving him to take a stroll. Don’t catch a cold, now.”

She got into a black Range Rover parked at the curb and drove away.



Ten minutes later, Bailey reached downtown. She was greeted by a tarnished marker embedded into the sidewalk, the first in a series of sidewalk markers giving local history for tourists to follow as they walked. This one read: Hen Town was built on what was once the largest chicken farm in the state of North Carolina, called Wester’s Blue Eggs because it was the only color their hens would lay. The Wester family sold the land, and a community was formed. Hen Town is named in their honor.

She went first to the drugstore called the Rx Roost and bought the bleach kit. Then she went to Mother Hen’s Frozen Tea, but they weren’t open yet, so she got in line next door for coffee. The Java Chicken had all manner of Hen Town–themed coffee on the menu, one with egg foam, another that was chicken-and-waffle flavored, and it was always full of tourists.

When she finally got her cup, she sat on one of the benches facing the courthouse, where the turning leaves of the sugar maples looked like green apples with candy glaze being poured over them. She watched construction workers on the scaffolding for a while. Hen Town was in the middle of nowhere, so lodging for tourists was scare. Having a hotel downtown was going to be a game-changer.

She did a double take when she noticed Tasha standing with Gary Tillbury. He was a friendly, handsome man, but the only thing Bailey clearly remembered about having him as a neighbor was that he gave out full-sized candy bars on Halloween. They both had on yellow hard hats and were talking to the construction foreman.

So this was their project.

Watching them, she realized how happy Tasha looked, happier than Bailey had probably ever seen her. And there wasn’t a doubt in Bailey’s mind that she deserved it.

She finished her coffee and left before Tasha saw her.






CHAPTER TWENTY


“Hey, sweetheart,” Tug said when Bailey found him in the kitchen. He was focused on stirring something that smelled sharp and savory, like beef and chilies.

She set her bag from the drugstore on the butcher-block island and took a seat on a stool. “You never mentioned Tasha Keller moved next door.”

“It happened about four years ago. She asks about you sometimes, but you never ask about her, so I didn’t want to bring it up.”

“She married Gary Tillbury? Isn’t he old enough to be her dad?”

“It raised a few eyebrows, but they’re good together. And he was a big help with her mother. She couldn’t have done it alone.”

“Did something happen to Pam?”

Tug turned from the sizzling contents of the pan and wiped his hands on his half apron. “Pam went downhill after Tasha left for college. Tasha never confirmed it, but I suspect Pam was self-medicating. Barry Gilford had to let her go from his insurance agency, then she had a bad car accident. Among other things, she sustained a brain injury. She had to do a lot of work to get herself back physically. But mentally?” He shook his head. “Tasha had to drop out to care for her, then she met Gary. Until just a few months ago, Pam lived with them. She’s still so young and physically able that she was sneaking outside more and more. They usually found her in our yard, saying she was protecting the Wester House from robbers.”

“That’s terrible.” Bailey shook her head. “Poor Pam. Poor Tasha. College was supposed to be her way out.”

“Actually,” Tug said, “she’s done very well for herself.”

Bailey hated the twinge that caused. She wanted to have a reason for him to say that about her, too. She nodded to the pan to change the subject. “What are you making?”

“Lunch! It’s called sombrero pie.” He picked up an old, foxed recipe card from the counter and handed it to her. “Look at the picture. You peel back the pastry top to make it look like a little sombrero. Clever, right? Do you want to help?”

“Would it be helping, or enabling, at this point?”

“You sound like your grandmother.”



By the time they finished lunch—Mim had only wanted soup again—there wasn’t enough time to bleach her hair before tea, so at the designated time, Bailey went to the sunroom, still in her teddy bear hat. She didn’t want to do this, sit down with Mim over tea like they were revisiting a good memory, but she’d put a lot of work into trying to become a better person. And a better person wouldn’t ignore the last request of a dying woman.

“Ready?”

Bailey spun to see Tug behind her in the hallway, carrying a tray with Mim’s teapot and cups. “I thought she invited only me.”

“She did. But it’s difficult for her to make tea for herself anymore. She finally relented and let me do it. I’ll need some help with the door.”

Bailey knocked once and turned the knob to let Tug enter first.

He walked in and placed the tray on the coffee table in front of Mim, who was sitting on the cabbage-rose settee, the umbrella propped beside her. Autumn sunlight was falling on her in such a cinematic way that Bailey was reminded of the first time she’d ever seen her, how starstruck she’d been.

“Since you’re so fond of the obvious,” Tug said good-naturedly, “here is your tea.” He poured two sugared cups and handed one to Mim. Then he handed the other cup to Bailey, who was just standing there stupidly. “And here is your granddaughter.”

“Nice touch,” Mim said, “showing me which is which.”

“I wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself.”

As soon as he walked out, closing the door behind him, Mim said, “Please have a seat.”

Bailey sat in one of the magpie chairs Mim’s grandmother had embroidered, which felt strange to her now, like sitting in the lap of a spirit. “Why the theatrics with the note under the cloche?”

Mim smiled. “I did that for Tug. He has so little to amuse him here. He’d rather be in Chapel Hill.”

She didn’t want to jump on that, but if he had confided in anyone, the only likely person was Mim. “He said he’s seeing someone there.”

“So I gather, but he hasn’t said anything to me yet. He’ll tell you everything in his own time. And when he does, he’s going to assure you that it will never change his love for you. What he’ll need to hear is that it will never change your love for him.”

Bailey had to fight to close a sudden fissure of anger that broke open. “Nothing would change my love for him. I left because you threatened to tell him what happened that night, and I didn’t want him hurt. Or did you forget that part?”

“I remember everything about that night,” Mim said into her cup before she took a sip.

“I think we just need to get this over with. Do you want me to say I’m sorry again? I’m sorry. Do you want me to forgive you? I forgave you a long time ago.”

“That’s not what this is about. You have nothing to be sorry about, Bailey. And I know I don’t deserve forgiveness.”

“Then what is this about? You made it clear you didn’t want me here ever again. And now I don’t want to be here.”

“I know this is hard for you, and I’m sorry. But I have a story you need to hear.”

Had Mim just apologized for something? That was unprecedented. “Does it have something to do with Clutch? Because I think that’s the story I need to hear, the one that might actually give me a measure of peace.” She had done many, many Google searches on him over the years, and there were no hits. Mim had paid him off that night. Maybe she was still paying him to keep a low profile. Bailey had no idea what to expect once Mim was gone.

“It isn’t about Clutch.” She thought for a moment. “Not directly.”

“Are you going to tell Daddy about him?”

Mim shook her head. “I’ve never said a word, and I never will.”

“Are you still paying him off?”

“No. He’s gone. I would never have asked you back if you had anything to fear.” Mim took one more sip of her tea before setting her cup down. “Where do I begin?” she asked herself. “At the beginning, I suppose. Hen Town was a very different place when I was young. There were few newcomers, so when someone new did come to town, it caused a stir. My grandmother didn’t like it. People who weren’t from here thought she was a joke, because locals called her psychic. But no one ever underestimated her for long. She controlled every aspect of my life, grooming me to become her successor, but the single freedom she allowed me was to choose my own friends. And when I was eighteen, those friends betrayed me on a scale of such magnitude that I still haven’t recovered. I didn’t want the same for you. I know I made you dependent on only me and your father for companionship, but I thought it was the one thing that would keep you safe until you could make your own decisions. But what really happened was you grew up desperate to feel connection, which led you to Clutch. If I had just told you this story of the man I fell in love with, instead of imposing on you something you didn’t understand, things would have ended differently.”

This ranked up there as one of the last things Bailey expected to hear. “Are you saying this story is about Andy Smooth?”

“No. But I understand why you thought it was him. I know the rumors. And the first time you mentioned the Feathers, you must have seen in the yearbook about him coming to Hen Town, because afterward you listened to his music and looked up all you could about him in your room.”

“How could you possibly know that?” Bailey asked, surprised.

Mim smiled. “I was a teenage girl once, too. The man I fell in love with was named Jack.”

Bailey suddenly turned to stare out the sunroom windows, trying to capture a strange memory. She finally caught it and turned back to Mim, only to find her looking at her with such fondness that she almost forgot what she was going to say.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Mim said. “I was just thinking of how beautiful you are.”

Bailey put her hand to her hat self-consciously. “The night you sent me away, you said it would be a relief to finally tell someone about Jack. Is this the story you were going to tell me?”

“It’s the same Jack, but a different story. Will you stay for a few days and listen to the rest? Please? I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

It was hard not to wonder if Mim had ulterior motives. She surely knew that promising Bailey a story, which would have been a gift greater than gold to her as a child, would make her stay. Bailey finally nodded.

“Good. Thank you. We’ll continue tomorrow.” Mim reached for the umbrella leaning against the settee, and stood slowly. “Please excuse me. I need to lie down.”

Bailey watched her walk away. “Why did you decide to finally take the umbrella out of the vent?”

“It was time. It belonged to Jack, actually. It had been his grandmother’s.” She turned at the door. “He once told me he called her Mim.”



“So how was it?” Tug said, coming out of his office as Bailey set the tea tray on the kitchen counter.

Strange, she wanted to say. “To be continued,” she said instead. “She gets tired easily, doesn’t she?”

“She hates that it’s noticeable. I’m glad the two of you are talking. I’m glad you came. We were both a little worried you wouldn’t.”

Bailey had been worried, too. Now, she had to admit, she was curious where this tale was going. “Did she ever mention someone named Jack to you?”

“No, I don’t think so. But there was a time when we first moved here that you had an imaginary friend named Jack. You were very secretive about him. For weeks, every time you walked into a room, you whispered, Are you here, Jack?”

“The piano man.” She smiled. “I’d completely forgotten about him.”

“The piano man?”

“I associated him with the piano, for some reason.” She shrugged. “Maybe I imagined him playing it? I don’t even remember what I thought he looked like now.”

“You had such a big imagination as a child.” Tug watched her twist the long strings on either side of her hat around her fingers. “Okay,” he said. “What’s with the hat? You haven’t taken it off since you came home.”

Bailey laughed. The house reacted the way it always did, with a sense of joy in its lonely world. “Just a few more minutes, and I would have gotten away with it,” she said, taking it off. “I bought a bleach kit this morning. I get on these color kicks sometimes. I bleach it out when I know you’re coming to visit, because I don’t want you to worry I’m having another crisis. I’m not. I’m just trying on things and seeing what fits. When you called about Mim, I didn’t have time to change it, so I bought this hat at the airport.”

He mulled it over, then said magnanimously, “The blue matches your eyes.”

“Nice try,” she said as she headed upstairs.



Certain parts of the Wester House were falling into disrepair because neither Willamena nor Tug had the skill set to fix them, and repairmen still weren’t allowed inside because of the Wester Rules. Only one bathroom was functional on the second floor, the plumbing in the other was shot, so Bailey sat on the edge of the chipped bathtub while the bleach itched and smelled so acrid she had to open the tiny window over the commode.

After leaving Hen Town, she’d given up on her hair. At night she would party, but during the day she would ditch classes and sit in an empty student gallery where no one wanted to display because it was rumored to be haunted by an art student who had taken her life.

One day as she sat there, a girl she’d never seen before walked in. She looked as unhappy as Bailey. It glittered around her. She floated listlessly around the room as if looking at artwork that wasn’t there; then she turned to Bailey. Bailey knew she looked horrible. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d bathed.

“Start with your hair,” the girl said. “Believe it or not, you’ll feel better.”

Bailey never saw her again. To this day, she wondered if she was even real. But it was advice she would later come to live by. Doing something different with her hair was always her first step when she wanted to do something different with her life.

She finally got to her knees on the tile floor and angled her head awkwardly under the tub faucet, pleasantly surprised when her hair didn’t come out in clumps.

She turned off the tap and scrubbed her hair with a towel, then turned to the desilvering mirror over the sink to see what it looked like. The bleach had turned the blue into a platinum color.

Every time she colored her hair, she liked this moment best—looking in the mirror and seeing someone she didn’t recognize, hoping it was someone she finally wanted to be.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


She didn’t know what to do with herself the next day, waiting for tea again. Alone in her room, she was so restless she swore sparks were coming off her skin, reflecting on the dark wood paneling. Mim just wanted to tell her a story. So why did it feel so big and unseen, like the shadow of an invisible giant?

With a lack of anything better to do, she started taking clothes out of the donation bags and holding them up to her in front of the closet mirror. She immediately stopped when she realized what she was doing. She was not going to start trying her old life on again. She knew it didn’t fit anymore.

God, she had to get out of here for a while before she went crazy.

She went downstairs and wrote a note to her dad, then walked downtown to try Mother Hen’s again. The lights were on today, but the door was still locked. She looked inside and for the first time saw that the freezer display cases, usually filled with tubs of tea ice cream in wildly improbable flavors, were empty.

A man with scruffy hair the color of beach sand and gold wire-rimmed glasses suddenly emerged from the back. He was staring at a clipboard, tapping his pencil against it with frustration. He finally threw his head back and gave what looked to be a groan, before pretending to hit himself in the head with the clipboard several times. He stopped when he saw her.

Mim said yesterday that she wished she had told Bailey about Jack sooner. Bailey wished that, too. If someone had just shown her there was a right way, a realistic way, moments like meeting this man’s eyes wouldn’t scare her so much. Because of Clutch, she still believed this feeling of attraction meant her whole world was about to be burned down. She immediately took a step back, but he was already laughing at what she’d witnessed and walking toward the door to unlock it. “Hi,” he said. “I’m completely normal.”

“I was here yesterday but you were closed. So I came back today, not realizing you were closed closed. Sorry to bother you.”

“You’re not bothering me. I could use a break. I’m doing inventory.”

“Is this really the end of Mother Hen’s?” she asked. “This place was an institution.”

“So I’ve been hearing. I’m Theo.” He held out his hand, then realized he was still holding the pencil, so he tucked it behind his ear. “Ruby, the owner, was my grandmother. She died a few months ago.”

Bailey shook his hand. “I’m sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve lived here, but I don’t think I knew her.”

“Welcome to the club.” He took a step back. “Come in out of the cold.”

“No, that’s okay.”

“It’s either that, or I go outside. And I’m not exactly dressed for this weather.” He indicated his khaki cargo shorts and beige T-shirt that read AUSTIN CITY LIMITS MUSIC FESTIVAL. Between his monochromatic clothing, hair color, and tanned skin, he gave the impression of having his own internal light source. “I always thought North Carolina had mild weather.”

Bailey didn’t move. “Hen Town plays by its own rules.”

“I’m beginning to see that. I like this town, but the longer I stay the more it requires a certain suspension of disbelief. It’s like I found my way into a novel.”

He opened the door wider, and she finally entered. The place still smelled of waffle cones—a crisp, brown, sugary scent that instantly catapulted anyone who smelled it into a specific childhood memory. “So you don’t live around here?” she asked.

“No. I live in Austin. I didn’t know my grandmother or Hen Town existed until a few weeks ago. Ruby apparently bought this place from the original owner when she moved here, and continued serving the same thing from the same recipes. According to my mother, tea ice cream is exactly the kind of quirk she would’ve been attracted to. Then again, my mother isn’t an unbiased source of information when it comes to Ruby. They’d been estranged for decades, which is why I’m here and not her. I took a leave of absence, and now I’m up to my elbows in tea ice cream during the day. Then, at night, I’m sleeping in the house of a grandmother I never knew, surrounded by her crystals and incense and prayer flags.”

Bailey smiled. She liked talkers. “So what’s going to happen with the shop?”

“The building is going on the market, as soon as I can get her affairs in order. There aren’t many affairs. Not much order, either.” He waved the clipboard. “There’s a walk-in freezer full of Halloween tea ice cream that I have no idea what to do with. By the time my mother was tracked down as Ruby’s heir, the power here had already been cut off. I cleaned out the melted gloop from the display cases, but the freezer has its own backup generator.”

“Let me guess,” she said. “Blackberry and the Ghost of Earl Grey Tea. Jack-o’-Lantern Pumpkin Chai. And Witches’ Brew Pistachio and Green Tea.”

“You are correct,” he said, like a game show host.

“Those were made exclusively for the Shadow Fair for as long as I can remember. It’s tomorrow, in case you missed the not-so-subtle signage.” She pointed outside to where city workers were now setting up bales of hay and tables in the park. “You could sell it all then, assuming you have something to put it in. Paper cups would be easy.”

“I thought I’d just give it away to a local school.” Theo shrugged. “I know my students would go crazy for it. Fun fact: If there’s ice cream anywhere in the building, it renders kids completely unteachable for an entire day.”

“A lot of kids go to the Shadow Fair, since it’s the Saturday before Halloween. You could give it away then. Do you need a hand?” He didn’t respond. “I’ve done it all. Waitress, barista, retail. I think I can figure out scooping ice cream.” He continued to stare. “Do you need references? I’m a receptionist at a water-resources company right now.”

“I’m sorry. It’s the short hair,” he finally said with a laugh, as if they’d been having an entirely different conversation.

“What?”

“Nothing. Okay, why not? But as interesting as your work history is, I think knowing your name would probably be more useful.”

“It’s Bailey,” she said. “I’m here visiting my family. It would be nice to have a distraction.”

“Your family, too?” he asked.

“You have no idea.”



“I’m here, I’m here,” Bailey said as she rushed into the house, her cheeks prickling from running through the apple-crisp air. She hadn’t intended to be gone so long. But her only uncomplicated memories of Hen Town were at Mother Hen’s, and there had been a fleeting moment while they were taste-testing the Halloween flavors that she thought she’d caught a glimpse of that vital thing she’d left behind. Then she’d noticed the time and jumped up, leaving a startled Theo at the table.

“You’re just in time,” Tug said, waiting for her in the foyer with the tea tray. He had on his half apron and white gloves.

Bailey looked at him strangely. “Why are you dressed like a waiter?”

“I’m trying to be disarming.”

“Would it be okay if I’m away for a few hours again tomorrow? The grandson of Mother Hen’s owner is here taking care of her estate, and I told him I’d help give out the last Halloween tea ice cream at the Shadow Fair. If Mim wants me for tea, I’ll definitely work it around that. But I won’t go if you need me.”

“Of course it’s okay. No one expects you to sit here and twiddle your thumbs. And you always loved that place.”

“Are you sure? Home care isn’t easy.” That jab from Tasha, insinuating that she wasn’t doing enough to help her dad, still stung—as was probably Tasha’s intent. Someone who’d spent their entire childhood being called Smeller knew exactly what it was like to be accused of something that wasn’t true.

“The hardest part of caring for your grandmother is getting her to let me do anything, because she can still get around. So I’m engaging in mental warfare. It’s all strategy. Shall we?” he asked, heading down the hallway.

She followed him, then knocked on the door.

“Oh, lord,” Mim said when she saw him. “Do I even want to know?”

“It’s white-glove service.” He set the tray down and began to pour. “Only the best for you.”

“In that case, stop making those ridiculous recipes of my grandmother’s.”

“You mean the ones you never eat?”

“I had more than my share when I was younger.”

“So no jellied chicken salad tonight? Fine.”

Mim narrowed her eyes. “Why is there a bell on the tray?”

“So you can ring for me, of course.”

“You put an intercom in my room, and you make me wear this hideous thing.” She pulled out a necklace chain from her shirt, on which was hanging a small emergency alert button. “Now, a bell.”

“A good butler is always on call,” he said, handing her a cup.

“Go away. Shoo. You’re too full of yourself right now.”

Tug handed Bailey a cup and winked at her before he left. He had barely shut the door when Bailey sat down and said, “You said your grandmother let you choose your friends. In that photo of the Feathers in your yearbook, Jani Keller was with you. Is she the one who betrayed you? And is that the reason you didn’t want me to be friends with Tasha Keller, specifically?”

“You’ve been giving this some thought,” Mim said. “Yes. It wasn’t fair to either you or Tasha. But pain takes the path of least resistance, and sometimes that path is right down a family line.”

“I’m sure you’re aware Tasha lives next door now.”

“Strange days,” Mim said around her teacup.

“Was your grandmother really psychic?”

Mim shook her head and lowered her cup to her lap. “She couldn’t see the future. Her skill was in knowing who to ask. There were rumors her own grandmother was the same way.”

“You were both known as the Witch of Wester House. But you’re not psychic, either?” On the surface it was ridiculous. But with twenty-four hours to think of nothing else, it had started to make a weird kind of sense. Mim had always known things.

“If I had been able to see the future, I would have done things very differently. My skill was also in knowing who to ask. But I don’t, anymore.”

“Why didn’t you want to teach me? Not that I want to know now, to be clear,” Bailey said. “But you had to know that all I wanted when I was a child was to be like you.”

“There’s only one good thing I would ever want you to take from my life.”

Now she was finally getting to it. “Jack?”

Mim took a deep breath, as if going underwater. “Jack Eugene Vaughn was his full name. He was born in Los Angeles, and disappeared in 1976 when he was twenty-three. No one looked for him because he had no family. He was one of the Silks in Andy Smooth’s band, but he was only on the road with them for about five months when he got left behind in Hen Town after he and Andy had an argument. He was resourceful, though. To make money to leave, he gave guitar lessons in the auditorium after school to boys who were eager to be around a real musician. Looking back, it shouldn’t have been a surprise how drawn I was to him, too. I loved music. I would listen to these records here over and over, until they were worn thin. Meeting Jack was like meeting music itself to me. We would have long, secret conversations after his lessons, which progressed into secret liaisons my grandmother knew nothing about. Being with him made me feel like I wasn’t just dust floating around in the universe anymore. But I was still going to stay and marry Tug’s father like my grandmother wanted, and Jack was still going to leave as soon as he could. But then he asked me to run away with him. To my own surprise, I said yes. I decided to give up everything I’d ever known, because I didn’t want to be the me I was before him anymore. It’s a fallacy that real love changes you, Bailey. Real love destroys you. And it makes you grateful to be destroyed, because the new person you become is the person you were always meant to be. There’s nothing unclear about it.”

Bailey sat back in her chair, stunned. “You ran away with him?”

Mim looked down into her cup as if she was reading leaves. “This is the most difficult part to tell.”

When she didn’t say anything else, Bailey began to connect the dots. “Did Jani find out? Is that how she betrayed you?”

Mim nodded.

“What happened?”

The answer to that question seemed too much for her to say, so she went to her default position—not saying anything at all. “I’m sorry, Bailey.” She set her cup on the table, and then used her umbrella to help her stand. “This will have to wait until tomorrow.”

Bailey would have been disappointed if she hadn’t had a lifetime of experience with Mim’s reluctance to tell her anything. But she gave her credit for trying. “Mim?”

She looked down at Bailey.

“Did you ever mention Jack to me when I was a little girl?”

“Yes, I did. Once.”

“Daddy reminded me yesterday that I had an invisible friend when we first moved here. I called him Jack, the piano man.”

“He liked that,” she said as she walked away. She stopped for a beat. “I mean he would have liked that.”



That night, Bailey couldn’t sleep. After hours of trying, she finally kicked the covers off and got out of bed. Once downstairs, she went to the dining room and switched on the backyard floodlights, then turned one of the chairs from the dining room table to face the French doors. She sat and stared outside.

As much as she appreciated this new version of Mim forming from the ether, something real and solid she could finally hold on to, she couldn’t help but wonder if her tale was a little too late. Unlike Jack, Clutch had destroyed Bailey in all the wrong ways. She wasn’t sure she had it in her to be destroyed again, even if it was the right way, and as exquisite as Mim said it would be.

She pulled her knees to her chest. It had been two days since she thought she’d seen the man in the backyard. But she could still feel him here, feel his familiar trouble.

He felt like Clutch.



“She’s still looking for him, Wills,” Jack said minutes later as he sauntered into Willamena’s bedroom. He always walked as if moving to the beat of music.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed, taking the nighttime meds Tug always left on the nightstand. Sometimes he added a little flower arrangement, sometimes cookies. Once he’d inexplicably left her a yo-yo. It was like he was a crow. “He’s not concerned with her. And he won’t be a problem for much longer. When I’m gone, he’ll have no reason to stay. No one will.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Jack said, snapping his fingers, jittery. When you don’t fear the great beyond, waiting to go is like the days just before a vacation. You create lists and tick boxes, making sure you’re ready. Jack had stayed in Hen Town for so long, much longer than he’d ever intended, but he had never lost his wanderlust. There had been a level of excitement to him lately at the thought of a new adventure, one they would finally embark on together.

But unlike him, until that happened, she required sleep. She got under the covers and said, “Do it a little more quietly.”

“No, listen. While you’re telling Bailey things she should know—and again I express my frustration that you’re doing it in the sunroom, where I can’t listen to my own story—I think you should talk to Tug, too. Tell him what’s going to happen with the house.”

“We’ve been over this.” She, her grandmother, and Mrs. Orr were the only three people who knew of Jack’s final resting place in the basement. Willamena wanted to protect Tug and Bailey from any speculation if they sold the house and Jack was discovered. So, long ago, she had made plans for the house to be demolished after she died.

“I’m not arguing against having the house torn down. I’m arguing for telling Tug. Don’t undo the good that’s happened these past few years. If you wait for him to find out after you’re gone, he’ll be hurt you didn’t share it with him. He might even believe the reason was because you didn’t think he deserved to live here.”

She turned out the light. After a moment, she said into the darkness, “You’re right.”

“I am?”

“You know you are.”

She could hear his fingers start snapping again.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“You’ve never invited me to tea before. What a treat,” Tug said as he walked in, dressed in an absurdly formal dove-gray suit. He set the tray down, then turned and walked back to the sunroom door he’d left open. It closed on Jack, who was standing there with his hands in the back pockets of his bell bottoms, giving Willamena a significant look.

When Tug had brought her breakfast that morning, chatty as he always was, not wanting to talk about or even acknowledge that she was ill, he’d mentioned that Bailey was going to the Shadow Fair. He said she would be back in time for tea, but Willamena told him to let Bailey know she could stay as long as she wanted, and she invited him instead.

“That’s because you don’t like tea. The only time you’ve ever willingly had it was in the form of ice cream. What is that?” She pointed suspiciously to the plate on the tray next to the teacups.

“Hors d’oeuvres,” he said, walking back from the door.

“Did you think I wouldn’t recognize something from those recipe cards?”

“The recipes aren’t that bad. They’re the reason this is the first time I’ve ever been able to cook anything.”

“That’s because they’re evil and they’ve bewitched you.”

He lifted the plate and balanced it back and forth, as if that would make it tempting. “Potato salad wrapped in salami slices, and sliced hot dog pickle sandwiches.”

“Not helping your cause,” she said.

“More for me, then.”

She smiled. He was Terrence made over, handsome, affable, and highly susceptible to stronger female personalities. He loved everything. He loved fireplaces and dogwood trees and every stray that came sniffing around the house. He even loved rain. Everything he touched, even inanimate objects, shivered slightly with delight. The world was a better place with him in it, and Willamena would often torture herself by remembering she’d never intended to have him. She and Terrence had separate bedrooms in the Wester House. But years after their marriage, when she traveled with him to his mother’s funeral and afterward spent a few days at the beach, the first and only time she’d seen the ocean, she came back pregnant.

She’d been terrified that Jack would feel betrayed, that this would be the thing to finally make him go, but nothing could have been further from the truth. In fact, for weeks after he found out, all her blue clothing would come flying out of her closet when she opened the door to dress in the mornings, causing her to shriek in surprise. Jack thought he was being clever because the doctor had told her she was having a son.

Jack had loved Tug from the moment she brought him home from the hospital, and he’d strongly disagreed with her about telling Tug to make his own way in the world. After Tug had left for college, it was the longest she and Jack had ever spent without talking. It had been jarring. She’d missed his sense of humor, his ridiculous practical jokes. She’d even missed feeling his sadness on rainy nights. But what she’d missed most of all, what he’d been missing, too, was being a strange family all under this roof. It was only after Tug had called her and told her he’d met a woman and that they were expecting a baby that Jack had finally come back up from the basement to talk to her again. She had sunk to the floor after the call, terrified that the curse she’d inherited might be passed on to a granddaughter, after all.

“I’ll get right to it,” she said to Tug. “I invited you here because I need to tell you something. I had my will changed.”

He unbuttoned his jacket and sat. “Okay,” he said, crossing his legs and giving her his full attention.

“I did it years ago. It’s nothing involving the money. That’s still going to you and Bailey. But after I’m gone, I’ve left specific instructions for the house to be torn down.”

Tug pointed to the floor. “You want this house to be torn down.”

“Yes, this house. What other house do I have?”

“The one in France and the two in Italy come to mind.”

“You’re hilarious,” she said. “I want the basement filled in, and I want trees and roses planted over it. I also want my ashes spread here.”

“Are you talking about a memorial park?”

“Absolutely not. Just no more Wester House. I’ve kept the historical society from making it a landmark for years, just so I could make this happen.” She stopped him before he could speak. “Before you say some nonsense about the Wester legacy, we both know you and Bailey won’t stay here after I’m gone, nor would I want you to. But it recently came to my attention that my decision might be … misinterpreted later. So I’m letting you know now that the only reason I’m doing this is because the house is a monument to unfulfilled dreams, and my last wish is for everyone I love to be free of it.”

“I’m sure you know that I’ll honor any of your wishes. But I have to admit, this is a surprise.” Tug shook his head. “I thought this house meant everything to you. Why did you stay here if you were so unhappy?”

“For the same reason you came back.”

He looked confused. “For your child?”

“Bailey was only a part of your reason.” Willamena stared at him. “I know there’s something you’ve always wanted to tell me. If you still don’t want to say it, that’s okay. I already know. But you’re pretending we have all the time in the world, Tug. And we don’t.”

“You know a lot of things you shouldn’t know,” he said. “But not everything.”

“Did I ever tell you about my great-uncle William?”

He shook his head.

“I only met him a few times as a child, but I was incredibly fond of him. He was the only one of my grandmother’s brothers who would still visit. The rest cut her out of their lives, resentful that she’d inherited everything. But William would drive in from the coast once a year and bring me saltwater taffy and let me ride in his convertible with the top down. He was a wonderful man. And he was gay, too.” She waited for Tug to say something, but it soon became clear she had rendered him speechless. “I probably knew before you did, Tug. It was one of the reasons I told you that a life away from this house was my expectation after you graduated high school.”

She could see him immediately start to close down. “I see.”

“No, you don’t,” she said with a smile. “You don’t at all. I wasn’t disappointed in you. I’ve never been disappointed in you. I sent you away because I wanted you to be yourself, and you didn’t know how to here. But you married Maria in college instead, and you were miserable. Then Maria died, and you were even more miserable. I know how close to the edge you were when you called me. You needed a place to hide, where your secrets were safe. And there is no safer place for secrets than this house.”

Tug leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands. He stared at the floor. Eventually, a single teardrop landed on the hardwood. He quickly wiped his face with his hand and got up to walk away. He stood at the windows overlooking the lawn, his back to her. “You really know how to knock someone’s feet out from under them.”

“So I’ve been told.”

His back still to her, he said, “I fell in love with a man named Ash when we were in Raleigh. Nothing happened. I wouldn’t have done that to Maria. But she knew. I think she always knew, and she couldn’t take it anymore. So I’m the one responsible for that wreck. Bailey could have died that night, too.” He wiped his face again. “Ash lives in Chapel Hill now, with his son. I feel so guilty for being happy with him.”

His grief pierced her, and she hated all of these emotions, the intensity of them. She wished she’d known how to love openly so she could have taught him and Bailey. But the only way she’d ever been able to give her family what they needed was in pieces, broken, like she was. “The only person who thinks you’re not worthy is you. I’ve never regretted having you, just as I know you’ve never regretted having Bailey, but we both lived our lives inauthentically. It’s not too late for you.”

He turned to her then, her sweet, handsome son with the nickname Jack had given him because he was always pulling on her skirt as a toddler, making her say to him, Stop tugging. “Why do you have to leave when we’ve finally gotten to this point?” he asked, tears still in his eyes.

She shook her finger at him. “Don’t you dare mourn me. I don’t want a reason to haunt you.”

He laughed and took a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his nose. “When you had surgery on your shoulder after Bailey left, I was going to move out when you’d recovered. I didn’t think we could ever have this. It was Ash who told me to stay. He said to try to figure out why you are the way you are, instead of resenting you for the rest of my life.”

“And have you figured me out?”

“Of course not. But from what little I know about your grandmother, I understand now how hard you tried to make sure what you experienced wasn’t passed down.”

“I wasn’t entirely successful.”

“You did the best you could with what you knew.”

“So did you,” she said. “After things have settled down and the house is gone, tell Bailey. She’ll be happy you found someone.”

“Bailey.” He sighed as he pocketed his handkerchief. “I don’t understand why she’s so resistant to being happy. I want her to find someone, too.”

“She will. I’m working on it.” Willamena stood, waving Tug away when he walked over to help her. “Don’t try to sneak any more of those recipes to me.”

“Okay, you win,” he said.

She reached out and took his hand. When he gave it to her, she kissed it once and said, “Stop tugging.”

Then she left, that sudden burst of affection leaving him gobsmacked.

She found Jack waiting in her bedroom doorway. “Color me surprised,” he said. “I thought you would hide in the sunroom and pout all day because I made you tell him.”

“Says the man who spent years pouting in the basement after I sent Tug away.”

“We’ve had a good run in this house, haven’t we?”

“Yes,” she said. “We have.”

“Whatever happens, Wills, if I can be with you, I will.”

“I became aware of that fifty years ago,” she said. “You’re not exactly subtle.”

“Just for that, I’m going to pout in the basement.”

Willamena laughed and went into her bedroom, completely unaware that Tug was standing on the other side of the sunroom door, his hand on the doorknob, listening to her talk to herself.






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Theo was standing on the sidewalk outside of Mother Hen’s when Bailey got there, bouncing on his toes to keep warm. He had two pieces of white posterboard tucked under his arm. “I thought I’d made you up,” he said, smiling as she approached. “You were like Cinderella running away from me yesterday. I didn’t even get your number.”

“I’m sorry. I had an appointment with my grandmother. Give me your phone and I’ll put my number in it.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she thought, What am I doing? She never gave out her number. She had exactly three contacts in her phone, and sometimes that felt like too many.

He reached into the cargo pocket of his shorts and handed his phone to her.

“Why is your screen saver an angry-looking turquoise bird?” she asked.

“It’s called a dellawisp. It’s a tiny, rare bird that only lives on Mallow Island on the South Carolina coast. My favorite writer lives there. I went on a pilgrimage in college, determined to meet him. Never saw him, though.” She put herself in his contact list and then handed the phone back to him. He glanced at the time before putting it back in his pocket. “I know your clock tower is under repair, but someone should tell them the time is wrong.”

“It’s always been like that. Time moves slower here.”

“This town is messing with me,” he said as he unlocked the door.

They spent the morning making FREE TEA ICE CREAM signs for the shop windows while businesses set up at their assigned tables in the park. The Shadow Fair officially started at noon. The fair rule was that, as afternoon wore on and the autumn sun began to drop behind the clock tower, when a table or a game was completely covered by the shadow, it had to shut down. Between the hours of five and six, the shadow would eventually lengthen across the center park and darken it all, and that’s when the Shadow Fair was officially over. It was a fun bit of marketing, which Hen Town was remarkably good at, but it also served to help prevent a bottleneck of traffic, allowing people to leave in phases.

Theo opened the door at noon and it didn’t take long for news to spread. A line soon grew outside like unspooling thread. Bailey’s shoulder ached from scooping by the time all the ice cream was gone. Theo then took the signs out of the windows and they cleaned in silence that she wanted desperately to fill. But it was obvious Theo was doing some serious mulling as he processed the stories customers had been eager to tell him about Ruby.

Soon, the clean shop had an emptiness that finally felt like a real goodbye. That’s when Theo turned to her and said, “Can I buy you a chicken corn dog?”

From behind the counter she’d been shielded from people. Theo had done all the greeting. Once outside, she knew she would be more vulnerable, prone to running into people from her past she’d rather not see. But she could tell Theo was adrift in a town where people knew more about his family than he did. She was his only touch point right now. “Sure,” she said. “Why not?”

“I have something to give you before you leave. Don’t let me forget,” he said as they walked outside and got in line at one of the food trucks parked around the center green.

“So how are you feeling? About Ruby, I mean.”

“That if there’s a tie-dye heaven, she’s in it.” He paused. “I wish I’d known her sooner.”

“I feel the same way about my grandmother, and I grew up with her.” Before he could ask a follow-up, she wrapped her arms around herself from the chill and said, “You mentioned something yesterday about your students. Are you a teacher?”

He took off his jacket and handed it to her. She tried to wave it away, but he put it over her shoulders anyway. “I teach seventh-grade English. I try to teach seventh-grade English. I’ve been known to rap Shakespeare to get their attention.”

“Have you always lived in Austin?”

“No. But I went to college there and stayed. I’m from Reno, where my mom still lives. It works for us both. We’re far enough away from each other that we don’t fight except on every major holiday.” He stepped up to the window and paid for two chicken corn dogs, and then handed her one. “How long did you live in Hen Town?”

“Too long,” she said as they walked into the park and perused the craft tables and games. “I haven’t actually been back since I graduated high school.”

“Why now?”

“My grandmother is ill.”

He’d just taken a bite of his corn dog, but immediately spit it into his hand. “Oh my God, Bailey. What are you doing here with me? Go be with her.”

Bailey shook her head. “She’s the one who said to stay at the fair as long as I’d like. I’m on call, but like I said yesterday, I could use the distraction.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m definitely sure.”

He studied her for a moment. “Okay, consider yourself distracted,” he said, and then proceeded to spend the rest of the day single-mindedly occupying her in a way that left her feeling outrageously charmed and incredibly melancholy at the same time. It was the same sensation she felt when reading romance novels as a teen, wanting something she knew she couldn’t have.

The position of the tables for each business participating in the fair was done by lottery, and the balloon dart game sponsored by Manny’s Greenhouses on the highway—with prizes of Halloween plants like Venus flytraps, gnomes with chia-seed hair, and prickly cacti—was closest to the courthouse this year. Theo had just missed his last dart throw when the tower shadow finally covered the table, and the employees started boxing up their plants.

The next table set to be shadow-covered was the tarot table, where Tasha was waiting in line. Bailey had been watching her all afternoon, trying to be wherever she wasn’t, like they were opposite ends of a magnet, repelling each other. Once, she’d seen her at a table where a local yarn store was selling handmade scarves. Later, she saw her wearing the green scarf with black bats she’d bought, while getting chicken-on-a-stick at a food truck. She was sometimes with Gary, but always with another woman Bailey recognized as Olivia Grace Monty. Bailey’s most prominent memory of her was when Vanna, one of the Feathers, scratched Wannabe into Olivia Grace’s car door their senior year, for daring to wear a feather charm like them. But it was clear by the way everyone greeted them that they were now at the top of the social hierarchy.

“Who are they? The people you’ve been watching all day?” Theo asked, taking the cup of apple cider she’d been holding for him while he’d thrown the darts.

“Just old classmates. The new queens of Hen Town, it seems.”

“Well, heads up,” he said, looking over her shoulder. “The queens are on the move.”



The shadow was creeping toward her on the grass, and Tasha kept moving her feet back every time it neared her shoes, as if it were tidewater. She didn’t want the fortune teller tagged out before it was her turn. She knew she was grasping at straws, asking the supernatural for guidance in the current chaos of her life, but she needed something to tell her everything was going to be okay.

Olivia Grace was chatting with tourists in line behind them while they waited. Tasha loved Olivia Grace’s ability to talk to anyone. She loved the book club she’d started at the country club. She loved their texts, and their wine on Wednesdays. And with Tasha’s mother now in a care home, she thought there would be more time to spend with Olivia Grace, more headspace for the life she’d always wanted.

Then she took a pregnancy test this morning.

She’d suspected for weeks because of that persistent crayon scent following her, and now she knew for sure. This hadn’t been a part of her plan. She’d had a horrible example of motherhood. There had never been a time in her childhood when her mother had seemed balanced. Had she been so before motherhood? Or did having a child unbalance her? And was it going to happen to Tasha, too? The thought of getting it wrong was made all the worse by Bailey returning and bringing with her those memories from eight years ago. What kind of mother does what Tasha’s mother did that night?

“Tasha?”

Tasha turned to Olivia Grace. She was wearing navy slacks and a wool blazer in a sea of jeans and L.L.Bean jackets, as if her whole personality were a suit. She wanted to be seen as accomplished and respectable at all times, because high school was always the reflection she saw in the mirror. It was big progress that she still had on the purple scarf with orange pumpkins that Tasha bought for her earlier.

“I asked if you’ve seen Bailey Wester yet.” Olivia Grace nudged her chin toward Bailey, who was talking to a handsome, studious-looking man with round glasses. He was in a T-shirt, and she was wearing a light blue jean jacket two times too big for her.

“Oh,” Tasha said. “Yes. I saw her briefly a few days ago when she was walking to town.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Olivia Grace asked.

“I didn’t think it was important. And it’s not really a surprise, is it, with her grandmother in decline?”

Olivia Grace suddenly left the tarot line.

“Where are you going?” Tasha called to her.

“I might not get another opportunity to do this.”

“Olivia Grace, don’t. It’s not going to make you feel any better.”

But she kept walking. Tasha cursed under her breath and went after her.

“Bailey Wester,” Olivia Grace said as she swaggered over.

Bailey turned from talking to the man. She tensed when she saw them, but smiled anyway.

“I almost didn’t recognize you.” Olivia Grace made a show of looking her up and down. Bailey’s short hair, no longer blue, glowed bright blond like torchlight. “You look so different. What happened to you?”

“Hi, Olivia Grace. It’s nice to see you.”

“Is it? Because when we were in high school, the only time you and your friends were glad to see me was when you were hungry for some Mean Girl action.”

Bailey winced, quick and sharp, as if she’d stepped on a tack. “I had the power to stop it, and I didn’t. I’ll always regret that,” she said. “You deserved better.”

Olivia Grace’s jaw worked a little. “You’re nowhere on social media. Tell me everything so I can share.”

“I’m afraid there’s not much to tell. My life is very boring.”

“I find that hard to believe. No husband? Children?”

Bailey shook her head.

“What do you do for a living? Or is a real job too plebeian for you?”

“I’m a receptionist.”

“I’m the manager of the country club. The youngest ever. And Tasha is a land developer with her husband Gary.”

“Did someone say my name? Like a genie, I am summoned,” Gary said. Completely oblivious to the tension, he kissed Tasha. He smelled of cold air, and he looked a little ridiculous in the pink cowboy hat he’d won for Tasha in a beanbag toss but she couldn’t wear because of her high ponytail. “I just got the oddest news from the sheriff, Tash. There were some remains found out on your mother’s property, along with a wallet that had Clutch Vallow’s ID in it. It was obviously old, because the license was expired. I remember the name Vallow. I think his grandfather lived around here.”

Tasha and Bailey locked eyes for a moment before Tasha turned to Gary, a sickening fear coming over her. “Remains? What are you talking about?”

“Apparently, some kid was fishing out there today and found the wallet. It had some money in it, so he poked around looking for more and he found a bone. Poor kid freaked out, probably because it’s so close to Halloween. They think it’s just an animal bone. Don’t worry.” He rubbed her arm. “Sam was only calling to confirm our game tomorrow. He’s not thinking much of it, so we shouldn’t. It won’t affect our development out there next year.”

Olivia Grace laughed. “Clutch Vallow. I haven’t thought about him in years. Everyone thought he left right after graduation, and none too soon. I used to hear talk about him in the girls’ restroom. I know for a fact that one girl changed schools because of him. Has he been dead all this time? Wait, Tasha, he was at your graduation bonfire!” Olivia Grace’s eyes slid to Bailey, whose skin had turned as pale as her hair. “Bailey, I remember you disappearing into the woods that night. Clutch had been lurking around that area. Did you go off to meet him? Did you kill him?”

“Olivia Grace!” Tasha said sharply, and everyone looked at her, surprised. “Of course she didn’t kill him!”

She held her hands up. “I was kidding. I just meant that the Feathers got away with a lot when we were in school. Remember, Tasha? Because I do.”

“I’d like to go home now, Gary.” She turned her back on everyone, facing the only person who had ever made her feel safe. “I’m not feeling well.”

“Of course, Tash. Let’s go.” He took her hand in his.

“Wait,” Bailey said from behind them. “Can I talk to you in private, Tasha?”

“I think you’ve done enough,” Olivia Grace snapped.



Trying not to lose sight of Tasha, Bailey handed Theo her cup of cider, then took off his jean jacket and gave it back. “I should go, too.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. Thanks,” she said, walking quickly away. But Tasha and Gary had already melted into the crowd. She darted around, apologizing to people she bumped into, trying to find Gary’s pink hat as a guide. She reached the far end of the park at the courthouse, and finally saw him get into a car and drive off toward their neighborhood.

She jogged in that direction. The noise from the fair eventually faded into an eerie quiet, punctuated only by the sharp, sandpaper crack of dry leaves as she stepped on them. For all of Tasha’s glamour and confidence, somewhere in her was still a scared eighteen-year-old. Bailey’s only thought was to tell her that it was all right, to remind her of the call Bailey made to her after she left town. There was no way that the bone could be Clutch’s. Bailey had seen him beside the Wester House that night eight years ago, far away from Tasha’s property.

When she finally got to the Tillbury house, Gary’s Lexus was parked on the curb, ticking as the engine cooled. She took a step toward the house just as the porch light went out, followed shortly by the living room light.

Her shoulders dropped and she walked home.

“Did you have a good time?” her dad said when she closed the door behind her. He was sitting in the living room, scrolling on his phone. He got up and joined her in the foyer.

“Yes. I always liked the Shadow Fair when you took me. But it’s sad that there’s no more Mother Hen’s now.” She gestured down the hallway. “Do you think Mim would be up for a short chat tonight? I won’t keep her long.”

Tug pinched his lips. “That’s probably not a good idea. She’s had a rough day.”

“Did something happen?”

“Nothing for you to be concerned about. When I took her nighttime meds to her, she invited you to tea tomorrow. She’ll be fine by then.” It sounded like he was trying to reassure himself. “I’m going to turn in. I have a headache I can’t shake. I was just waiting for you to get home. If you didn’t eat at the fair, there are some hors d’oeuvres in the fridge.”

“Hors d’oeuvres? Did you throw a party while I was gone?”

He smiled and kissed her forehead. “Good night, sweetheart.”

After he vanished into the darkness at the top of the staircase, she looked toward Mim’s room again. It was nothing that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. She supposed she just wanted Mim to comfort her about Clutch, the way she had wanted to comfort Tasha. A solidarity in knowing.

Curiosity, more than anything else, led her toward the kitchen to her dad’s hors d’oeuvres. The dining room glistened as she passed through, with wavy moonbeams through the French doors making the room feel underwater. Out of habit, she stopped to look outside, and her whole body gave a jerk.

There he was again.

He was standing at the precipice where the lawn sloped down to the creek, as if he had just walked up from the water. His back was to the moonlight, so she could only make out his silhouette. His stance was cocky and wide. And she thought she saw, there in this hand, an ember of a cigarette.

She opened the doors. The single, leaning tree in the backyard gave off an otherworldly glow, but she could no longer see him.

“I know you’re there,” she called from the doorway.

There was no answer, just the siren song of the creek water.

She stepped outside the safety of the house. She immediately noticed a light from the second story of the Tillbury house next door and she looked up to see Tasha standing at one of the upstairs windows, watching her.

It felt like a beacon of hope, this watchful neighbor. Bailey tentatively lifted her hand and waved.

Tasha stared down at her, not smiling, the whole dynamic of their youth playing out, but their roles reversed.

Tasha then stepped back and the light went out.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The doorbell rang the next morning as Tasha was coming downstairs, hoping saltines dipped in ginger tea would settle her morning sickness before Gary got out of the shower.

She detoured to the front door, stopping to switch on the fire logs below the mantel she’d decorated with pumpkins. There was a wreath hanging on her door window, but she could still see Bailey standing on the other side. She was wearing a French-striped long-sleeved shirt and had a bandana over her hair, kerchief-style, so that only her neon-blond bangs could be seen. There had been a time in her life when Tasha would have immediately thought, Why doesn’t that come as easily to me?

But not now.

With her hand on her stomach, Tasha opened the door and said, “What do you want?”

Apparently she looked as bad as she felt, because Bailey said, “I can come back if you’re not feeling well.”

“Coming back won’t help,” she said irritably as she waved Bailey in. “I’m pregnant.”

Oh, God. What on earth had possessed her to say that? The first person she told was Bailey Wester?

Bailey smiled. “Congratulations!”

“No one knows yet.”

She seemed to automatically understand something essential, like how hard transitions could be. “In that case, I won’t say anything.”

“You don’t have to convince me you’re good at keeping a secret.” Tasha motioned for her to sit on one of the couches flanking the fireplace. Tasha sat on the couch opposite. It was a light, lovely room. She wondered if Bailey thought so, too. No one knew what the Wester House looked like inside, but Tasha had lived next door long enough to know that the shades were drawn most of the time, so it had to be dark.

“I saw you last night, in the window,” Bailey said.

“I’m not in the habit of watching your house, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I also saw someone in the backyard.”

Tasha raised her brows and waited for her to get to the point.

“It’s just that he looked like Clutch, and it’s the second time I’ve seen him since coming home. So I thought I should tell you. We both know Clutch must have lost his wallet when I was with him that night in the woods. When he tried to … you know. There’s no correlation to that bone. I’ll tell anyone that now, if it helps take attention off of you and the project you’re planning out there. I just ask that it wait until after my grandmother is gone, and I can break it to my dad first.”

“Stop,” Tasha said. “Just stop. It doesn’t matter if that bone is his.”

“It’s not.”

“No one knows what happened that night. No one has seen him since that night. You were adamant about my not getting involved in your mess back then, and I have a lot more to lose now. So we’re not having this discussion.”

“I’m still adamant about you not being involved in my mess. Please don’t worry.”

Tasha remembered Bailey running out of the woods. How terrified she’d been. She knew that mess hadn’t been entirely of Bailey’s making, but sometimes Tasha deliberately glossed over that fact. She sighed. “If you think you’re seeing him, it’s because he’s still in your head. And he doesn’t deserve space there anymore.”

Bailey smiled slightly. “Stop being nice to me.”

Those words gave Tasha pause. What Tug had shared about Bailey’s life over the years had a common thread running through it. She was refusing to create a life she could enjoy, as if it were some sort of penance. “Being mean to you isn’t going to help.”

“I should go.” Bailey stood and Tasha walked her to the door. As soon as she stepped into the cold, she said, “Our friendship when we were children was probably the last time I really liked myself. Thank you for letting me be me. Tell Olivia Grace I’m sorry again.”

Because of her mother, Tasha’s nervous system was constantly scanning for tiny changes in the moods of those around her. And she resented having to worry about Bailey right now. “Should I be concerned about you?”

“Oh, no,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean for that to sound gloomy. I just meant I’m going to keep trying to find that version of me. Like I said, please don’t worry.” Tasha watched her walk down the steps. She paused on the sidewalk, considering something. She took out her phone and started texting.

Tasha closed the door and put her hand on her stomach again before going to the kitchen. She opened one of the upper cabinets for a tea bag, but then stared into space, distracted. Damn it. Now she had to know. She left the cabinet door open, and went to the kitchen office nook, where there was a Janet Hill original hanging on the wall and a laptop on the desk.

After the bonfire, she had spent months terrified that the Westers had a security system that had caught what her mother had done to Clutch. It was only after marrying Gary and moving into this house that she found out neither the Tillburys nor the Westers had any sort of monitoring system back then, beyond Willamena herself. It had been such a relief. But they had plenty of cameras now, and one of the upper ones pointed toward the Wester House. She clicked on their home security link and rewound to last night when she’d seen Bailey step outside. She watched the camera pan to Bailey in the doorway to the Wester back patio, her posture stiff. She called out something. Then the camera panned over the backyard.

Nothing was there.

Tasha was about to click out, but decided to scroll further back to before Bailey stepped outside. She stopped the video and waited while the camera panned over the Wester’s empty patio, then slowly over their backyard again.

Wait.

She rewound the video and watched again. A blip appeared on the screen for just a second, and then was gone. It was near where the lawn sloped down to the creek. She watched it over and over, trying to make out what it was. She finally paused the video right when the blip appeared, and zoomed in.

The image was grainy, but with enough imagination it could be the form of a man. The backyards in this neighborhood were virtually inaccessible from the creek side, because you would have to cross the fast-moving water and then walk up the steep hill. So if someone had been in the Westers’ backyard, they weren’t there by accident.

She wasn’t sure what this feeling was, but the scent was a combination of the dread of black licorice, and something curious like tobacco smoke.

“Tasha?”

She turned to see Gary in the kitchen. He was in his golf clothes. His curly salt-and-pepper hair, usually a little wild and endearing, was tamped down, still wet from his shower. There was a front moving in later, bringing much-needed rain, so she knew he was in a hurry to get in a round.

“You scared me,” she said, clicking the video closed. Secrets were a slippery slope.

“Everything okay?”

“Yes, of course,” she assured him. “Bailey Wester just stopped by.”

“You’ve been distracted lately, Tash,” he said, closing the cabinet door she’d left open. But it wasn’t the door he cared about. He was such an easygoing man that she could leave every cabinet in the house open and he wouldn’t mind. He’d told her once that his mother used to call him Airy Gary. “If something’s wrong, you can tell me. I’ll do everything I can to fix it. And if you don’t want me to fix it, I won’t. I just want you to be happy.”

There were times when she was sure that Gary believed she was going to leave him one day. She recognized it, because it was the same fear she had that he would leave her. “I’m fine, really.” She knew she needed to tell him about the baby. But she wanted to live a little while longer as this incarnation of herself, before everything changed. Before she changed, back into her old self, back to Smeller.

Or worse, her mother.



It was only minutes after Gary left and Tasha brewed her tea that she heard, “Look who I found outside.”

She was resting her forehead on the breakfast table, but at Gary’s voice her head jerked up like a puppet on a string. She pushed her dark hair out of her face to see him leading Olivia Grace into the kitchen.

“Thanks, Gary,” Olivia Grace said as he left again.

It was Sunday, and Olivia Grace had weekends off work from the country club, but she had on her official burgundy sweater with the club’s crest on it anyway. She usually came by at some point on Sunday just to hang out, which Tasha enjoyed, just not this early. She seemed to take a great deal of comfort in being inside Tasha’s house. Tasha once asked Gary if he minded her frequent visits, and if so, they could go to a coffee shop. Gary told her not to worry, that it was something everyone did at one time or another in their lives, without even realizing it. Fundamentally, we orbit the lives we most want. But there were times it still caught Tasha off guard, that people liked her life so much that they wanted to be in it.

“I knew Gary would be headed to the course this morning,” Olivia Grace said.

“Would you like some tea?”

“No, thanks,” she said. “I’m not staying. I just wanted to say I’m sorry about yesterday. I don’t know what came over me. Bailey is the only Feather I’ve seen in years, and she wasn’t even the worst of them. Remember Vanna? She was the real evil queen. I want to believe Bailey’s different now, I really do. But I think I want even more for her to see that I’m different. Then I wonder, am I, really?”

“Yes, you are. And as much as it pains me to say this, Bailey is, too. That’s where you need to leave it. You’re digging up trauma, so step out of the hole before you uncover something that needs to stay buried.”

Olivia Grace leaned over and gave Tasha a hug. “Thanks for putting up with me.”

“I don’t put up with you. I love you,” Tasha said, waving as Olivia Grace walked out of the kitchen. She waited until she heard the front door close, then she ran to the bathroom and threw up.



His text last night had read:

Hey Cinderella. Theo here. I didn’t get to give you something before you left. Meet me at the shop tomorrow?

Bailey hadn’t answered last night. She wasn’t going to meet him again. What was the point? But after she left Tasha, thinking about finding a good version of herself, she texted him back and said she’d meet him there in about ten minutes.

When she walked into Mother Hen’s, Theo was taking some chicken puff pastries from a bag that had the Java Chicken logo on it. “I got us some coffee,” he said, gesturing to the lidded cups on the table. “And I wasn’t sure if you’d had breakfast or not.”

“Thanks,” she said, taking a seat. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“You wouldn’t let me pay you for your help.”

“It was the least I could do. This shop brought me a lot of joy when I was a kid. Tea ice cream every day was what I thought my life was going to look like as an adult.”

“This is what I wanted to give you.” He slid a folded apron across the table. “I thought you might like to have one. I found some old employee aprons while cleaning out Ruby’s house. People around here apparently still call it the old Sanderson farm.”

Bailey laughed at the pink and green tie-dye monstrosity. “Thank you.”

“They were in boxes stored in the chicken coop. It doesn’t look like Ruby ever had chickens, yet she had a chicken coop.”

“The Sandersons kept chickens, before they left town. As the story goes, Mrs. Sanderson gossiped about my grandmother in church, something about her lack of moral standards or something. If you ever met my grandmother, you would understand how hard that is to believe. The very next day, Mr. Sanderson left Mrs. Sanderson for their mail carrier. Mrs. Sanderson was floored. She said it was like her husband was under a spell.”

“Your grandmother put a spell on him?” Theo bit into a pastry and crust shattered into his lap.

“And just like that,” she snapped her fingers, “you’ve been pulled into my grandmother’s world-building. She’s very good at controlling the narrative.”

“Your grandmother sounds like quite a character.”

“Oh, she is. People call her the Witch of Wester House.”

“So tell me more about her. And this town. And you.”

She immediately regretted the Sanderson story. She reached for her coffee cup and took a sip. “I don’t know what else to say.”

He tilted his head. “I get the feeling you didn’t like living here.”

“I did, actually. But I didn’t know any better,” she said. “My grandmother wasn’t a benevolent ruler, and because I wanted to be like her, I wasn’t one, either. That whole display last night at the fair was deserved.”

“Was it?”

Theo clearly carried the beta studiousness of his youth in his round face, so he couldn’t have gotten through his youth unscathed. There were students like the Feathers in every high school. “No one ever bullied you?”

He shrugged. “His name was Heath.”

“And you wouldn’t take some pleasure in seeing that he wasn’t as powerful now?”

“If the bullied becomes the bully, isn’t that just the same story told a different way?” She considered him with a smile. “What?”

“I was just thinking that you’re charming.”

“That’s me. Prince Charming. Go on. Tell me more. I want to know everything.”

“No,” she said seriously, “you don’t.”

“Everything but the secrets. You keep those.”

She tensed slightly at that. “What makes you think I have secrets?”

“Every unread book is a secret. I majored in lit and have the student loans to show for it, so I know.” He took another bite of the pastry. “Do you like to read?”

She immediately thought of all those bagged-up books now sitting in her room, her relinquished teenage fantasies ready to be given away to someone else. “I read a lot of romances as a teenager. These days I like listening more. Audiobooks. Podcasts.”

“So pretend you’re narrating.” He wiped his mouth, then sat back and closed his eyes. She took that opportunity to stare at him, his tanned face, the lines around his eyes. He had a single freckle on his cheekbone. “Come on. I know I’m a talker, but I’m going to run out of things to say.”

“Once upon a time there was a girl who wasn’t very nice,” she said. “In fact, she came from a family of witches.”

He smiled, his eyes still closed. “Ah. A fairy tale. And what made this witch change?”

“What makes you think she changed?”

“Redemption makes for a great character arc.”

Bailey thought about it. “Maybe because she finally felt regret for the things she did.”

He opened one green eye to look at her. “Do you know what just occurred to me?”

“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me anyway.”

“I think it bothers you when people only see the person you are now.”

“Why would that bother me?” she asked almost breathlessly, because she really wanted to know.

“Because,” he said, “you still believe you’re a witch.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“Come in,” Willamena said, taking a deep breath through her nose and exhaling slowly through her mouth. She felt so unwell today that it bordered on numbness. She’d put on more rouge than usual to try to hide it, but pretending you weren’t in pain was sometimes more difficult than the pain itself.

The sunroom door opened and Tug entered with the tea tray.

“No costume today?” she asked him.

“I told you yesterday, you win.” Then he added dramatically, “For now.”

Bailey was lingering by the door. She was radiating a sense of urgency edged with expectation. Jack was in the hallway, so Willamena gave him a questioning look.

“All I know is that she’s seen him in the backyard again,” Jack said.

“Tea, milady,” Tug said.

She moved her eyes to Tug, then down to the cup. “Oh, thank you,” she said, taking it. Tug glanced in the direction of the hallway, trying to catch what she’d been staring at. “That will be all.”

As soon as he left, Bailey closed the door.

“No, please keep it open today,” Willamena said. “I’d like some air in the room.”

Bailey opened it, and when Jack appeared he said, “Am I one of the girls now?”

Willamena lifted a corner of her mouth.

Bailey stuck her head out to look down the hall, making sure her father wasn’t there before taking her seat. “I wanted to tell you this last night when I found out, but Daddy said you were tired,” she said, the words rushing out the way they sometimes would when she was a child, when she had waited all week to tell Willamena something exciting. Willamena missed those days. She missed all the days. Bailey was an adult now, and she had even missed watching her turn into one. “Clutch Vallow’s wallet was found downstream on Tasha Keller’s property yesterday. There was also a bone. I know it can’t be his, but I saw firsthand that it’s going to be the assumption. And if everyone believes he’s dead, that makes him more dangerous. I won’t know how to handle him after you’re gone. I know you don’t want the scandal, and I know it will hurt Daddy, but maybe I should get this out in the open, like I should have done eight years ago. I don’t know where the finish line is.”

Willamena closed her eyes. A bone. There were always bones. “The finish line was long ago, Bailey,” she assured her. “What you did to him evened out what he did to you. You ceased to have anything to do with each other after that. When he and I crossed paths, it became between the two of us. If you believe nothing else, believe that I would never let him hurt you again. You have nothing to fear.”

Bailey leaned forward and said confidentially, “What if I told you I’ve seen him?”

“Then I would say what I always said to you as a child. Save yourself from a lifetime of trying to get answers when there are none. Sometimes we’re better off believing it’s all in our imaginations.”

Bailey sat back with a quick laugh. “You didn’t say it like that, Mim. When I told you things I thought I saw as a child, your response was that I wasn’t special.”

“I worded that very, very poorly. I’m sorry. You’ve always been special, Bailey. Always. What I meant was, despite the heaviness that came with being a member of this family, there was nothing wrong with you.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Bailey said wryly. “But thank you.”

She needed to stop all this Clutch talk before Bailey asked any more questions, so Willamena set her cup aside and grabbed her umbrella. She limped over to the shelves, where she shook out the Polaroid from her Andy Smooth album. She handed it to Bailey before she sat again. “That photo you found was taken at my senior prom. Tug’s father was my date, but Jack was there to play. I’ll never forget that night. He sang ‘Time in a Bottle.’”

Out in the hallway, Jack put his hands behind his neck and sighed in a hedonistic way. “Man, that was a great song.”

“If you start humming it, I won’t be able to do this.”

“I couldn’t hum it if I tried,” Bailey said, staring at the photo. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of it.”

“She knows who Andy Smooth is, but not Jim Croce,” Jack said. “Oh, the humanity.”

Willamena focused on Bailey. “Jack was an accomplished guitar player, but his voice was going to be his ticket to something big. Everyone who heard him that night knew it. But he never got the chance before he disappeared. In fact, I believe that’s the only photo that proves he ever existed. It was taken on May 15, 1976, moments after our first kiss. I obviously didn’t know we were seen. Jani had followed me outside and taken it, then she mailed it to my grandmother because she didn’t like the hold our family had on the town, and this was her way of getting even. It’s taken me a lifetime to realize she wasn’t an inherently bad person. She was a teenager, just like I was. Our emotions weren’t regulated and we did careless things. But because of that photo, my grandmother invited Jack here and confronted him about our secret relationship. She offered him a check to leave town and to never come back. And he took it.”

Bailey had been completely engrossed in the story until that point, and Willamena saw the moment that she lost her. “He took it? That’s your great love story? But I was beginning to think I could…” She paused. “Never mind.”

Willamena looked to Jack for guidance.

“I’m not sure, but she’s mentioned the grandson of the owner of an ice cream shop? She was with him yesterday.”

“Ah,” Willamena said. “That’s not the end to this love story, Bailey. There is no end. Yes, I was crushed at the time that he thought so little of our relationship that he would cheapen it like that. I thought he was just like everyone else, after all. Instead of seeing me as something more than I was, all he saw was my grandmother’s money. But that rainy night he snuck into the house, into my bedroom, and he told me he took the money so we could leave together. That’s when he asked me to run away with him. My grandmother only saw me as her legacy. My friends weren’t who I thought they were. I was going to marry a man I didn’t love. I’d never seen the world beyond a television screen. I was scared to go with him, because I had always been ruled by fear. But my life was hopeless without Jack. He was my destiny, and I was his. So I packed a bag and we left my room. We only got as far as the staircase. My grandmother heard us, and ordered Jack to leave. I was holding his wet umbrella, and she tried to take it from me. We struggled, but she was angry and drunk, so she lost her balance and fell into Jack, which sent him falling down the stairs.”

“Mim?” Bailey said slowly. “You said he disappeared. You didn’t mean he died, did you?”

“Yes, I did. And my grandmother covered it up.”

“She covered it up?” Bailey repeated. “How?”

Willamena shook her head. She wasn’t going that far. “I was hysterical that night, and she sedated me. When I woke, Jack, his possessions, and the car he stole that was sitting outside waiting for us were all gone.”

Bailey was quiet for a while, working through it. Finally, she crossed her hands in her lap and said gently, “I don’t want to diminish what was obviously a traumatic experience, but if you don’t know exactly what happened to him, how do you know he’s dead? He could have been all right, and he just took your grandmother’s money, after all.”

Willamena couldn’t point to him and prove it without consigning Bailey to a lifetime of knowing she could see ghosts. And she would accept being misunderstood forever, if it meant sparing Bailey that. “I know because he never would have left this behind.” She set the umbrella on her lap. “It meant more to him than anything.”

“Not more than anything, Wills,” Jack said. “Not more than you.”

“The cover had been off the foyer register that night, and the umbrella slid in after he fell. I left it there, terrified my grandmother would find it, the last thing that belonged to him. But even after she died, I couldn’t bring myself to take it out. It became my rule to keep it there.”

“So you’ve been living with this guilt all your life? Mim, it wasn’t your fault.”

Willamena smiled. “I wish I could believe that. I could have taken what Jack taught me, what he showed me, and lived a different life. But I didn’t. I’ve held on to him here, the last place he was alive, even though I know he didn’t want me to. What I’m trying to tell you, the whole purpose of this long-overdue story, is please don’t let your past define you like it defined me. Experience the moments, even the bad ones, then leave them behind. And most importantly, when you find happiness, don’t hesitate. Run with it.”

Bailey stared at the photo. She finally sighed and said, “I love you, Mim.”

Willamena tilted her head curiously. “But you don’t believe me.”

“I believe you told me for me. And that’s enough.”

“I love you, too. Although that’s probably hard for you to believe, as well.”

Bailey got up and kissed her on the cheek. She extended the Polaroid, but Willamena shook her head.

“My grandmother used to call photographs paper ghosts, the only ghosts everyone can see,” she said. “Keep that to remind you to focus on what’s real.”

Bailey nodded and walked away. She passed Jack in the foyer, and he looked at her fondly. He reached out as if to touch Bailey’s arm and Bailey stopped suddenly and turned. When she didn’t see anyone, she looked back into the sunroom at Willamena. Willamena only smiled. The veil was thinning between her two worlds.

As soon as Bailey was gone, Jack extended his hand to her. “Come with me, Wills,” he said, his exact words from that long-ago night. It had such a lovely symmetry. The beginning, the end.

“Is it really time to go?” she asked. “Don’t tease me.”

“Almost.”

“Thank goodness.” She got to her feet, exhausted. “I was about to get cranky about it.”

“About to?”

She gave him a look that made him laugh as she stepped out of the sunroom, leaving only a door full of sunshine.



Bailey had just finished washing the dishes from dinner when her dad walked back into the kitchen five minutes after he’d left with Mim’s food. He still had the tray, the contents untouched. “She wasn’t hungry?”

“No.” He set the tray on the counter. “She wanted to take her nighttime meds early. I think it’s because that storm is about to blow in, and she hates rain.” He motioned outside the kitchen window, where the evening sky was bright orange, the clouds like long peels of tangerines. Off in the distance, the dark edges of the storm could be seen.

He poured Mim’s soup down the drain and handed Bailey the bowl to wash. “I couldn’t help but notice that you’d bagged up all your things in your room. Are you taking them with you?” he asked.

She shook her head. “They’re donation bags.”

“Is there anything you’d like to keep here?”

She rinsed the bowl and set it in the dish rack, then wrung out the dishcloth. She didn’t want to disappoint him, but she was sure he knew the answer. “I don’t think so.”

“Not even the cloche?”

“I’d probably be checking it for the rest of my life for some magical communication from Mim if I took that.” She turned around and leaned against the counter. “What about you? Do you want anything?”

“Don’t tell your grandmother, but those recipe cards are now mine.” He went to the high cabinet above the fridge, opened it, and pointed to an old plastic recipe box. “I’ve hidden them here so she won’t throw them away.”

“And you trust me with this knowledge?”

“If they’re gone in the morning, I’ll know it was you.”

She shook her head. “All I can say is your friend in Chapel Hill is going to be very lucky. Or very scared.”

Silence. She watched a bloom of color make its way up his neck. He turned and put the rest of their leftover dinner in the fridge. “You know, she never wanted any of this stuff in the house, either,” he said. “I don’t think it ever made her happy.”

“I will keep one thing—the photo albums that were in my closet. And speaking of photos.” She took the Polaroid out of her sweatshirt pocket and handed it to him. “Mim gave me this at tea today. I thought you’d like to see it.”

Tug smiled. “What a blast from the past.”

“That is Jack. She apparently told me something about him as kid, and I named my imaginary friend after him.”

He looked at it more closely. “Is this a guitar case by his feet?”

“Yep. He was a musician.”

Tug laughed. “So the rumor was true! She was involved with someone in a band before my dad. One mystery solved, a thousand more to go.” He handed it back to her as they left the kitchen and he turned out the light behind them. “Did she say what happened to him?”

Bailey didn’t have a reliable answer, so she just shrugged. “It didn’t work out, I guess.”

They went through the dining room and into the foyer. At the base of the staircase, Tug paused awkwardly. “I’m going to tell you about my friend soon, Bailey. I promise.”

Bailey smiled and nodded. “I’d like that. You go on up. I’ll get the living room light.”

She crossed the foyer to the living room and reached in to flick the wall switch. As soon as the room went dark, a single note chimed from the piano.

Tug stopped halfway up the stairs. “Was that the piano?”

Bailey immediately turned on the light again. The grand piano stood large and elegant in the center of the room like a ringmaster in a spotlight. A childhood scene tinged the edge of her memory and she laughed. “Or maybe it was the piano man.”

“Good night, Jack,” Tug called in a singsongy voice as he disappeared around the corner at the top of the staircase. It was a testament to how used to the quirks of this house they were that neither one of them thought any more of it.

“Yes,” she said, turning off the light again. “Good night, Jack.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


It poured for hours. Sidewalks would be slick with wet leaves in the morning, the creek swollen against its banks.

Unable to sleep, Bailey held the Polaroid above her as she lay in bed. It was amazing how a single frame could hold a lifetime of longing. She could always remember feeling a lonely presence in the house, particularly when it rained like this. She used to think the house was haunted. But it turned out that she was just so attuned to Mim that she was feeling Mim’s memory of the man she loved.

It was hard to reconcile the Mim she knew as a child with the one she knew now, the one who couldn’t even entertain the possibility that the man she loved had taken her grandmother’s money. But in an odd way, Bailey thought she understood. That possibility would have given Mim a reason to hate him. But if he was dead, then he would always be the man she remembered.

She finally set the photo aside and grabbed her phone.

“Hey, Cinderella,” Theo answered.

“Is this a bad time?” she asked.

“It’s a perfect time. I can’t sleep, either. The rain is so loud on this tin roof that it sounds like I’m under fire.”

“That thing about my thinking I’m still a witch, it’s true.”

“It doesn’t always have to be that way.” When she didn’t reply, he asked, “So how’s your grandmother?”

“I actually have her to thank for this call.”

“Do tell,” he said, curious.

“She had a tragic love story I knew nothing about until recently. It devastated her, and it ruined every relationship she had with her family afterward, all the way down to me.”

“That’s awful.”

“It is. But at the same time, for all the hurt he caused her, I get the feeling she wouldn’t trade it for anything. She said true love destroys you, but it makes you grateful to be destroyed. Sometimes I think I want to feel that way, that it would be worth it. But then I look at her now and I think, would it, really?”

Theo paused. “I don’t mean any disrespect to your grandmother, but her story has the same problem fairy tales have. They teach us that the hard thing is always the right thing, like a happily ever after is contingent on misery. But you don’t have to suffer to be happy, Bailey. Sometimes it’s not hard at all.”

Coming from him, she could almost believe it. “I got married when I was eighteen,” she said.

“I got married right after college,” he parried back.

“I was drunk. It was annulled. We’re still friends.”

“Mine lasted two years. She blocked me on Facebook and friended my mother on the same day.”

Bailey laughed and adjusted the pillow behind her neck. “I wasn’t in love with him.”

“I wasn’t in love with her, either.” He sighed. “The love of my life was in middle school.”

“Wow. You peaked early.”

“I’ll never forget the moment Dakota Doss walked into class the day after she cut her long hair. I’d always had a crush on her, but that morning it was like the world around me burst into color. I was never the same around short-haired women again.”

Her smile was so sudden and wide that it made her cheeks hurt. She felt giddy. She was actually talking to a boy on the phone in her room, like the normal, decent teenager she never was. “So you have a type.”

“I definitely have a type,” he said, his voice low. Then she heard a thud on his end, followed by an ouch.

“What are you doing?”

“I was walking to the refrigerator and tripped over a gnome statue.”

“They’re sneaky like that.”

“Are you anywhere near your kitchen? Do you want to have a midnight snack with me on the phone?”

She immediately stood. “Let me go downstairs. My dad has been thera-cooking a lot lately.”

“So you have a dad?”

“A good one.”

When she got to the dining room, she glanced out the French door windows and stopped. Theo was saying, “Do you have any idea why Ruby would keep geodes in her refrigerator? I’m too afraid to take them out, like maybe it would be bad luck.”

But she didn’t hear him. The man was back. If he wasn’t real, maybe her memory was haunting her, just like Mim’s memory of Jack.

She’d known intrinsically, from a lifetime of knowing Mim, that the story she’d told today wasn’t the whole story. Mim only gave things in pieces. And just like in her childhood, Bailey had to fill in the gaps.

Mim had said, Don’t be like me. But she had never let Bailey know the real her.

She’d said, Move on. But she hadn’t done that herself, for more reasons than she was letting on.

She’d said, Clutch is nothing to worry about. But the man was still out there. So until Bailey faced this, until she faced him, nothing was going to change.

“I’m sorry, Theo,” she said, lowering the phone even as she spoke. “I’ll have to call you back.”

She set the phone on the dining room table and opened the doors. She had to fight them, the wind and rain pushing back as if warning her. They slammed shut behind her as soon as she was outside.

She was immediately drenched, her sweatshirt becoming weighted and her Converses filling, giving her a wet-sock shiver. She stared across the yard, raindrops on her lashes. Lightning shone in the distance like the sweep of a flashlight, and it illuminated him more clearly than ever before.

It was Clutch. But it was the Clutch from eight years ago. Torn jeans, ripped T-shirt, the side of his face a strawberry rash of road burn. He was smiling that same smile that lived in her nightmares.

She took off in a sprint, taking him head-on, images coming to her as if on a screen.

The woods.

The music on her phone.

The fog on the water.

His arm on her throat.

The sound his body made when she hit him.

She suddenly slid on the grass and fell hard. It took her two tries to get up because her shoes kept slipping. She finally stood again, and he was gone. She turned in a circle.

“This ends now!” she yelled into the rain.

She listened for a reply. There was none. She went to the edge of the lawn and looked down the hill. It was ominously dark. Only the white caps of the water could be seen as it splashed downstream. “You don’t have any power over me anymore! I’m not afraid of you! I used to think I was the coward, but it was you!”

She felt a shifting under her feet, and she thought for a split second it was the universe finally righting itself. But then the ground started to depress. She was too close to the precipice, where the heavy rain was eating away at the bank. She felt herself slipping—down, down toward the water.

Then someone grabbed her arm and jerked her back.

Tasha, her nightgown plastered to her body, was standing there. Her open plaid umbrella was on the ground several feet away, as if she’d dropped it and run to Bailey the moment she realized she was about to go into the water. She still had a tight grip on Bailey’s arm. She looked terrified.

Bailey tried to shake her off. “Go back inside, Tasha,” she said, struggling to be heard over the rain.

“Who were you yelling at?”

“No one. Myself. This has nothing to do with you. Go back inside.”

“We need to talk. Come with me.” She tried to lead Bailey away. Bailey held her ground until Tasha said, “Are you really going to make a pregnant woman stay out in the rain?”

With one last look at the water, she let Tasha take her to the back of the Tillbury house, into a beautiful laundry room with pin-striped wallpaper and navy-blue appliances. Once Tasha closed the door against the storm, it was so quiet it was like being encased in cotton. Bailey pushed her hair out of her eyes.

Tasha took two towels off the shelf. “Here,” she said, handing one to Bailey.

Bailey shook her head. “I’m just going to go home.”

Tasha looped the towel around Bailey’s neck anyway. “Not until you hear what I have to say. The night I threw your car keys and left you in the church parking lot, my mother picked me up as I was walking home. And Clutch was with her,” she said. “He’d caught a ride into town.”

Bailey started to say something, but Tasha held up her hand.

“Let me finish. She dropped him off, and then she came here to this neighborhood, because she liked driving around it when she got manic. That’s when we saw Clutch again. He was coming to your house, because he’d obviously figured out that it was you who’d hit him. But my mother, in her infinite wisdom, thought he was here to rob you, so she got out of the car and chased him behind your house, toward the creek. Only she came back, completely wet.”

Tasha opened a drawer below the laundry folding station and rifled through it. She finally brought out something and handed it to Bailey. It was an old barrette with Bailey’s name on it.

“My dad gave this to me for my ninth birthday,” Bailey said, turning it over in her hand. “I don’t remember how I lost it.”

“I found it on my property years ago. The creek current is always carrying things from town out there.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m trying to tell you that Clutch isn’t out there. He’s dead. But you didn’t kill him. When my mother chased him, they both fell down the hill into the creek.” Bailey gave her a funny look, which Tasha seemed to find infuriating. “Do I have to spell it out? He died in the creek behind your house that night because of my mother, and the current took him downstream to our property as some sort of karmic retribution.”

“Tasha,” Bailey said gently, “didn’t you get my message after I left town?”

Tasha made an annoyed sound. “I got a message. I didn’t listen to it. I deleted it.”

“Jesus, Tasha.” Bailey took one end of the towel and wiped her face before saying, “When I finally found my keys and made it home, I saw Clutch beside my house. He had obviously made it out of the creek and had already been to see my grandmother by that time.”

“What did he want with your grandmother?” Tasha demanded.

“Blackmail is my best guess. She won’t tell me. She just sent me away and told me to never come back.”

“And you saw him?” Tasha seemed to desperately want this lifeline Bailey was offering, but she wouldn’t let herself take it because it was, after all, Bailey. “Are you sure it was him?”

Bailey thought back to that night, trying to see past the panic. “It was like him, but not him. His clothes were torn. And he was soaking wet, but at the time I had no idea why.”

“He had your side-view mirror with him,” Tasha said. “He dropped it when my mother chased him. I left it on your doorstep.”

“By the time I got home, my grandmother had it, along with the whole story of what happened. I keep telling you this had nothing to do with you. Do you believe me now?”

“So have you been seeing him out there, or not?”

Suddenly, something clicked. What really happened to Clutch eight years ago was more complicated than either she or Tasha could have imagined. Mim had been telling her all this time there was nothing to worry about, that he was gone. But then she had distracted Bailey with a love story because she knew that would keep her from asking too many questions.

Bailey handed the towel back to Tasha. “No, he wasn’t out there. I’m sorry I scared you. I need to talk to my grandmother.”



Tasha watched Bailey run in the rain back to the Wester House. As soon as she was safely inside, Tasha closed the laundry room door with a quiet snap.

She stood there, her hand on the doorknob, trying not to cry.

She would not cry.

She had cried over her mother enough. She was done.

She angrily wiped away her tears and found another nightgown in the dryer. She donned it, and then she put her wet nightgown and the towels in the washing machine, starting a small load.

She leaned back against the washer, taking deep breaths. After a moment, she stopped and put her hand on her stomach. She could smell butterscotch and vanilla, the happiest scents she knew. It reminded her of first grade, when her teacher Mrs. Marshburn threw a classroom party for every student on their birthday. For Tasha’s birthday, there were butterscotch cupcakes with vanilla frosting, and she got to wear a paper crown all day. It had made her feel so seen. It was the only unchaotic childhood birthday Tasha could remember.

“Am I happy?” she asked out loud.

“Tash?” She turned to see Gary standing in the doorway of the laundry room, looking sleepy and warm. “Why are you doing laundry at this time of night?”

“Um, there were wet towels. I didn’t want them to sour,” she said helplessly.

“Do we need to talk, Tash?” he asked seriously.

She nodded.

“Just say it. I can take it.”

She couldn’t look at him, at all she could be losing, so she took his hands in hers and stared at them. “I’m pregnant. I don’t know how it happened. I mean, obviously I know how it happened. But I want it, Gary. If you’re not okay with that, I understand. But there’s no going back for me.”

Whatever he’d been expecting, it wasn’t that. “Not okay with it? How could you say that? Tasha, look at me.”

She finally did.

He had the most incredible smile on his face. “That,” he said, “is the best news I’ve ever had in my entire life.”

“It is?”

“Yes.” He laughed and embraced her. “I’m not getting any younger, you know,” he whispered into her hair.

Tasha clung to him. Her life had been a series of panic and worry, so she had never known what relief smelled like. She discovered in that moment that it actually had no scent at all.

Which was the whole point.



Bailey walked down the foyer hallway, her wet shoes squishing. She stood outside Mim’s bedroom door for a long time.

She finally knocked. “Mim, open up.”

There was no reply. She was reaching for the doorknob when it opened and there was Mim. She was so pale and ethereal that Bailey could almost see through her.

“You figured it out,” she said, as if with admiration.

Bailey nodded.

Eight years ago

Willamena sat up in bed. She thought she’d heard something outside, voices.

“What’s going on?” she asked Jack.

“Someone yelled Citizen’s arrest. Is that a real thing?” he said. “I thought it was only in movies.”

She put her head back on the pillow. Still, there was this feeling. She couldn’t shake it. She finally reached for her bottle of sleeping pills. They would rid her of this portentous feeling.

That’s when there was a knock.

She waited several seconds.

Another knock.

She got up and quickly put on her robe. She started down the hallway, not realizing until she was in the foyer that she was still holding the pill bottle. She pocketed it and opened the door to find Clutch Vallow on her doorstep, completely soaked.

She didn’t react. She’d learned that from her grandmother. If she remained calm in any confrontation, the true feelings of others eventually rose to the surface. She only had to wait with a perspicacious look, and the other person eventually broke.

He tried to wait her out. He, too, was used to being in control. He finally said, “Willamena Wester, answering her own door? Can’t afford the help? Fallen on hard times?” He pushed the door open and limped past her into the foyer. He was carrying some sort of car part.

Jack said from beside her, “Steady, Wills.”

“Times are going to get a lot harder for you. I’ll tell you that for nothing. Go get Bailey’s father. We need to talk, man to man.”

She stared at him as he dripped all over her floors. “Why are you wet?”

“Because some crazy woman just chased me into the creek,” he said, limping into the living room. He looked around, taking everything in.

“If you don’t leave now, I’m calling 911.”

“Oh, please, call them,” he said as he sat on the couch, getting her couch cushions wet. “I’ll be happy to tell them what Bailey did to me.”

At the mention of Bailey’s name, she felt a stirring. She glanced at Jack. He looked worried.

“Who are you looking at?” Clutch said, frustrated by her silence. “Your granddaughter tried to kill me. I think half my ribs are broken. And look at my fucking face.”

“Don’t use that language in my house.”

“I’ll use any language I want. You don’t seem to understand that I hold all the cards here. Bailey hit me with her car.” He shook the car part he was holding. “This is her mirror.”

“If you’re trying to blackmail me, young man, you’re going to have to do better than that.”

“Okay,” Clutch said. “How about this? She did it on purpose.”

“And what possible reason would she have to hit you on purpose?”

“You mean how would the great Bailey Wester even know I existed? The only reason she went to the bonfire tonight was to meet me. I have the texts to prove it. She knew what she was getting into. But just as we were getting to the good part, she changed her mind. I could have gone after her when she ran. I could have killed her in those woods. But I didn’t. All I did was smack her. But she was so mad at me that she aimed for me on that road. Did you hear that? Aimed.”

But the only thing Willamena heard was that he’d tried to force himself on Bailey. He’d hit her. She barely even registered Jack saying, “Call the police. That’s all you have to do.”

“I think you’re beginning to understand,” Clutch said. “Good. Go wake up your son. You Westers are going to pay for this, big-time.”

“You don’t need to talk to my son,” she said. “I control the Wester purse strings.”

He snorted. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

“Follow me. You’re getting my couch cushions wet.”

At the dining room table she indicated one of the wooden chairs. “Have a seat. We can discuss this like civilized people. Would you like some tea? What about ice for your face?”

He set the mirror on the table and it clattered. “Tea? Try whiskey.”

Willamena went to the kitchen and just stood there for a moment, her heart racing. She didn’t drink, but she knew Tug sometimes had a glass in his office in the evenings. She opened his office door and looked through his desk drawers until she found a bottle of Maker’s Mark. She went back to the kitchen and took two glasses out of the cabinet and poured some liquor into them. Then she took the bottle of sleeping pills out of her robe pocket.

“What are you doing, Wills?” Jack asked.

She didn’t answer as she quickly crushed the pills between two spoons and stirred them into his drink.

“Please don’t do this. You’re going to regret it. It’s history repeating itself,” Jack said, following her as she returned to the dining room to find Clutch rifling through the china cabinet, obviously looking for something more valuable than her grandmother’s Blue Willow dishes.

She set his drink on the table and he sat and grabbed the glass. “Should I lift my pinkie in the air while I drink?”

“If you wish.” Willamena took a seat and sipped her drink. It burned her tongue.

He gulped his whole glass down, probably just because he thought it would bother her. But the only thing that bothered her was the white film left in the glass. He still had time to get very angry if he saw it. But he didn’t look at the glass. He was watching her, so she continued to sip.

After a several minutes of this, he leaned back in the chair and set his feet on the table. She didn’t flinch. “Why is everyone scared of you? Up close, you’re not scary at all. You’re just an old woman. And this is just an old house.” He pointed to the china cabinet. “Your dishes are even chipped.”

“Are they?”

“Yeah.” His eyelids were growing heavy. She didn’t want to make any sudden movements, so she kept rhythmically drinking, imaginary sips now, because the glass was empty. “I feel sorry for you.”

“I don’t think anyone has ever said that to me before. Thank you.”

His head kept jerking back as he tried to stay awake. “Why are you thanking me?”

Jack had been watching sadly from the other end of the table. He finally turned and left the room.

“No one else sees it,” she said honestly. “Everything I touch wilts.”

“I know the feeling.” The corner of his mouth lifted as he finally fell asleep.

“I’m sure you do,” she said as she set her glass down.

Willamena had always been strong. It came with having to do all the work on the house herself, because she could never dare to let anyone in. But it took every bit of her strength to drag Clutch out of the dining room, a room she’d chosen for him to sit in, not because she was worried about her couch cushions, but because it was closest to the backyard. She pulled something in her shoulder, and nearly cried out in pain, but still managed to pull him to the edge of the lawn. From there, it was easy enough to roll him down. She watched him land in the creek.

And then the current took him away.






EPILOGUE


Once upon a time, there was a family of witches.

But witches, it turns out, are sometimes only women who have been hurt, and are determined not to be again.

Over the years, Bailey returned to Hen Town a handful of times. She would sometimes see Tasha with Gary and their teenage daughter. They would wave, and occasionally nod, as if telling each other, Still okay. She never saw Clutch again, but she never totally trusted that she wouldn’t, so she thought it was best to stay away and let sleeping memories lie. But this weekend, the son of Tug’s husband Ash was graduating from medical school. Bailey had flown in from Austin with her twin sons to attend the ceremony, but Theo stayed behind. He was in the middle of grading final exams and he’d been walking around for weeks with papers floating around him like birds. She missed his steadying presence.

The boys were running across the wide expanse of lawn at Wester Park, laughing, not understanding why Bailey was standing nervously at the top of the hill overlooking the creek, thoughts hovering around her loud but unseen, like summer bugs. From behind her, Ash called everyone to the picnic he’d prepared.

She watched the boys race to the blankets, through a house that was no longer there. The Wester House had been torn down and the basement filled in after Willamena died, found peacefully lying in her bed hours after telling Bailey what really happened. The boys passed their grandfather, who was again trying to dig up the yellow roses that were always growing around the pink roses he’d planted in Willamena’s memory. It never did any good. He would pull and grunt, eradicating the yellow roses from the arbor, then dig up all the roots he could find, but the very next day they would be back, twining around the pink ones once again. Curiously, everyone in the neighborhood who visited the park left the roses alone. Sometimes they would pick a few of the other flowers if they wanted a small summer bouquet to put in a jam jar, or to a wear behind an ear if they were newly in love. But they steered clear of the roses. They seemed to understand that these flowers—one wild, one thorny—wanted to be left alone.

Bailey walked over to Tug and helped him stand. He was dressed in what he always wore when he visited Wester Park, his English country gentleman clothes, all tweed and crisp linen. Ash called him King Charles when he dressed like this.

“You know that never does any good,” Bailey said to him with a smile.

“I know,” Tug said, laughing as he took off his gloves. “This garden is as stubborn as she was.”

Tug walked toward the picnic blankets, but Bailey hesitated by the flowers.

It seemed appropriate that the end of this fairy tale included enchanted roses.

Bailey still wasn’t sure if she believed in a happily ever after.

Did anyone really know for sure?

But at least she believed in being happy now.

And that, she was certain, was a very good start.
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