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Several months ago



 
One
“This town is full of crazy people.”
I sipped my coffee and regarded Brian Kelly with weary eyes. He was a pain. There was no getting around it. His ego was bigger than his room-temperature IQ, and he thought far too highly of himself. When you’re the new guy in town, though, you can’t afford to be choosy.
That’s me, Sam Cornell. I’m the new guy in a town the size of a pinprick on a roadmap. Fitting in isn’t easy when everyone already knows absolutely everything about one another, so I’m muddling along the best I can. Sometimes I think it’s going well. Other times I think I made the biggest mistake of my life when I purchased a business in a witchy tourist town, intent on turning it into a haunted attraction. I guess the jury is still out … or perhaps the verdict is in, and I’m simply too blind to see it.
“I think you’re exaggerating,” I said, glancing around the small diner and watching Hemlock Cove’s denizens chat with one another with one breath and cater to their tourist base with the next. I’d been in town only a few weeks, but it was obvious the people here knew what they were doing when it came to their magical-branded business endeavor.
“Oh, I’m right,” Brian said, wrinkling his nose derisively as he forced a smile for one of the young women sitting at a nearby table. She wore striped stockings, a black dress with jewel adornments, and a purple witch’s hat. “This whole town is off its rocker.”
“I don’t think it’s wise to say things like that when you rely on half of these crazy people to put food on your table,” I pointed out. Brian inherited Hemlock Cove’s lone weekly newspaper – The Whistler – upon his grandfather’s death. Since Hemlock Cove boasted almost weekly festivals, many of the businesses ran ads for special events. Brian needed these “crazy people” to keep the newspaper running at a profit. “Besides, I think when you’re talking about this many people in a small space you’re probably safer going with the word ‘eccentric,’ at least if you don’t want them to spit in your coffee when you’re not looking.”
“They wouldn’t do that,” Brian scoffed, although the look he shot the waitress was dubious. “They wouldn’t do that, would they?”
I didn’t have the heart to tell Brian that if I were waiting on him I would not only spit in his coffee but lick his silverware for good measure. “Of course they wouldn’t do that,” I lied. “I was just messing with you.”
Brian’s smile was wide, but I couldn’t stop myself from internally chuckling as he studied his coffee before taking another sip. “So, how are things out at the Dandridge?”
I bought the Dandridge on a whim two weeks ago. Technically, I bought the building; the state still owns the land. Thanks to a deal I worked out with the historical commission, though, as long as I promise to keep the original structure and have updates approved by the commission, I have a lifetime lease for the property. It’s a win-win situation.
When I first came to Hemlock Cove it was because I was interested in witches. No, you read that right. I’ve always been fascinated by the occult. I’ve read so many books on pagan traditions I’ve lost count. My mother was a solitary practitioner, mostly directing her modest talents toward kitchen recipes and herbal remedies. My father looked the other way. He didn’t particularly care what my mother believed or practiced. As long as she didn’t broadcast her witchy ways to the neighbors, he was fine with whatever made her happy.
When I was a teenager, I realized I could see ghosts. In hindsight, I probably saw ghosts when I was younger but couldn’t understand what I saw. My first encounter was minor. I was walking home from high school, thoughts of asking Missy Brennan to the homecoming dance working their way through my crush-infused mind, when a figure appeared on the sidewalk in front of me.
My reflexes kicked in and I tilted to the side to avoid the figure, but instead of a smooth escape I tripped over my own feet and fell through a woman. I hit the pavement hard enough to knock the breath out of me, and when I swiveled to make sure she was okay I realized I could see through her.
It was a sobering experience, and after helping the woman realize that the house she was looking for burned down years before – that’s how she died and she was caught in an endless loop of confusion as she searched for her home – she disappeared. I couldn’t wait to tell my mother what happened. She wasn’t as thrilled with my new ability, explaining that her grandmother had the same gift and it drove her insane. She warned me to be careful, and then sent me on my merry way.
I learned to keep my ghostly visions to myself relatively quickly. While I thought it was cool, I earned a reputation as a weirdo when I told my best friend – and he used the information to steal Missy Brennan’s affection. It was a hard lesson, but I learned it well.
 After college I kept to my reading habits, infusing pagan lore with Michigan history and stumbled across an interesting legend in the northwestern part of the Lower Peninsula. Supposedly a family of witches lived in a small town named Hemlock Cove, previously known as Walkerville. Their last name was Winchester – and I was immediately smitten with the idea of learning from real, practicing witches.
I asked my mother about the Winchesters, and when she said she’d heard of them I was intrigued. She said the family was known for being powerful – and weird – so I arranged my schedule so I could visit Hemlock Cove, selling my business services to Brian in an effort to increase circulation at The Whistler.
That’s where I met Bay Winchester. I knew she was gifted the moment I saw her, despite the fact that she was nervous and suspicious. I spent days watching her, enjoying the way she interacted with her cousins Thistle and Clove. Before I realized what was happening, I started following them. I was determined to catch them in the act – talking to ghosts, casting spells, anything really – but each time they saw me they became more suspicious (and in Thistle’s case belligerent and mean). I guess I don’t blame them.
In an effort to alleviate the tension – and the dirty looks Bay’s great-aunt Tillie kept scorching me with – I admitted I knew they were witches. Bay turned white … and then red … and then kicked me out of the Winchesters’ inn.
Even after that blew up in my face, I didn’t want to leave Hemlock Cove. Despite the tension, it felt like home. That’s when my love of history and business degree came together, and I purchased the Dandridge.
It was working out well – except for the endless hours of actual work. That’s why I was too tired to put up with Brian’s whining. I had whining of my own and only one option for a semi-sympathetic ear.
“It’s a lot of work,” I said. “I have a contractor working on the inside of the building, and it should be ready for drywall and paint in about a week.”
“How are you living out there?” Brian asked.
“I’m living on the main floor while they’re working upstairs,” I replied. “Then I’ll switch when they’re working on the main floor. I’ll probably have to find another place to sleep for three nights or so, but otherwise it should work out fine. It’s not like there’s a shortage of inns around this area.”
“You could go back out to The Overlook,” Brian suggested. “I’m sure the Winchesters wouldn’t put up a fight if you needed to stay there for a few days.”
I was the last person the Winchesters wanted to see. I’d kept that little tidbit from Brian because I didn’t want his suspicions about the Winchesters to jump to me. “I don’t think I’m their favorite person,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Aunt Tillie thinks I’m evil.”
Brian snorted. “Aunt Tillie thinks everyone is evil,” he said. “I ran into her in the hallway the other day – she was wearing a combat helmet, if you can believe that – and she told me she was hunting for squirrels.”
“In the hallway?” That sounded odd, even for an elderly curmudgeon who had more in common with a rattlesnake than a cuddly kitten.
“She had a pellet gun and she was whistling,” Brian explained. “She told me to watch my nuts … and then she laughed and said she didn’t mean that in a perverted way but was worried because squirrels like to hoard small things.”
I bit my lip to keep from laughing, the mental picture almost too much to bear.
“Then she told me I should probably invest in an athletic cup because she was pretty sure she was going to come down with Restless Leg Syndrome and start kicking people willy-nilly whenever the mood struck,” Brian continued. “She’s crazy.”
“I think when you’re as old as Aunt Tillie it’s called ‘eccentric,’” I clarified. “Plus, if you slip and call her crazy, you’re going to see what a rabid squirrel looks like, because she’s going to be the one going after your … um … nuts.”
Brian shifted uncomfortably. “Let’s not talk about that,” he said, unconsciously shielding his groin. “Aunt Tillie … worries me.”
“I think you mean she terrifies you,” I corrected.
“She’s a little old lady,” Brian scoffed. “She’s harmless.”
I arched a challenging eyebrow. “This town is rich on rumors,” I supplied. “One woman – the one who owns that porcelain unicorn store – told me that Tillie Winchester sacrifices goats and can read minds.
“One of those freaky red-haired twins – the ones who look like real-life Chucky dolls – told me that Aunt Tillie told him she would curse his tongue to fall out if he ever called her a witch again,” I continued. “And that woman who sells caramel apples at the fairs? Yeah, she told me that all the Winchesters dance naked under every full moon and cast spells to make sure the town stays prosperous.”
“I’m not sure what all that means,” Brian said.
“It means that whatever she is, Aunt Tillie is not harmless,” I said. “She’s … .”
“Crazy,” Brian finished.
“I was going to say formidable,” I corrected. “You can make fun all you want, but you couldn’t pay me to take that woman on. She is … beyond messing with.”
Brian was unperturbed. “I think she’s crazy, and that entire family lets her get away with murder because they’re too sweet to put her in a home,” he said. “That’s where she belongs. She should be strapped down and medicated.”
The young woman in the witch hat tapped Brian on the arm, drawing his attention. “Are you talking about Ms. Tillie?” she asked.
Brian nodded. “She’s crazy.”
“You know that she can hear when people talk badly about her, right?” the woman pressed. “Annabelle Dickinson told Madison Wilson that Ms. Tillie had fake teeth, and the next day Annabelle’s pants wouldn’t fit.”
“I’m not sure what that means,” Brian said, exchanging a curious look with me. “Do you know what that means?”
“I think it means that Aunt Tillie cursed Annabelle Dickinson and made her fat,” I filled in.
“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Brian sputtered.
“Callie Mulligan once said that Ms. Tillie looked like an angry garden gnome and was just as smart – this was after Ms. Tillie refused to give her a bottle of her special wine because she was underage – and the next day Callie couldn’t do anything but bark like a dog.”
“Did you ever consider she was faking it?” Brian challenged.
“Actual dogs could understand what she was saying,” the woman countered. “She held conversations with them. I swear to God it’s true.”
“Uh-huh.” Brian shot me an “I told you so” look. “How do you know the dogs understood her?”
“You could see it on their faces,” the woman answered. “If I were you, I would beg Ms. Tillie for forgiveness. If you don’t, you’ll probably wake up tomorrow to find something horrible has gone wrong.”
“Like?” Brian obviously wasn’t convinced of Aunt Tillie’s evil prowess. I, on the other hand, thought she was probably capable of much more than most people gave her credit for. She’d earned her reputation for a reason.
“I heard that she made Dan Millikan’s thing shrink so small that he thought it was a pimple while he was dreaming and tried to pop it,” the woman replied, not missing a beat. “He left town to become a priest because he was so depressed.”
“Well … okay,” Brian said, squaring his shoulders as he turned back to me. “Do you still think the people in this town aren’t crazy?”
“I think they’re … colorful,” I said.
“Yes, that’s a great way to look at it,” Brian deadpanned. “They’re colorful … not certifiable at all.”
I shifted my eyes to the edge of the table, where the woman in the witch hat was back for more. She looked as if she was on her way out – which was probably a good thing.
“You might not believe me about Ms. Tillie, but you will,” the woman warned. “Dan Millikan spent two weeks being tortured by all the guys in town for the pimple incident. They put Stridex pads on his locker … and left Clearasil on his desk. I hear he runs screaming whenever he sees a Proactive commercial now. Think about that before you take on Ms. Tillie.”
The woman flounced off, leaving Brian to scowl and me to laugh.
“How can you encourage stuff like that?” Brian asked, incredulous.
“I find it funny,” I said. “Come on. You have to admire a woman who has convinced an entire town that arguing with her will cause them great bodily harm.”
“She’s crazy,” Brian said, digging into his wallet and drawing out a few bills to leave on the table as a tip. “There’s no getting around it. I don’t know how she’s snowed this entire town, but I’m not afraid of her. She’s all talk.”
For some reason I couldn’t wait until Aunt Tillie proved Brian’s assertion wrong. “I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree,” I said. “Are you going back to the newspaper office?”
“Yeah, I have to talk to Bay about a new idea I have for advertorial business pieces,” Brian said. “I have a feeling she’s going to put up a fight when I tell her what I want to do to boost revenue.”
“Have you ever considered letting Bay run the editorial division and sticking to the advertising?” I asked. “She seems to know what she’s doing.”
“I’m the boss,” Brian said. “It’s my job to lead her to the stories. It will be fine.”
I had my doubts. Bay was persnickety on a good day – and downright mouthy on a bad one. “Well, have fun,” I said, tossing a few more dollars on the table for good measure. The last thing I wanted to do was tick off the diner’s waitstaff. If they banned me I would have absolutely nowhere to eat.
I ran through my mental to-do list as I walked toward the front of the restaurant, so lost in thought I didn’t notice the door opening and a figure walking through it until I rammed into a tiny woman, knocking her to the ground and listing to the side as I struggled to retain my footing.
I opened my mouth to apologize and froze when I realized who it was.
“Hello, Clove,” I said, internally sighing. “I am so sorry.”



 
Two
“I … oh … I am so sorry.”
My cheeks burned as I leaned over to help Clove to her feet. Her face was flushed, and she looked at my outstretched hand as if it was covered in pus and boils before finally taking it and letting me help her to a standing position.
“I didn’t see you,” I said, brushing off the arm of her coat. It was spring, but it wasn’t yet warm enough to go without layers unless it was sunny. “I … are you okay?”
Clove’s dark eyes flashed as she jerked her arm away. “I’m fine,” she said, shooting me a hostile look. “I … you should watch where you’re going. You could’ve killed me.”
Despite my embarrassment, I couldn’t help but smile at the admonishment. “I could’ve killed you?”
“I might have accidentally hit my head when I fell,” Clove sniffed, crossing her arms over her chest. “That’s a thing. I saw it on television. I could’ve gotten a closed head injury that went unnoticed for days and filled my head with blood until it exploded. That would’ve sucked.”
I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. “Did you hit your head?”
Clove reluctantly shook her head, her long dark hair brushing her shoulders. She was tiny – even for a woman. If I had to guess, she didn’t clear five feet. Her nose was pert and upturned, a smattering of light freckles on her cheeks. Her eyes were the same color as a chocolate bar, and while her cousins often wore hostile expressions, she smiled more than the rest of her family combined. I liked that about her. I especially liked that her smile was never malevolent or indicative of mayhem. That was something I couldn’t say about the rest of the Winchester family.
“I really am sorry for running into you,” I offered. “I was thinking about everything I had to do out at the lighthouse today, and I was … overwhelmed. That doesn’t excuse almost killing you, but I really am sorry.”
“I’m fine,” Clove said, waving off my apology. “I shouldn’t have been mean to you. It’s not fair.”
If that was her version of mean – especially given those she shares genes with – she had a vastly different definition of the word than I did. “You weren’t mean,” I said. “You were … worried about the head wound.”
Despite herself, Clove laughed. It was a cute sound. Everything about her was cute. She was the least flashy of the Winchesters in her age group, and for some reason that made me gravitate toward her. Of course, Thistle and Bay once threatened to set me on fire, so I wasn’t particularly fond of them.
“How are things going out at the Dandridge?” Clove asked, changing the subject. “That has to be a big job.”
Clove was familiar with the Dandridge thanks to her father’s former girlfriend, a woman who used the facility to aid a human trafficking operation that stowed a large container ship in the nearby cove. She worked with her cousins – and Aunt Tillie – and saved several children, releasing a female ghost at the same time. I was still unclear how Aunt Tillie helped, but I was too much of a gentleman to ask. Actually, that’s not true. I’m terrified of Aunt Tillie. I’m manly enough to admit my faults.
“It’s a lot of work, but I’m enjoying it,” I said. “There’s constant construction going on, which is a pain. I’ve seen some computer renderings of what the inside is going to look like when everything is finished, and it’s going to be beautiful. That’s keeping me going right now.”
“How much living space do you have?” Clove asked. “The building looks big because of the tower, but I can’t imagine there’s a lot of room to wander around.”
“The main floor is actually more than two thousand square feet,” I replied. “There’s also a landing area on the second floor and another room on the top floor. I’m turning the top floor into my bedroom and closing it off so visitors can’t go inside. The landing on the second floor is going to be transformed into a library. I’m ordering a bunch of antique books.”
“That sounds cool,” Clove said, her smile genuine. For some reason my heart hopped at the expression. I had no idea why. “Aren’t you worried about Bigfoot, though?”
I frowned. “I … what?”
“Bigfoot,” Clove repeated. “Thistle and Bay said it hangs out in the woods by the lighthouse.”
“And you believe that?” She was cute, but I was starting to worry Brian was right about the “crazy” factor overtaking Hemlock Cove.
“No,” Clove replied hurriedly. “I know they were only trying to scare me.”
“Are you sure?”
“Fine,” Clove said, resigned. “Now that they’ve told me Bigfoot lives out there that’s all I can think about. I have to think Bigfoot is mean and nasty.”
“I’m guessing if Bigfoot is real – and I’m pretty sure he’s not – that he’s probably pretty easygoing,” I said. “He would have to be … congenial … to live under the radar like he does. If he was mean someone would see him and he’d be arrested … or at least forced into anger management classes.”
Clove chuckled at my lame joke. “That’s a good point,” she said. “I’m still convinced he’s going to hunt me down and eat me.”
“Bay and Thistle mess with you a lot, don’t they?”
“I’m their favorite target,” Clove confirmed. “It’s okay. I’m used to it.”
“That doesn’t sound fair to me,” I said. “You should tell them where to stick it when they tell you things about … Bigfoot.”
Clove shrugged. “I’m not really worried about it,” she said. “They’re my best friends. I mess with them, too.”
“You mess with Thistle?” I was doubtful.
“Only when I’m hungry for dirt,” Clove answered, causing me to knit my eyebrows. I had no idea what that meant.
“Well, if you ever want to see inside the lighthouse – and I promise a Bigfoot-free experience – don’t hesitate to stop by,” I offered. “You’ll probably like it, and because you own your own business in town, I would welcome any insight you have for when I open the Dandridge.”
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Clove hedged, shifting from one foot to the other. “We probably shouldn’t hang out.”
“You don’t like me because of Bay, right?”
“I don’t dislike you,” Clove argued. “I just … Bay doesn’t trust you.”
“Do you agree with her?”
“I don’t know,” Clove said. “I … you seem nice to me. Thistle and Bay see it another way.”
“Bay is convinced I’m up to something nefarious, and Thistle likes to hate everyone,” I supplied. “I get it.”
“Thistle doesn’t hate everyone,” Clove argued.
“Other than Marcus and the other members of your family, who does she like?”
“She’s fond of the UPS delivery guy,” Clove said. “He always hits on her and thinks she’s bohemian and chic. She likes him.”
“Well, that’s something,” I said, tamping down my irritation. In truth, I couldn’t blame Bay for being suspicious. I lied and infiltrated her place of business, and then followed her around town trying to get proof regarding my witchy suspicions. That was all before I ambushed her with the truth and put her on the defensive. Thistle was another story. She was just … unpleasant. “I hope you know that I don’t mean your family any harm.”
“I would like to believe that,” Clove said, her face unreadable.
“You don’t, though, do you?”
“I would like to,” Clove said. “It really doesn’t matter. Thistle and Bay don’t believe you, and I have faith in them. They’re my family … and my friends. I’m loyal to them.”
That pretty much summed it up. I forced a tight smile for Clove’s benefit, hoping she wouldn’t think I was upset about her admission. “Well, if you change your mind, stop out whenever you want,” I said. “I think you’ll like it … whether Bigfoot pays a visit for tea or not.”
 
I SPENT the bulk of my afternoon in the front of the building, the overgrown garden giving me fits as I tried to clean up the area. I had no idea what was a weed or a legitimate plant. I knew the garden was gorgeous at one time, but it was so out of control now that the life was being choked out of it.
The sound of a vehicle door closing caught my attention, and when I glanced over my shoulder I recognized the figure moving up the gravel walkway. Terry Davenport was Hemlock Cove’s top cop. He was beloved by the residents and tight with the Winchesters. This couldn’t be good.
For a brief moment I wondered whether Clove accused me of trying to kill her – she appeared serious about that head wound thing – but I dismissed the notion. She was too kind to do anything of the sort.
I pushed myself to a standing position, brushing my hands off on my jeans as I waited for Chief Terry to close the distance between us. I pasted what I hoped resembled a pleasant smile on my face. “Welcome to my ongoing nightmare,” I said.
“Is something wrong?” Chief Terry asked, furrowing his brow. “Are you having trouble?”
“I am having trouble,” I confirmed. “It’s not your kind of trouble, though. Unless … do you know the difference between weeds and legitimate plants?”
Chief Terry arched an eyebrow and shifted so he could look around me. “That’s creeping thistle,” he said. “It’s a weed, and it hurts if you step on it. You need to dig under it to get it out … and I recommend wearing gloves if you don’t want to shred your hands.”
“Thistle, huh?” Why didn’t that surprise me? It seemed thistle was out to get me … in more ways than one. “That’s just … perfect.”
Chief Terry chuckled, taking me by surprise. “I take it you’re still fighting with the Winchesters,” he said. “I would tread carefully around them if I were you.”
“I’m well aware of your special relationship with the family,” I said. “I sat through a few meals with you, if you remember correctly.”
“I remember,” Chief Terry said. “You’re less popular than your buddy Brian Kelly. That’s a neat feat, because they pretty much despise him.”
“And you’re very popular with the middle-aged women in the Winchester family,” I shot back. “That’s a neat feat, too. I love how they fall all over you.”
“I love it, too,” Chief Terry said dryly. “Do you want to tell me how you managed to tick them off?”
“I think you already know,” I said. “Don’t they tell you everything?”
“They don’t tell anyone everything,” Chief Terry said. “I know you upset Bay. Whatever you did, I’m on her side. Keep that in mind. And don’t tick them off again.”
“Is that an official warning?”
“Take it however you want,” Chief Terry said. “I’m not here about that, though. I have official business; but before we get to that I want to compliment you on the building. It’s looking good. I want to give you props for that. I never liked how the state let this place fall apart. I’m glad you’re refurbishing it.”
“Thanks, I guess,” I said, my internal danger alarm sounding. Why would Hemlock Cove’s police chief visit me on official business? “What’s going on?”
“Well, we’ve had reports of local teenagers raising a ruckus out here,” Chief Terry said. “I want you to be on the lookout in case they try to break into the lighthouse or vandalize any of the construction.”
“I’ve been living out here,” I pointed out. “I think I would’ve heard something like that.”
“We’ve gotten four different reports from neighbors,” Chief Terry supplied. “I think the kids are partying out here from the sounds of it, but Lionel Strong claims that they’re out here sacrificing chickens, so I have to exert due diligence.”
Despite its size, there’s never a dull moment in Hemlock Cove. “Sacrificing chickens?”
“Listen, I don’t think that’s what’s going on,” Chief Terry said. “The teenagers around here pick different spots in the woods to party. A lot of them go out to Hollow Creek, but when they’re feeling adventurous they branch out.”
“I guess I’m not sure why it’s a problem,” I said. “They’re teenagers. Isn’t partying in the woods pretty much what teenagers do?”
“I’m a police officer.”
“I noticed.”
“I look the other way a lot of the time when it comes to the partying,” Chief Terry said. “If I catch them, most of the time I call their parents and let them off with a warning. This is a small town, and I don’t see the need to bust kids for doing what comes naturally.
“That being said, if they’re doing something else … like sacrificing chickens … I really can’t ignore it,” he continued.
“Just out of curiosity, why would teenagers sacrifice chickens?” I had to ask. It was going to bug me if I didn’t.
“Lionel Strong is eighty years old and has cataracts,” Chief Terry replied. “He swears up and down he heard chickens screaming. Personally, I didn’t know chickens screamed.
“The thing to remember is that Lionel also came into the station last month and told me that witches were haunting the woods in this area,” he continued. “He was convinced they were out here casting spells and calling dead souls to eat the living.”
“Technically Bay, Thistle and Clove Winchester were running around these woods last month,” I said. “Some people claim they’re witches. Lionel wasn’t far off.”
“I hadn’t considered that,” Chief Terry said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Still, I’m pretty sure no one is sacrificing chickens.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because people report stolen chickens faster than they do stolen cars in this town,” Chief Terry replied. “I think it’s more likely Lionel heard cackling of an amorous nature.”
It took me a moment to grasp what he was insinuating. “Oh. You think the kids were partying … and maybe fornicating … and Lionel misunderstood what he heard. That’s what you’re saying, right?”
“I’m not thrilled with the word ‘fornicating,’ but that’s exactly what I’m saying,” Chief Terry said. “Just … be on the lookout. I don’t think anyone is plotting world domination or doing anything worse than drinking and carousing, but you should keep your eyes open.
“If I’ve learned anything doing this job, it’s that kids will be kids,” he continued. “I’ve also learned that sometimes kids don’t think things through before they do something stupid. Be careful, and report any vandalism. In fact, report anything out of the ordinary, just to be on the safe side.”
It seemed like overkill to me, but the last thing I wanted was to be on Chief Terry’s bad side. “No problem,” I said. “I haven’t heard anything so far, but if that changes, you’re the first one I’ll call.”



 
Three
I woke in the middle of the night, something jarring me out of my sleep. I’d been enjoying a particularly nice dream, although I could only remember fragments about a dark-haired woman and the magical sound of her laughter when I wrenched my eyes open.
It took me a moment to get my bearings, and when I remembered I was sleeping on the main floor of the Dandridge, I rolled so I could scan the fields outside the nearby window. It was dark outside, the blackness momentarily reminding me just how isolated I was in respect to the rest of the town. That’s when I heard a distinctive noise again. It was the unmistakable sound of laughter.
I knit my eyebrows together, briefly wondering whether what I heard was representative of the giggling I heard in my dream. The day’s events rushed back, and I knew without a doubt what was happening.
I grabbed a sweatshirt and tugged it over my head, slipping into my shoes before pushing open the front door and trudging outside. If Chief Terry hadn’t gone out of his way to stop by with his warning, I would’ve ignored the noise. Confronting partying teenagers isn’t my idea of a thrilling midnight excursion.
I followed the sound of the voices, stopping twice to adjust my trajectory, and when I found the source about two hundred feet into the densely wooded area I wasn’t surprised to see a bonfire, several cases of beer and about ten rowdy kids. It brought back fond memories – which I quickly tamped down because I’m a responsible adult now.
“Hey, guys.” I greeted the kids with a sheepish smile and upturned palms. “Um … it’s kind of late.”
Multiple heads snapped in my direction, although no one made a move to hide what they were doing. The pungent odor of marijuana wafted by, and I briefly pressed my eyes shut before addressing them again.
“This is private property,” I said. “You’re not supposed to be out here. I don’t suppose you can … I don’t know … move your party about a half mile in that direction, could you?” I pointed to the east, hoping my smile came off as congenial instead of creepy.
“Are you saying this is your property?” One of the boys, a swarthy kid with broad shoulders, dishwater blond hair and too much swagger for his age, narrowed his eyes as he looked me up and down. “I think you’re probably lost.”
“Don’t cause trouble, Andy,” one of the girls warned.
Andy didn’t look happy with the admonishment. “Thank you, Tess. I don’t believe I asked your opinion.”
Tess had the grace to look abashed, shifting her gaze between faces before lowering her eyes. “I just meant … .”
“Shut up,” Andy snapped. “No one is talking to you. You’re lucky to have been invited at all. I’ll handle this.”
I never boasted aspirations to act as a member of the Neighborhood Watch, but the way Andy verbally abused Tess was beyond the limits of my patience. “Don’t talk to her like that,” I chided. “There’s no reason to be rude.”
“I think there is a reason to be rude,” Andy countered, squaring his shoulders and taking a step toward me. It didn’t escape my attention that he was a good six inches taller than me, and a lot more muscular. I didn’t back down despite the irrational fear tap dancing in the pit of my stomach. “Why don’t you go back to whatever you were doing and leave us to our business? How does that sound?”
I ran my tongue over my teeth as I considered my options. “That sounds like a great idea,” I said finally, taking a moment to study each face in turn and then swiveling back toward the Dandridge. “Just so you know, I’ll be contacting Chief Terry. He asked me to call if I heard any kids partying in the woods. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to drive out here and bust you guys.”
Someone mime-coughed the word “narc,” and I couldn’t help but wonder when I became the type of adult who threatened to call the cops.
“Wait … .” Andy called to my back. “I … there’s no need to do that.”
I tried to keep my expression from crossing over into smug territory … and failed. “I think that’s exactly what I need to do,” I replied. “Don’t worry, though. You can keep doing your … business … to your heart’s content.”
 
I CONSIDERED going into town for breakfast the next morning, instead settling for Raisin Bran and an apple before returning to my garden project. If I was going to be an adult, I figured being a responsible one was probably my best course of action.
I tracked down a pair of gloves in the shed out back and was on my way to the front garden when I changed my trajectory and headed to the previous evening’s party spot.
It took me a few minutes, but when I arrived I wasn’t surprised to find garbage and empty beer cans strewn about, discarded in haste when the teenagers made a run for it after my threat. For the record, I didn’t follow through on it. Now I was reconsidering my decision.
I made a disgusted sound in the back of my throat and briefly considered leaving the mess – or calling Chief Terry to find out who Andy was so I could call his parents – before returning to the lighthouse to retrieve a garbage bag.
When I got back to the small clearing I was surprised to find a visitor. I recognized the dark hair and short stature before Clove turned around.
“Holy crud! You scared me,” Clove said, hopping when she caught sight of me and pressing a hand to the spot over her heart.
“I’m sorry,” I said, holding my hands up, the garbage bag dangling in the wind. “I promise I wasn’t trying to scare you.”
“That’s okay,” Clove said, her face flushed. “I … um … .”
Before I realized what was happening she lashed out and slapped my arm. “What was that for?” I asked, taking an involuntary step back and fixing Clove with an incredulous look.
“You scared me,” Clove said. “You had it coming.”
“You can’t just walk around slapping people,” I said. “That’s mean. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
“Well … then you should announce your presence when you walk into someone’s … spot in the woods,” Clove said, her cheeks reddening. “I’m sorry I hit you. That wasn’t nice.”
“Did you think I was Bigfoot?”
Clove narrowed her eyes, screwing her face up into what I’m sure she considered a diabolical look. Unfortunately, it was too adorable to be considered anything other than entertaining. “I hope Bigfoot eats you for his next snack.”
In her mind she probably thought that was a terrible thing to say. I waited a moment to see if the guilt would catch up to her. I wasn’t disappointed.
“That was a really horrible thing to say,” Clove said. “I’m sorry.”
“I accept your apology.”
Clove covered her upper lip with her lower as she stared at the ground.
“You don’t have to worry about my feelings being hurt,” I offered. “I didn’t really think you wanted Bigfoot to eat me.”
“Still, it wasn’t a nice thing to say,” Clove said, shifting from one foot to the other. “I think Bay and Thistle are a bad influence on me sometimes. I was in a good mood until … .”
“You saw me?” I prodded.
“Actually, I was going to say I was in a good mood until you scared the life out of me,” Clove replied. “If you must know, seeing you doesn’t dampen my mood.”
For some reason, the statement warmed me. “I see.”
“Don’t let that go to your head,” Clove warned, extending a finger. “I didn’t say seeing you made me happy.”
“Duly noted,” I said, fighting the urge to laugh. “Not that I’m not happy to see you, but what are you doing out here?”
“Oh, well … .” Clove looked caught, and I was pretty sure I knew why.
“Did you come out to see the Dandridge?”
“Maybe,” Clove hedged.
Realization washed over me. “I’m guessing you’re interested in seeing the Dandridge but you don’t want to see me.”
“That’s not exactly it,” Clove said.
“Clove, I had a really long night,” I said, tugging on my limited patience. “If you don’t want to tell me why you’re here, then … you can help me clean up.” I handed her the garbage bag. “Hold that open.”
Clove wordlessly took the bag and watched as I picked my way around the clearing and gathered the trash. Her face was hard to read, and finally I couldn’t take the silence one second longer.
“What are you thinking?” I asked.
“I’m thinking that you’re a little old to be partying in the woods,” Clove replied, not missing a beat. “I’m not judging you, but once you hit twenty-five you’re officially too old to be drinking Milwaukee’s Best around a bonfire … especially when you have a perfectly good lighthouse to drink in.”
I barked out a laugh. “Do you really think I drink Milwaukee’s Best?”
Clove shrugged. “For all I know you could be drinking on a budget.”
“Honey, I would rather give up drinking than imbibe this swill,” I said, dropping the final can into the bag. “You don’t have to worry about me being so poor I have to drink Milwaukee’s Best. I’m not rich, but I’m not destitute either.”
Clove didn’t look convinced. “Then why were you partying in the woods?”
“I wasn’t partying in the woods,” I protested. “There was a group of kids partying out here last night. I interrupted them and told them I was going to call the police. They left before cleaning up their mess.”
“That’s disappointing.”
“Teenagers,” I said. “They do what they do. I don’t know how disappointing it is. It was rude. Disappointing, though? Meh.”
“I was talking about you,” Clove said, closing the bag and handing it to me. “Don’t throw those cans away. Michigan has a returnable law. You need to take the cans back to the store.”
“I’ve lived in Michigan my entire life,” I shot back. “I know about the returnable law.”
“I was just checking. I don’t want you to inadvertently break the law.”
“Yes, the hard time I would be sentenced to for throwing away a beer can would haunt me for a very long time,” I deadpanned. “What did you mean when you said you were disappointed in me?”
“It’s nothing bad,” Clove replied. “I just never pictured you as a snitch.”
“I’ll have you know that Chief Terry stopped out here yesterday to warn me about kids partying in the woods,” I explained. “Some guy named Lionel has been complaining. He thinks they’re sacrificing chickens.”
Clove giggled. “I love Lionel,” she said. “Last year he thought clowns were invading because someone’s tablecloth blew off their clothesline in the middle of a storm and he thought the clown from It was spying on him. He kept ordering people to lay siege to the sewage plant – even though we don’t have one.”
“I came out here to see what they were doing,” I said. “One of the kids got mouthy, so I told him I was going to call Chief Terry. For the record, I didn’t. The threat was enough to make the kids scatter, though.”
“Without picking up their mess,” Clove surmised. “I get it. I’m sorry for thinking you were partying in the woods. That’s probably worse than hitting you, huh?”
“Probably,” I agreed, rolling my eyes.
“Well, um, I guess I should be going,” Clove said, shifting her feet as she glanced around. “I’m sorry I hit you.”
I considered letting her go, but a niggling voice inside wouldn’t let me. “Clove, do you want to see the Dandridge?”
Clove’s face split with a wide grin. “Yes, please.”
“Come on,” I said, heading back in the direction of the lighthouse. “By the way, do you like gardening?”
“I love gardening. Why?”
“I have a way you can pay me back for hitting me,” I said. “I think you’re going to really enjoy it.”
 
“I CAN’T believe you’re making me do this,” Clove huffed an hour later, her hands covered by the gardening gloves as she yanked on the thistle plant. “Do you have any idea how much these prickly things hurt?”
“Why do you think I gave up yanking it out yesterday?”
“You’re a putz,” Clove muttered, giving the weed another tug and flying backward when the root system finally gave way. She landed with a grunt, causing me to chuckle.
“Have you ever considered that you’re not great at insulting people?” I asked, opening the lawn and leaf bag so Clove could shove the huge thistle stalk inside.
“I’ll have you know that I’m great at insulting people,” Clove countered. “I’m a Winchester. The ability to insult people comes with the genes.”
“I’ve noticed how good your family is at it,” I conceded. “I don’t think you’re good at it, though. I think you want to be good at it because you think you should be able to equal Thistle and Bay when they get in a mood, but you’re too sweet.”
“I’m not sweet,” Clove scoffed. “I’m … mean.”
“Yes, you’re terrifying.”
“No one needs the sarcasm,” Clove said. “Fine. You’re probably right. I am terrible at insulting people. That doesn’t mean I’m sweet.”
“It wasn’t an insult, Clove,” I pointed out. “Being sweet isn’t a bad thing.”
“It is in my family.”
I tilted my head to the side as I looked her up and down. She sat on the ground, carefully folding the stalk so it fit in the bag. She had a smudge of dirt on her nose and she seemed intent on her task. It probably wasn’t the time for a deep conversation. I didn’t want to lose my chance to question her about her family, though.
“What’s the deal with you guys?” I asked finally.
“What do you mean?”
That was a loaded question. “You fight like cats and dogs, people in town swear up and down Aunt Tillie once shrank some guy’s … um … family jewels and then he accidentally popped it like a zit, and you all seem to turn on each other when the mood strikes.”
“I think you’re only seeing what you want to see,” Clove argued. “You don’t want to like us because you’re upset about Bay kicking you out of the inn. She had a good reason for that, by the way. You know that. You just don’t want to admit it.
“We do fight, though,” she continued. “I think most families fight. They might not be as loud as we are, but we always know where we stand with one another. Despite the fights, my family is loyal. No matter how angry Bay and Thistle get with me, I know they’ll always be there for me. That’s what a true family is all about.”
“That was almost poetic,” I said, offering her a rueful smile. “I would be lying if I said your family didn’t fascinate me. And, for the record, I do understand why Bay is upset. I should’ve told her the truth from the beginning. That’s on me.”
“Why didn’t you tell her the truth?” Clove’s expression was so earnest she momentarily resembled a child.
“I guess it was fear,” I explained. “I’ve always wanted to find someone else who shared my gift. I never considered how I would feel if someone was spying on me. I just … wanted to see what she could do.”
“I understand the curiosity,” Clove said. “You went about this the wrong way, though.”
“Do you think your family will ever forgive me?”
“I have no idea,” Clove said. “I guess we’ll both have to wait to find out.”
“Does that mean you’re leaving?”
“I can’t leave,” Clove said, shooting me a small smile. “If I don’t stay, this thistle will destroy your entire garden. I know a thing or two about controlling … thistle.”
“Very cute,” I said, taking the lawn and leaf bag from her. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Now, tell me about the kid who popped a pimple and became a priest,” I instructed. “That sounds like a great story.”



 
Four
“So, wait … are you saying that Aunt Tillie curses you whenever she feels you’re being disrespectful?”
Three hours later Clove and I remained in the garden, work was mostly forgotten. We sat on the small patio’s pavers, drinking from water bottles as she regaled me with a series of hilarious family stories that boggled the mind.
“Aunt Tillie has cursed me so many times I’ve lost count,” Clove confirmed.
“I need examples,” I said. “I can’t picture this. Are you saying she did it when you were little, too?”
“Oh, she did it regularly when we were little,” Clove said. “She once cursed Bay so she could only make right turns. It took her forever to get where she was going for an entire week.”
I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. “And how did Bay react?”
“She was furious.”
“I can imagine.” I tried to picture the scene, but it was practically impossible. The Bay I knew was not someone I could envision walking in an endless series of circles to get to the newspaper office. “What’s the deal with Bay?”
“What do you mean?” Clove asked, knitting her eyebrows together. “She’s my cousin. She’s a reporter. She’s dating an FBI agent. What else do you want to know?”
“She seems … angry.”
“Bay isn’t angry,” Clove replied, shaking her head. “She’s … cautious.”
“You don’t have to worry about hurting my feelings,” I said. “I know Bay doesn’t like me. I understand why she doesn’t like me. I’ve probably earned it. You have to understand, when I came to town I was excited because I thought I was finally going to meet some actual witches.”
I could tell my blunt explanation made Clove uncomfortable because she averted her gaze and focused on a nearby bush.
“I know you guys are militant about keeping your secret,” I offered. “I get it. People react negatively to what they don’t understand. I understand, though. I’m different. You don’t have to hide from me.”
“I’m not saying we’re witches,” Clove said, choosing her words carefully. “If we were, though, why would we hide it? Hemlock Cove is supposed to be full of witches and warlocks. We’re supposed to tell tourists that ghosts are running around … and maybe even some werewolves. Why would we hide what we are?”
“If you’re really witches, right?” I was teasing, but she didn’t look amused, so I wiped the smirk off my face. “I think it’s one thing to pretend to be witches in a magically-branded town and even regale people with tales about Aunt Tillie’s notorious curses. I think it’s quite another thing to actually be witches in a magic town.
“I think you guys are real witches pretending to be fake witches,” I continued. “It’s very … theatrical. It’s also completely unnecessary. Everyone in town knows what you are.”
“Everyone in town thinks they know what we are,” Clove clarified. “Personally, I like to believe that I defy categorization.”
She was definitely cute. There was no getting around that. She was also a member of the one family in town that hated me. Still, I was attracted to her. She felt the same way. I could tell by the way she kept tugging her hair behind her ear and casting quick looks in my direction out of the corner of her eye.
Her family would never sit back and let us date, though. I inherently knew that without asking the question. It was like Romeo and Juliet … and we all know how that ended. “You’re a mystery,” I said, smiling despite myself. “Why did you admit Aunt Tillie cursed you five minutes ago and now you’re denying you’re a witch?”
Clove’s cheeks colored. “I … didn’t think of that.”
“It’s okay to admit you’re a witch,” I prodded. “Would it help if I told you my mother was a witch, too?”
“Maybe a little,” Clove conceded. “What type of witch is she?”
That was an odd question. “Um … the regular type.”
Clove’s forehead wrinkled as she pondered my answer. “I don’t think you understand the question,” she said finally. “There are many different types of witches.”
“What type are you?”
“I’m an earth witch.” Clove’s response was simple and matter-of-fact. I couldn’t help but be surprised by her honesty.
“What does that mean?”
“It means I draw my power from natural elements,” Clove replied. “Our entire line consists of earth witches, although Aunt Tillie defies categorization, too, and Thistle is convinced she is part devil witch.”
“Is that a real thing?”
“No.”
I chuckled as I considered what she was suggesting. “Are you saying you have actual powers other than seeing ghosts?”
Clove stilled. “I don’t see ghosts.”
Her answer was a dodge. I recognized that right away. “So Bay is the only one who can see ghosts,” I mused. “Why do you think that is?”
“Aunt Tillie can see ghosts, too,” Clove responded. “She doesn’t like them, though, and she rarely acknowledges their existence. She says they’re needy … like a high school chick trying to date the quarterback even though she knows he’s really gay.”
“I’m starting to think Brian might be right about her being crazy.”
“Don’t ever say that unless you want Aunt Tillie to curse you,” Clove said, her tone serious. “If you thought that story about her turning that kid into a priest was a joke, it wasn’t.”
“What about the pimple part?”
Clove held her hands palms up and shrugged. “I have no firsthand knowledge of that situation.”
“That’s probably a good thing,” I said. “So, what has Aunt Tillie cursed you with?”
“Zits, ill-fitting pants … flatulence.”
I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing.
“I can see you’re struggling to hold it together,” Clove said. “That’s such a guy thing to do, by the way. I was eight years old and Thistle decided to steal Aunt Tillie’s bra because she wanted to stuff it and pretend she had boobs.
“She made me help her and we got caught,” she continued. “The next day we found that we made farting sounds whenever we walked. It was the worst day of my life – and I’ve almost died several times over the past year.”
“You’re really cute.” The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to think about the intelligence associated with saying them. Clove’s smile was worth my embarrassment. “I … .” I didn’t get a chance to apologize … or make things worse … because the sound of a vehicle door closing in the parking lot drew my attention.
“It’s Chief Terry,” Clove said, leaning forward. “I wonder what he’s doing here.”
“You’re not missing, right?” I asked, winking to let her know I was joking. “I would hate to get on Aunt Tillie’s bad side if she thinks I kidnapped you. I don’t want to make farting sounds for the rest of my life. That might seriously cut down on my business.”
“Oh, if Aunt Tillie thought you kidnapped me, there’d be no need to worry about farting,” Clove said. “Dead people don’t fart.”
“You sure know how to ruin a nice afternoon,” I said, pushing myself to a standing position so I could greet Chief Terry.
“Hey,” Chief Terry said, furrowing his brow when he caught sight of Clove. “What are you doing here, Clove?”
“I’m helping Sam garden,” Clove explained. “He doesn’t know how to yank out thistle without hurting himself.”
“Uh-huh.”
“What?” Clove sounded defensive. “I’m not doing anything.”
Chief Terry glanced over his shoulder and studied the parking lot. “Where is your car?”
“I parked downtown and walked out here,” Clove replied.
“Why?”
“Why do you care?” I asked, my gaze bouncing between Clove and Chief Terry as I tried to figure out why Hemlock Cove’s top cop appeared to have his nose out of joint regarding a grown woman’s afternoon gardening activities.
“I’ve known Clove her entire life,” Chief Terry replied, not missing a beat. “She’s not my daughter, but I’m extremely fond of her. I happen to know that her family isn’t keen on you, although no one will tell me the extended version of why they don’t like you. I keep getting an abbreviated version. I’m curious about how Clove ended up out here.”
“I ran into Sam at the diner yesterday, and he invited me to come out and see the Dandridge renovations,” Clove replied. “I decided to take a walk because Thistle was being … well, Thistle … and I stumbled across him in the woods. I helped him pick up after the kids and then we got to talking and I decided to help him with his thistle problem. I’ve handled a lot of thistle problems over the years.”
“Ha, ha,” Chief Terry intoned. “Does your family know you’re out here?”
“I’m an adult.” Clove crossed her arms over her chest. “Just because you see me as a five-year-old doesn’t mean I need someone to babysit me.”
“Don’t have a meltdown,” Chief Terry warned. “I was asking out of concern. I’m not big on gossip. I don’t think Bay would like it if she knew you were out here.”
“I guess I must’ve been absent from the family the day Bay was put in charge of my life,” Clove deadpanned. “That was probably the worst family meeting to miss, huh?”
Chief Terry scowled. “No one needs the sarcasm.”
“I’m sorry.” Clove’s tone said otherwise.
“While I’m loving this … angry father act, I’m kind of curious why you’re out here,” I interjected, shifting the onus of the conversation away from Clove. “Is something going on?”
“Yes,” Chief Terry said, dragging his eyes away from Clove and fixing them on me. “Clove said she ran across you in the woods when you were picking up after a party. Is there anything you want to tell me?”
I sighed, resigned. “I was going to call you,” I offered. “I kind of forgot when I ran into Clove and we started talking. There was a group of kids out here last night. They woke me.
“I went out there to ask them to quiet down, and some kid named Andy gave me lip,” I continued. “He was a big kid, so I decided to walk away. I told them I was going to call you and they scattered pretty quickly.”
“What were they doing?” Chief Terry asked. “If they had a chicken, I’m going to arrest you for concealing evidence. You’ve been warned.”
“There was no chicken,” I replied. “There were ten kids – I counted them. It was seven boys and three girls. They had a couple cases of Milwaukee’s Best, and I’m pretty sure I smelled pot, although I didn’t see anyone smoking a joint.”
Chief Terry arched a challenging eyebrow. “That’s it?”
“That’s it,” I confirmed. “The Andy kid was rude and obnoxious. I didn’t want to get into a slap fight with a teenager. I threatened them and they left. I definitely didn’t see a chicken.”
“You said there were three girls?” Chief Terry prodded.
I nodded.
“Was one of them a cute little brunette with curly hair and green eyes?”
“I wasn’t close enough to see her eyes, but there was a short girl with curly dark hair,” I answered. “She tried to get the big kid to calm down, and he was rude to her. She didn’t say anything after that.”
“What’s going on?” Clove asked.
“Tess Britton didn’t make it home last night,” Chief Terry replied. “Her mother called the station in a panic this morning. She was convinced an intruder snuck into the house and kidnapped her daughter. When I explained that probably wasn’t what happened, she threatened to have my badge revoked. I explained I was elected, which she didn’t take well, and then I decided to check out here on a whim.”
“They all left after I threatened to call you,” I supplied. “I listened, but it was quiet as soon as I got back to the Dandridge.”
“Do you mind if I have a look around?”
“No.”
“Wait a second,” Clove interrupted. “You don’t think Sam did something to Tess, do you?”
“I don’t think Sam is going after teenage girls,” Chief Terry clarified. “I want to be able to tell her mother that I checked, though. I also need to look at where they were partying.”
“She’s not out there,” I said. “We spent twenty minutes cleaning up and didn’t see anyone.”
“I still need to look.”
“Okay,” I said, seeing no reason to stop him from searching. “Go nuts.”
 
“I TAKE it Chief Terry didn’t find anything.”
Clove was gardening when I returned to the Dandridge. I was both pleased and surprised.
“I thought you left.”
“Why would I leave?” Clove asked. “I promised to help you with your gardening project. You have no idea what you’re doing. You haven’t even gotten to the pokeweed yet.”
“Okay, I’ll bite,” I said, kneeling next to her. “What is pokeweed?”
Clove pointed at a tall plant. Until she told me it was a weed, I assumed it was a mutant bush. “That’s pretty big,” I said. “How are we going to get that out of there?”
“Well, we could dig it up, but that will probably take all day,” Clove said. “If you want to do it quickly, though, I have an idea.”
“And what is that?”
“We could tie one end of a rope to it and tie the other to your car and pull it out.”
That sounded both fun and simple. “I like that idea,” I said. “I’ll find a rope.”
“I’ll keep working on the thistle.”
By the time I got back with the rope Clove had managed to clear most of the front garden. She was efficient. I had to give her that.
“I feel like I should pay you for all this work you’re doing,” I said. “I spent hours working on this yesterday and barely got one corner done. How do you know about all of this?”
“My mother loves gardening,” Clove replied. “Aunt Tillie does, too, although she won’t pull weeds. When we got in trouble as kids, our mothers used to punish us by making us weed their gardens.”
“So you’re saying today has been like a childhood punishment?” I teased.
“I wouldn’t say that,” Clove said. “It’s been … fun.”
I made up my mind on the spot. It was probably a mistake, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking the question if there was a chance she would agree to my suggestion. “Do you want to have dinner with me?”
Clove’s mouth dropped open, surprise washing over her features. “I … .”
“I promise I’m not out to get your family and I won’t do anything embarrassing in public,” I prodded. “It’s just dinner. I enjoy spending time with you, and I think you’ve earned a nice meal after volunteering so much of your time helping me despite how much your family hates me.”
“Okay,” Clove said, grinning. “If you try to do anything hinky, though, I’m going to tell Aunt Tillie.”
“And what will she do?”
“I have no idea,” Clove answered. “She knows how to hide a body, though, so you should keep that in mind.”
“Consider me sufficiently warned,” I said, smirking.
It was probably a terrible idea and yet I couldn’t tamp down my enthusiasm. For the first time since moving to Hemlock Cove, I genuinely looked forward to something.
It was definitely a start.



 
Five
In my head I knew only girls spent hours getting ready for dates. The last time I gave myself more than a cursory glance in a mirror to make sure I was presentable when leaving the house was right before my senior prom. Of course, I hoped to get lucky that night.
Because the mirror at the Dandridge was old and dusty, it was easy to tell myself I kept staring at my reflection … and changing my shirt … and fiddling with my hair … and practicing conversational topics that would make me seem smart and charming … because the image staring back at me was distorted. In truth, I think I was merely nervous. I couldn’t help myself.
I headed downtown a full half hour before I was supposed to meet Clove in front of the diner. I envisioned taking her to a nice restaurant outside of Hemlock Cove, but I realized that might put too much pressure on me to deliver the perfect date. I also worried that picking a local spot where everyone knew us would put too much pressure on both of us. It would be like conducting a date in the middle of a zoo exhibit. Still, when it came down to it, I wanted Clove to be comfortable. That’s why I picked the diner. I figured we could have a light dinner and then take a walk, maybe even stop in at whatever hokey festival Hemlock Cove played host to this week.
I was lost in thought, excitement and nervous energy distracting me enough to tune out the bulk of the bustling street activity, when the distinctive sound of familiar laughter caught my attention from across the street. I shifted, narrowing my eyes when Bay Winchester hopped into view. Her honey blond hair bounced as she jumped between sidewalk sections, almost as if playing a game. She wasn’t alone. Her FBI boyfriend, Landon Michaels, trailed behind her, encouraging whatever she was doing with enthusiastic comments and hearty guffaws.
I watched them for a moment, conflicted. When I first came to town the idea of bonding with Bay because of our shared gift seemed the first order of business. Instead of welcoming me with open arms as I wanted – which I admit in hindsight was a ridiculous expectation – she turned cold and distant. I didn’t blame her, yet I was irked.
Landon was another story. While Bay at least pretended to be polite – especially in front of others – he couldn’t be bothered to muster anything other than disdain while in my presence. I don’t know whether he dislikes me because he thinks I’m after his girlfriend, or perhaps because he sees me as a threat to her secret, but it’s obvious he would rather punch me in the throat than play nice.
Bay continued to hop between concrete sections, casting the occasional glance over her shoulder to say something to Landon. He amiably chatted back, jerking forward at one point and grabbing her around the waist to scoop her off her feet and swing her around. Their laughter was loud, their happiness palpable.
I realized they’d stopped their cavorting about three seconds too late. Unfortunately I was their new point of interest.
“Hey,” I offered, internally cringing at the lame greeting. “How are you guys?”
“We’re good,” Bay replied, briefly glancing at Landon as he lowered her back to the sidewalk. “How are you?”
“I’m good,” I said, crossing the road with heavy feet. I refused to back down no matter how annoyed they were with my move to Hemlock Cove. Eventually they would have to get over it … or find a place to bury my body. “Looks like you were having a good time. Don’t let me stop you from doing … whatever it was you were doing.”
“We were playing the crack game,” Bay said.
“I don’t know what that is.”
“You know, I was avoiding the cracks so I wouldn’t break my mother’s back.” Bay’s cheeks colored. She was clearly embarrassed to be caught acting like a child. “It’s stupid.”
“I’m familiar with the game,” I offered, forcing a smile. “I honestly didn’t mean to interrupt you guys.”
“Then why were you staring?” Landon challenged, knitting his eyebrows together. He’s a tall guy, well built and muscular. He has shoulder-length hair, which I’m sure women find attractive, but doesn’t scream “FBI agent.” His suspicious eyes more than make up for it, though.
“I didn’t mean to stare,” I said. “I couldn’t figure out what you were doing and then … .” I didn’t have anywhere to go with that statement, so I left it hanging.
“It’s fine,” Bay said, squeezing Landon’s wrist. It was either a silent warning or plea to not make a scene. I couldn’t be sure which. Their relationship was … odd. On paper they made absolutely no sense. Bay was a witch hiding supernatural abilities, and Landon was a law enforcement officer sworn to tell the truth. Despite that, they seemed to genuinely care about one another.
“How are things going out at the Dandridge?” Bay asked, seemingly at a loss for something to curb Landon’s bad mood.
“It’s an ongoing process,” I answered. “There’s a lot of work that needs to be done, and the weeds are out of control.”
“I heard Chief Terry stopped by today,” Landon interjected, earning a surprised look from Bay. “He says the lighthouse is looking good. He also said a teenage girl disappeared near your property last night.”
“Landon,” Bay cautioned, her voice low. “Maybe … .”
“It’s fine,” I said, waving off her concern. “I’m well aware of what Landon thinks of me. For the record, I did not kidnap Tess Britton.”
“Chief Terry says you talked with her,” Landon pressed. “He made it sound as if there was some … tension.”
“I had words with some kid named Andy,” I explained. “He was rude and full of himself, a typical alpha male. I’m sure you can relate to that.”
I have no idea why I feel the need to mouth off whenever Landon is around. There’s something about him that just … makes me want to cut his hair and reveal him as an ugly guy masquerading as Hemlock Cove’s resident stud muffin. It could happen. Haircuts have brought down entire television shows. Just ask that chick from Felicity.
I’m good looking. I know that. Women don’t fall at my feet like they do for Landon, but I’m fine with that. Okay, I’m jealous. I can’t help it. He seems to have the world at his fingertips, while I struggle to yank weeds and argue with teenagers. Sometimes life isn’t fair.
“You’re a funny guy,” Landon said.
“Thank you.”
“It’s not going to be so funny if that girl doesn’t show up,” Landon pointed out.
“Probably not,” I conceded.
“We don’t know anything happened to Tess,” Bay said, inching forward to put her body in front of Landon’s. I was curious to see whether he would push her out of the way. Instead he rested his hand on her hip and tugged her closer. He was clearly in a romantic mood. “She’s a teenager. She probably just … wandered off.”
“Are you insinuating there’s a missing teenager lost in the woods?” Landon asked.
“I’m insinuating that she probably got drunk, missed her curfew and then spent today trying to figure a way to get out of trouble,” Bay countered. “That’s what teenagers do. They’re not known for rationality.”
“You sound as if you’re speaking from experience, sweetie,” Landon said. “How many times did you get drunk and miss your curfew when you were a teenager?”
“I was a good girl,” Bay said primly. “I never missed curfew.”
Landon didn’t look convinced. “You know I’m going to ask your mother whether that’s true over breakfast tomorrow, right?”
“My mother has memory problems,” Bay replied.
“Uh-huh.” Landon was unruffled when he turned back to me. “I guess it’s probably good you don’t seem like a demented pervert out to kidnap teenage girls,” he said. “If that girl remains missing, though, you should probably expect a search team to show up on your property.”
“I look forward to it,” I said dryly, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. “Will there be anything else?”
“You came over to us,” Bay reminded me, slipping her hand into Landon’s and tugging on his arm, prompting him to put some distance between us. “Let’s go to the fair. I want an elephant ear.”
“We’re going,” Landon said, casting one more derisive glance in my direction. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, because I feel exactly the opposite, but you probably don’t want to leave town until Tess turns up.”
“I have no intention of leaving town,” I said. “In fact … I had a really good day. I expect to have a lot more good days in Hemlock Cove. I guess you’ll have to get used to me.”
“Or we’ll leave Aunt Tillie in charge of hiding your body,” Landon shot back, smoothly sidestepping Bay’s elbow when she tried to jab it into his stomach. “Hah! You’re not as fast as you thought, are you?” Apparently my part of the conversation was done, because Landon and Bay returned to their walk, heading in the direction of the festival.
“You’re an FBI agent,” Bay chided. “You’re not supposed to threaten people with imminent death.”
“I didn’t threaten him with death,” Landon argued. “I merely told him that Aunt Tillie might kill him. That’s not the same thing.”
“Since when?”
“Don’t worry your pretty little head about it,” Landon said. “I have everything under control. Now, come on. I hear there’s a haunted funhouse. I want to take you inside so you get frightened and grab me in public.”
“You’re really sick,” Bay muttered.
I watched them go, unease rolling through me. Landon always pushed my buttons, but usually I could work up some sympathy for Bay. She appeared to be a woman caught between two worlds. The problem was it wasn’t dislike for Landon fueling me. It was … yearning. I wanted what they had.
As if on cue, Clove picked that moment to move out from beneath the awning of the nearby bakery. “Hi.” Her smile was shy as she smoothed the front of her peasant top. She looked unbelievably cute and casual. I couldn’t help but wonder whether she changed her clothes ten times before our date, too.
“Hi,” I said, offering her a genuine grin. “You look nice.”
“Thank you,” Clove said. “Um … you look nice, too.”
“Thanks.”
We lapsed into uncomfortable silence, all those conversational points of interest I rehearsed before leaving the Dandridge completely disappearing from my brain. Thankfully Clove wasn’t acting as spastic as I felt.
“Did I just see Bay and Landon?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I replied. “They’re going to the festival. They were playing the ‘step on a crack’ game and then Landon and I insulted each other for a few minutes.”
Clove wrinkled her nose. “When we used to play ‘step on a crack’ as kids, Thistle would purposely jump on the cracks and say that it was for Aunt Tillie. She was convinced she could finally get the better of her if Aunt Tillie had a broken back.”
I snickered. “That doesn’t surprise me.”
“Did Landon mention whether they found Tess Britton?”
“Not yet,” I said. “Landon warned me not to leave town in case he wants to get all manly and beat me up.”
“He didn’t say that,” Clove scoffed.
“He wanted to say it.”
“You should give Landon a break,” Clove said. “He has a tough job, and he’s still struggling with all of this … witch … stuff.”
“Do you like him?” I asked.
“I like him a lot,” Clove answered. “He’s brave … and he makes Bay laugh. They’re very cute together.”
“I saw that.”
“I know you don’t like him because he’s mean to you, but you should understand that he’s not doing that to be a jerk,” Clove said. “Landon will do whatever it takes to keep Bay safe. He’s … loyal.
“Now, I’m not saying everything he does is right,” she continued. “I am saying that Bay deserves to be happy, and I’ve never seen her this happy.”
“Don’t you worry that their relationship is doomed?” I asked.
“Doomed?”
“He’s an FBI agent,” I said. “He’s supposed to tell the truth, and the longer they’re together the more he’s going to have to lie. It’s not as though he can tell his boss he’s getting magical help from a witch who talks to ghosts.”
“I don’t think that matters,” Clove countered. “It’s not as if covering for Bay is a big lie, and I think he’s already weighed that. You probably don’t know this – and I’m not sure it’s my place to tell you, but I don’t like you speaking badly about Landon when it’s unnecessary – but Landon left after Bay admitted we were witches.”
I stilled, surprised. “I didn’t know that. He obviously came back.”
“Because he decided that he wanted to be with her,” Clove supplied. “He had a chance to walk away with a clean break. Instead, he searched his heart and came to the conclusion that Bay was worth keeping in his life no matter how many lies he had to tell to protect her. He’s not the type of guy who is going to walk away a second time.”
“You think Bay and Landon are going to get married, don’t you?”
Clove shrugged, her smile mischievous. “I think some things are meant to be,” she said. “I think that certain difficulties are worth going through to get a happy ending. Bay and Thistle make fun of me because they think I’m … naïve. I’m not naïve. I just see things differently than they do.”
“I definitely don’t think you’re naïve,” I said, my heart warming at her earnest expression. “In fact, I think you’re kind of refreshing. I like the way you see things.”
“Thank you.”
Something occurred to me. “Were you hiding so they didn’t see you?”
“Why would you ask that?”
It wasn’t a denial. “You’re not ready for them to know I asked you out yet, are you?”
“I want to go on this date,” Clove clarified. “I want to make sure we actually like each other before I … upset … the delicate balance of the Winchester household. I hope you understand that I’m not ashamed to go on a date with you or anything. It’s just … my family is difficult.”
“I understand that, and I agree with your reasoning,” I said, surprised to find that the excitement of doing something under the Winchester witches’ noses held a strange appeal. “We don’t even know if we’ll want to go on a second date yet. That’s a very pragmatic decision.”
Clove giggled. “I wasn’t trying to be pragmatic,” she said. “I’m only trying to make sure that you still have man parts if we ever get to a place where you might want to use them.”
“I … don’t understand.”
“I told you the story about the priest isn’t a lie,” Clove said. “If Aunt Tillie hears about this before I have a chance to soften her up, um, you might find yourself considering a job change, too.”
“Well, in that case, I definitely agree with you,” I said, shifting my hips to protect my groin area. “You know I’m going to have nightmares, right?”
Clove smirked. “Come on. I’m starving. Let’s start our date.”
“That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”



 
Six
“I think you should put a garden in that spot by your back patio,” Clove said the next morning, her face bright when I opened the door.
“Good morning to you, too,” I muttered, instinctively running a hand through my tousled hair. I’d almost ignored the insistent knocking on the front door when it first jarred me out of a really happy dream – this time I recognized the brunette and her delightful laugh – but I figured if Landon was outside ready to conduct a search, ignoring his knock would make me sink even lower in his estimation … if that was possible.
“Were you asleep?” Clove asked, frowning. “I … oh, you were. I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think before I came out here.”
“It’s fine,” I said, ushering her inside. “Do you want some coffee?”
“You know it’s almost nine, right?”
“Actually I didn’t know that,” I said, trudging toward the kitchen. “I thought it was the middle of the night.” I know I shouldn’t be irritated by having my really happy dream interrupted by the real thing, but if she could’ve held off five minutes … .
“I take it you’re not a morning person,” Clove said, her energy level off the charts for someone who was out late the previous evening.
Our date was magical, for lack of a better word. I know that sounds cheesy, but I can’t remember having a better time on a first date. We chatted about everything, including favorite childhood memories, Hemlock Cove lore and the Winchester family tree. I was genuinely thrilled to see her, although it would’ve been nicer after I showered and cleaned the morning crusties from my eyes.
“We didn’t finish our date until … what … two in the morning?” I reminded Clove.
“I had a good time.”
“I had a good time, too,” I said. “I also had only six hours of sleep. How can you be so … cute and happy on six hours of sleep?”
Clove blushed. “You think I’m cute?”
“I think that goes without saying,” I said, smirking as I filled the coffee machine’s water basin. “How long have you been up?”
“If we want breakfast at the inn we have to be there when they’re feeding the guests,” Clove explained. “There’s a special tour group staying at The Overlook this week. They had to leave early because they were getting on a bus for Traverse City. If I wanted something other than an egg that’s been in our refrigerator for at least six months, I had to get up early.”
“You’re saying your mother won’t let you slide on breakfast even after you’ve had the date of your dreams?”
“Are you fishing for a compliment?” Clove asked, narrowing her eyes.
“Maybe.”
“Meal times at The Overlook are etched in stone,” Clove said. “Thistle, Bay and I can’t cook. Sometimes laziness is the easiest way to go, and sometimes it comes back to bite you. This morning was an example of biting.”
I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. She was adorable … even if she did ruin my dream before I hit the good part. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you – I really am happy to see you – but what are you doing out here? I thought I was going to call you after lunch.”
After a nice dinner, we decided to take a walk and forgo the festival. A crowded town square risked too many prying eyes invading our get-to-know-you session, and we already knew Landon and Bay were running around stuffing themselves on elephant ears and groping each other in the funhouse. We returned to the Dandridge and sat by the lake, building a bonfire in the fire pit, and talking long into the night. Neither one of us wanted the date to end, but we finally were left with only two options: saying goodnight or going to bed together. It was too soon for the latter, so we were forced into the former. I was mildly disappointed.
“Oh, well … .” Clove looked caught. “Because the tour group is going to be out of town today, and Thistle is being a pain, I thought I could help you finish your gardening project.”
“I see.”
“If you’re doing something else, though, I totally understand,” Clove added hurriedly. “I … wow. I should’ve called before I stopped out here. I didn’t think. I must seem really pathetic, huh?”
She was definitely cute … and maybe a little insecure. We would have to work on that. “For the record, you can stop in whenever you feel like it,” I said. “I encourage you to do it, in fact. I’m sorry I was grumpy. You just took me by surprise.
“I think gardening sounds like a great way to spend the day,” I continued. “I still have a lot of work to do, and I’m never going to turn down free help.”
“Okay, good,” Clove said, exhaling heavily. “I … um … have ideas for punching up the patio on the other side of the lighthouse, by the way.”
“I’ll happily listen to your ideas once I take a shower,” I offered. “Can you give me twenty minutes?”
“Oh, sure. I can wait outside until you’re ready.”
“How about you just wait down here?” I said, tickled by her nervous energy. “I’ll go shower, and then we can get dirty together in the garden.”
Clove pressed her lips together to keep from laughing.
“That came out wrong,” I said.
“I got the gist of it,” Clove said. “Take your time in the shower. I’ll make sure to call before I stop in next time.”
“That’s completely unnecessary,” I replied, moving toward the stairwell. “By the way, Clove, next time you want to hang out with me it’s not necessary to make up a story about wanting to garden.” I winked to let her know I was teasing, but that didn’t stop the blush from climbing her cheeks. “I’ll be right back.”
 
“SO, how did Landon and Bay enjoy the festival last night?” I asked several hours later, leaning back in one of my lawn chairs and watching Clove sip from her glass of iced tea.
After three hours of work, gossip and laughter, we were both relaxed. We decided to take a break in the shade. Even though it was spring and the weather wasn’t overly warm, the sun was strong enough to cause me to shed my jacket and Clove’s cheeks to pink up over the course of our morning chores.
“They had a good time,” Clove replied. “Bay said Landon got fresh in the funhouse, and Landon said Bay ate enough junk food to make an entire kindergarten class throw up.”
“Sounds like fun,” I said. “Are you sorry we didn’t go?”
“Not particularly,” Clove answered, not missing a beat. “I’m glad we had a chance to hang out by ourselves. Are you sorry we didn’t go?”
“Not really,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m a big fan of a good festival. You were more fun than ten festivals last night. We made the right decision. I’m sure there will be plenty of other festivals to attend.”
“You’re charming when you want to be,” Clove said.
“Thank you.”
“Why are you only charming with me?”
That was an odd – and difficult – question. “What makes you think that I’m charming only with you?”
“When you answer a question with a question, that means you’re uncomfortable,” Clove said. “Bay taught me that.”
“Who taught her that?” I asked. “It was Landon, wasn’t it?”
“No,” Clove said, shaking her head. “Bay came up with that one on her own. I think she learned it from interviewing people for the newspaper.”
“Do the people of Hemlock Cove often answer questions with questions?”
“You did it again.”
I sighed, exasperated. “I try to be charming with everyone,” I explained. “You get an extra dose because you’re so cute.”
“That’s still not an answer,” Clove pressed. “It was a very enjoyable attempt at flirting, though.”
“I assume we’re back to talking about my problems with Bay and Landon,” I said, tamping down my frustration. “I tried to be charming with Bay, and that backfired. I don’t know what you want me to say.”
“You didn’t try charming Bay,” Clove argued. “You lied to her about why you were in Hemlock Cove, annoyed her by siding with Brian Kelly about stupid ways to increase The Whistler’s circulation, and then ambushed her when she was especially vulnerable.”
“How was she especially vulnerable?” I asked, genuinely curious. “I waited until you guys found those kids on the ship. She should’ve been happy that day. You were heroes, and everyone in town was talking about you.”
“We didn’t save all of the kids,” Clove clarified. “There was a dead girl on that ship. We were too late to save her.”
“I … never thought about that,” I admitted, embarrassed at missing a big clue that would’ve at least partly explained Bay’s behavior. “Did Bay see her ghost?”
“Bay did see her ghost,” Clove confirmed. “Bay also saw another ghost named Erika. She was from a different ship a long time ago. She died a horrible death, too. Bay was upset by what happened, and Landon was angry at the time because we almost died doing something stupid. She was not in a good place the day you went after her.”
“Bay and Landon seemed to have made up.”
“They never really fought, although Bay worried that he would walk away again,” Clove said. “You shouldn’t have approached Bay they way you did.”
“How should I have approached her? Should I have written her a note?”
“Don’t get pouty,” Clove warned, wagging a finger. “I know you’re on the defensive, and I get that, but you ambushed Bay because you wanted to catch her off guard. You wanted to shock her into an admission. There’s no sense in lying. I know that’s why you handled things the way you did.”
“Fine,” I said, holding up my hands in mock surrender. “I hoped she would admit the truth before she had a chance to change her mind. I … really wanted to talk to her about the ghost thing. She’s the only other person I know who can see them.”
“Bay doesn’t consider talking to ghosts cool and hip,” Clove explained. “Bay spent her childhood haunted by things she didn’t want to see and taunted because people misunderstood and thought she was talking to herself. Do you know how hard that was on her?”
“I never really considered it,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I didn’t see my first ghost until I was a teenager. Well, that’s not exactly true. I probably saw my first ghost before that but had no idea what I saw.”
“Bay didn’t have that luxury,” Clove said. “People thought she was weird … and that stupid Lila Stevens even suggested she was crazy. I hate her.”
“Who is Lila Stevens?”
“This girl we went to school with,” Clove answered, making a face. “She was mean to Bay.”
“Bay doesn’t strike me as the type of person to sit back and take abuse.”
“Bay has more confidence now than she did as a kid,” Clove said. “She’s a different person. I know you’re desperate for someone to be like you, but Bay really isn’t. She’s in a class all by herself. It’s harder for her.”
“I guess I’m starting to see that,” I said. “I always thought seeing ghosts was a game … fun even … but I guess from Bay’s perspective it’s the opposite. How many ghosts has she seen?”
“I have no idea,” Clove replied. “She doesn’t like to talk about it.”
“Even with Landon?”
“What is your obsession with Bay and Landon?” Clove asked, her eyes narrowing. “Are you interested in Bay?”
“No,” I sputtered, stunned by the question. “If I was interested in Bay, why would I ask you out?”
Clove shrugged. “Maybe you want to get close to Bay and you’re using me to do it.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “No offense to Bay, and I think she has some … interesting … qualities, but I’m not interested in her. I would love to talk to her about ghosts one day, but I see now that my approach has been completely wrong and that will probably never happen.”
Clove wordlessly pressed her lips together.
“I’m not interested in Bay,” I repeated. “I’m only interested in you.”
“Okay,” Clove said, although she still looked dubious.
“Clove, I had a great time last night, and I want to keep having great times … with you,” I said. “I’m sorry if I’ve put you in an awkward position with your family. I’ve tried apologizing to Bay. She’s not interested in hearing anything I have to say.”
“She’ll get over it,” Clove said. “If you want to help, though, you need to stop fighting with Landon and show that charm of yours to everyone. That’s the only way this will work.”
“Well, I want it to work, so I guess I don’t have much of a choice,” I said. “Now, come on and finish your iced tea. You have a lot of work to do if you want me to buy you pizza for dinner.”
“You want me to stay for dinner?” Clove looked please with the invitation. “See, that was charming the way you did that.”
“You have to earn your supper first,” I said. “I’ll supervise to make sure you do it right. Maybe I can find a pad of paper so I can make a list.”
Clove’s smile slipped. “That charm thing comes and goes, doesn’t it?”
 
DESPITE our serious conversation, Clove and I spent the rest of the day gardening and enjoying each other’s company. She was a witty conversationalist, and I got the feeling that she didn’t get a chance to shine very often because she was often relegated to hiding in Thistle and Bay’s rather large shadows. She left shortly before ten, even though I tried to think of an excuse for her to stay – I wasn’t above using a possible Bigfoot sighting – but ultimately I walked her to the parking lot and watched her drive off.
I was exhausted. Clove’s early morning arrival jarred me from a dream I hoped to find my way back into. I climbed into bed, closed my eyes, and passed out minutes after my head hit the pillow.
I woke shortly after midnight, bolting to a sitting position and scanning the dark lighthouse. I was still becoming accustomed to the expansive space, so it took me a few seconds to get my bearings. I didn’t so much hear something as feel something.
I walked to the front window and scanned the open expanse outside. I pushed the window open so I could ascertain if my friendly neighborhood teenagers were back with their Milwaukee’s Best to ruin my night. There was nothing but rustling leaves and a slight breeze on the other side of the screen.
Something woke me. I was sure of it. But what?
I scanned the yard again, hoping for a glimpse of movement. After a few fruitless minutes I gave up and returned to bed. If someone was outside, they were gone now. I could only hope it wasn’t Bigfoot, because if he was I would never convince Clove to spend the night.



 
Seven
The next morning, I was still bothered by my late night wakeup call. I was even more bothered when I remembered Clove wasn’t going to stop by and surprise me again. She apologized profusely before leaving the night before, but Thistle needed to make a run to Traverse City for candle supplies, so that meant Clove had to run the magic shop they co-owned.
I knew it was ridiculous to let a little thing like Clove’s business serve as a source of disappointment, but after two days of sharing her company I already missed her. That was a little pathetic … and needy … and sad. I recognized the symptoms and found I didn’t care. I liked being with her, although I was definitely going to have to work on her self-esteem.
Without realizing what I was doing, I headed into the woods. I was convinced something woke me from my heavy sleep the night before, and on a whim I decided to check the small clearing to see whether my underage friends had returned. If they had left another pile of garbage behind, I was definitely calling the police … or maybe Clove. She would tell me to call the police when I asked what to do, but at least I would be able to talk to her without looking like a fool.
The clearing was free of debris, but I recognized Bay’s familiar blond head from behind when I moved into the space to her left. She jumped when she heard me, her hand moving to the spot above her heart, and she exhaled heavily when she recognized me.
“I’m sorry,” I said, holding up my hands in a placating manner. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
“It’s okay,” Bay said, tugging a hand through her hair and squaring her shoulders. She didn’t like appearing weak – especially in front of me – and she seemed determined to show me she was in charge of this situation. “I … what are you doing out here?”
“This is my property,” I reminded her. “Technically, you’re trespassing. That means you’re the one in the wrong … for a change.”
Bay furrowed her brow and scowled. “Listen … .”
“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head as Clove’s words from the previous evening echoed through my mind. “That was a genuinely stupid thing to say. I don’t mean to be obnoxious. I was surprised to see you. You’re welcome here whenever you want to visit.”
“Really?”
“Really,” I confirmed.
“Why?” Bay asked.
“What do you mean why?”
“You shouldn’t answer a question with a question,” Bay chided. “People will think you’re hiding something.”
“Yes, I’ve heard that,” I deadpanned. “Listen, I’m actually glad I ran into you – although I’m still confused about why you’re out here in the first place – but I need to apologize for the way I ambushed you about being able to see ghosts.”
Bay narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know why you think I can see ghosts, but I can’t.”
“Okay, I’m sorry for accusing you of being able to see ghosts when you can’t,” I said, changing tactics. I wasn’t supposed to know for a fact that she could see ghosts. I didn’t want to risk Clove’s standing within her family to make amends with Bay. “I can see ghosts, and I was under the mistaken impression you could see them, too. I’m sorry for upsetting you.”
“Why are you all of a sudden sorry?” Bay asked.
“I’ve been sorry since it happened,” I replied. “I didn’t think you’d react the way you did. Sometimes I speak before I think. That’s what happened that day at the inn. I am truly sorry.”
“Why do you admit being able to see ghosts?”
I wasn’t surprised by her bluntness as much as the curiosity shining through her eyes. “Why not?”
“I don’t know,” Bay hedged. “Some people might think that admitting you can see ghosts is a sign of insanity.”
“Are you one of those people?”
“I haven’t decided.”
I tugged on my limited patience and tamped down my sigh. “I guess I’m not big on hiding who I am.”
“That’s funny, because you hid who you were and why you really came to town for weeks,” Bay argued. “That seems to fly in the face of your honesty policy.”
She obviously wasn’t going to let that go. “I was trying to feel you out,” I admitted, Clove’s pleas for patience where Bay was concerned pushing to the forefront of my mind. “I was excited to meet you and your family. I did things in the worst possible way. I’m … sorry.”
Bay bit her lip and shifted from one foot to the other. “Okay,” she said finally. “I don’t want this to keep being a thing. You’re staying in town. This is my home and I’m not leaving. I don’t see a reason to fight.”
“Thank you,” I said. “Now what are you doing out here?”
“Oh, right, I should probably announce my presence next time I trespass,” Bay replied. “I’m looking for Tess Britton.”
I tilted my head to the side, surprised. “Wait … she’s not home yet?”
Bay shook her head. “She’s been missing for more than forty-eight hours now. I think I might’ve been wrong about her hiding from her parents.”
“So what are you doing here?”
“I … .” Bay broke off, her face conflicted. That’s when I realized what she was doing on my property. “You’re looking to see if you can find Tess Britton’s ghost, aren’t you?”
“How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t see ghosts?” Bay’s voice bordered on shrill.
I opened my mouth to answer, snapping it shut when another figure moved into the clearing from my right. It was Landon. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but his presence was enough to set my teeth on edge.
Landon was lost in his own little world, not even glancing in my direction as he approached Bay. “I can’t see anything around this area,” he said. “I don’t see signs of a struggle. I don’t see discarded clothing. There’s no sign of blood.”
“That’s good, right?” Bay asked, her gaze locked with mine.
“I don’t know,” Landon answered. “We need clues. A teenage girl doesn’t just vanish this close to town. Something had to happen to her. Without anything to go on, though … .”
“You’ll find something,” Bay said. “You always do.”
“What about you?” Landon asked. He still hadn’t bothered looking at me. “Have you found anything?”
“No.”
I cleared my throat in an attempt to announce my presence and Landon jolted at the sound, instinctively stepping in front of Bay to shield her. “Good morning, Landon.”
Landon relaxed when he recognized me. “What are you doing here?”
“I live here.”
“Big whoop,” Landon muttered. “Why are you specifically in this area?”
“Why are you trespassing?” I challenged, immediately regretting the words. This conversation wasn’t going to elevate me in Clove’s estimation when she found out about it.
“I’m searching for a missing teenager,” Landon shot back. “What are you doing?”
“I came to see whether anyone was partying out her last night,” I answered, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. I had no idea why he irritated me so much. “Something woke me in the middle of the night, and I wanted to make sure those kids didn’t leave a mess out here again.”
“What woke you?” Bay asked.
“I’m not sure,” I responded. “I was sound asleep … I mean dead to the world … and something jerked me awake.”
“Did you go outside and look around?” Landon asked, his implacable “cop face” in place.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because I looked out the window and didn’t see anything,” I replied. “I opened the window to see whether I could hear anything, but it was quiet. My first instinct when I woke was that another party was going on out here.”
“I don’t think anyone was out here last night,” Bay said.
“No,” I agreed. “Last time they were out here they left a huge mess for me and … my lack of sleep … to clean up.” I’d almost slipped and mentioned Clove’s visits. We were going to have to take on her family eventually. I wanted to postpone that for as long as possible … or at least until Bay didn’t make a face that looked as though she smelled rotten pickles whenever I spoke with her.
“You don’t have the stuff they left out here the other night, by any chance, do you?” Landon asked.
“It’s in a garbage bag in the shed,” I replied. “The contractor is bringing one of those industrial waste bins out here next week. I was going to hold onto it until then.”
“Can I see it?”
I shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Come on.”
I led Landon and Bay to the shed, internally smirking when I saw Bay’s eyes widen after she caught a glimpse of all of the lawn and leaf bags Clove and I filled over the course of the past few days. They were stacked close to the shed, and the pile was mountainous. “It’s in here.”
I grabbed the bag in question and handed it to Landon.
He unceremoniously dumped the contents on my lawn, causing me to frown.
“Was that really necessary?” I asked.
“I’m conducting an investigation,” Landon replied, not missing a beat. “Everything I do is necessary.”
Bay made a face and flicked his ear. “Be nice.”
“You be nice,” Landon shot back, although his expression softened when he took in her serious face. “Fine. I’ll pick it up when I’m done. Are you happy?”
“I’m happier,” Bay clarified. “You can buy me lunch at the diner to make me really happy.”
“I’m going to do something else later to make us both really happy,” Landon muttered, turning to his task. “Oh, gross. Who drinks Milwaukee’s Best?”
“Teenagers on a tight budget,” Bay replied, lifting her eyes to the Dandridge’s white walls. “Did you have this place pressure washed? It looks cleaner.”
“We tried that,” I replied. “It didn’t work. I ended up repainting.”
“They did a good job,” Bay said, trailing her fingers over the bags of yard refuse as she wandered closer to the building. “Do you have to follow historical rules for the refurbishment?”
I nodded. “Some of them are a pain – like I can’t have cement poured in the patio area, but I can buy new stones for it – but most of them aren’t too bad.” I was happy to engage in mundane conversation if it meant Bay softened her stance and began trusting me.
“It’s going to be pretty when you’re done,” Bay said. “Your proximity to the water is nice, too. What are you going to do with the gardens?”
“I haven’t decided yet,” I lied. “I want to put some hardy bushes in, and maybe a few flowers to brighten the walkway. I’m not keen on things that need a lot of work, though, so I’m going to have to do some research.” In truth, I was happy to let Clove plant whatever her heart desired as long as it meant she came back to care for it.
“There’s not much in here,” Landon said, his frustration evident. “It’s basically beer cans, an empty pizza box and some other random garbage.”
“I could’ve told you that, and I’m not even a professional investigator,” I said.
Landon ignored the dig. “Tell me about your run-in with the kids,” he instructed. “Chief Terry said it got contentious.”
“I don’t know that ‘contentious’ is the right word, but when I heard the kids partying I walked out there and found them,” I said. “The one kid – Tess called him Andy – got belligerent and told me to go away.”
“What did you do?” Landon asked.
“I told him I was going back to the lighthouse to call Chief Terry,” I answered, embarrassed by the admission. “I felt like a narc. One of the kids even fake coughed that into his hand. I wouldn’t have made the threat if Chief Terry hadn’t stopped by and warned me about what was going on earlier that day.”
“I get kids partying in the woods,” Landon said. “I think that’s been going on as long as there have been teenagers and beer. I don’t understand why they would do it so close to the lighthouse. They had to know you were inside.”
“Maybe they thought he would ignore the noise,” Bay suggested.
“Maybe,” Landon said, shoving the garbage back in the bag. “This whole thing is weird. You said this Andy was belligerent. Do you think he would’ve fought with you if you hadn’t left?”
“I have no idea,” I said. “He seemed to be the one in control of everything. That Tess girl tried to calm him down, but he told her to shut her mouth. He said something about her being lucky to be invited.”
Landon shifted his contemplative eyes to Bay. “Do you know anything about Andy?”
“His name is Andy Hodgins,” Bay replied. “He’s … a tool.”
Landon chuckled. “I believe that’s how you referred to me when we first met.”
“You were a tool, too,” Bay said, unruffled.
“I was an undercover tool. I was supposed to be putting on an act.”
“You did a good job,” Bay said. “I was convinced you really were a tool.”
“You’re lucky you’re cute,” Landon grumbled.
“Andy is … fairly normal,” Bay said, poking Landon’s side to get him to relax. “I’ve never heard of him getting in real trouble. He’s on a few of the Hemlock Cove sports teams. As far as I know he’s not a terrible kid.”
“What about girlfriends?” Landon asked. “Is Tess Britton his girlfriend? Does he have a girlfriend?”
“I know this might come as a total shock, but I’m not really up on the teenage dating scene,” Bay said. “If you want an answer to that question, you’ll have to ask a teenager.”
“I think I’m going to have to ask Andy,” Landon said.
“Hasn’t Chief Terry already questioned him?” I asked.
“He has,” Landon confirmed. “Andy claims that Tess took off after you threatened to call Chief Terry. He says he has no idea where she went or what happened to her.”
“Do you believe him?”
“I haven’t talked to him yet,” Landon answered. “The longer this goes on, though, the more worried I am about Tess Britton. We can’t find a reason for her to run away. She seemed to have a good relationship with her parents, although people describe them as ‘strict.’ I just … don’t know.”
“I don’t know whether it matters, but someone was smoking pot that night,” I offered. “I never saw an actual joint, but I could smell it when I first came up on them.”
“Pot doesn’t generally make people violent,” Bay pointed out.
“No, but it does make them paranoid and stupid,” Landon said, handing the garbage bag back to me. “Thanks for letting me look through that.”
It was the nicest thing he’d ever said to me … which was a little sad. “No problem.”
“It’s against the law to throw returnables away in Michigan,” Landon added. “You might want to separate those cans out so I don’t have to arrest you.”
I made an exasperated sound in the back of my throat. Apparently his pleasant attitude had the same shelf life as my charm. “I’ll get right on that.”



 
Eight
“I heard Bay and Landon were out here earlier,” Clove said after dinner, settling on the couch and fixing me with a curious look. “How did that go?”
“Are you asking whether I told them we’d been hanging out?”
“No,” Clove replied. “I’m asking whether you fought with Bay and Landon.”
“What did they say?”
“You’re doing that answering-a-question-with-a-question thing again,” Clove scolded. “I don’t like it.”
“Bay didn’t like it either.”
Clove’s sigh was low and exasperated. “Okay, we don’t have to talk about it,” she said. “I’m sorry I asked.”
“No, I’m sorry,” I said, instantly regretting my attitude. A full day of working in the garden without her left me grumpy. “I didn’t sleep well last night, and I’m taking it out on you. That’s not fair.”
“Why didn’t you sleep well?”
“I fell asleep right away,” I replied. “Something woke me a few hours later. I have no idea what it was. I looked out the window and didn’t see anything. When I got up this morning I decided to check the clearing in case the partiers came back, but it was clean and empty.”
“Is that where you ran into Bay and Landon?”
“That’s where I ran into Bay,” I clarified. “She was alone and looking around. We … talked.”
“About Tess Britton?”
“We talked about Tess, but we also talked about the way I ambushed her about seeing ghosts,” I replied. “I apologized for how it happened. She denied being able to see ghosts again … twice … and then said she didn’t want to fight and we should put it behind us.”
“Hmm.” Clove wrinkled her nose.
“What does that mean?”
“Bay didn’t mention making up with you,” Clove said. “I would have thought she’d volunteer that after everything that’s happened.”
“I don’t know that I would consider it ‘making up,’” I said. “She said she didn’t want to fight. She didn’t say she wanted to be best friends and invite me over for a slumber party.”
Clove snorted. “We never had slumber parties, so that doesn’t surprise me.”
“Don’t all girls have slumber parties?”
“We only hung around with each other, and we already lived together, so I guess you could say we had nonstop slumber parties,” Clove explained. “Because we hated each other a lot of the time, I can honestly say they weren’t fun.”
“Did you freeze each other’s bras?”
“You need to stop watching eighties movies,” Clove said. “We definitely didn’t do that to one another.”
“You’ve ruined my fantasies,” I teased, smiling.
“I’m sorry to crush you so unfairly,” Clove shot back. “Tell me more about what happened with Bay and Landon. I’m hoping things will be less tense now that you’ve talked things out.”
“I don’t know about that,” I said. “Basically Landon asked me questions about the kids, then he searched through that bag of garbage we collected, and then he warned me that he would arrest me if I threw the returnables out with the trash.”
Clove giggled, the sound warming me. “I told you.”
“You’re both beautiful and wise.”
Clove’s cheeks reddened. “That was charming.”
“I’m working on being charming twenty-four hours a day,” I said. “You bring it out quite easily. Landon is another story.”
“Landon is a good guy,” Clove said. “Don’t talk badly about him. He saved my life … several times.”
“Well, then I guess I have to like him,” I said.
We lapsed into amiable silence, Clove’s eyes darting to the clock on the table. Because the living room doubled as my bedroom these days, nothing was organized. She was debating leaving, something I absolutely didn’t want to happen. I decided to head her off before she voiced the suggestion.
“Do you know what we should do?”
Clove’s eyes widened. “Um … .”
It took me a moment to realize where her mind headed when I asked the question. “Not that,” I said, trying to hide my smirk and failing miserably. “I’ll try to be smoother when I suggest that.”
“I didn’t … I wasn’t … I … .” Clove was mortified, which only made her more adorable.
“I was going to suggest we go for a walk,” I said, rescuing her from embarrassment. “It’s a nice night. We don’t have to go far, but … I don’t want you to leave yet.”
“You’re being charming again.”
“It’s a constant struggle,” I said. “I’m working on it.”
 
“YOU should put some lanterns out here,” Clove said as we walked past the patio twenty minutes later.
“I have to change out the paver stones first,” I said. “If I don’t, we’ll be pulling weeds once a month.”
“Would that be so bad?”
The moon was full, offering a bright halo of light to illuminate Clove’s pleasing features. She was beyond cute. “I’ll come up with other tasks if you’re such a slave to gardening,” I said. “Tell me your idea about the lanterns.”
“I’ve seen these hooks you can plant into the ground and hang lanterns from,” Clove explained. “It would be romantic if you put a bistro table out here so we – I mean you and whoever you choose – could enjoy dinner during the summer.”
It was too dark to see the blush creeping up her cheeks, but I knew it was there. “I think we should definitely do that,” I said. “I stress the word ‘we.’”
“Do you want to know what else you should do?” Clove asked.
I knew exactly what I wanted to do – something that I kept getting really close to doing and then chickening out before achieving my goal. I shuffled closer to her, intent on finally giving her the kiss I’d been dreaming about for three nights, but she took a step away from me and pointed toward the woods. “I think you should put a bonfire pit in the clearing.”
I knit my eyebrows. Did she do that on purpose? She fixated on a task until she completed it, which was both cute and efficient. She was great at picking up on some social cues only to completely miss others. I edged closer to test my theory, but she didn’t even glance in my direction. She was too busy staring at the thick expanse of trees.
“I have a bonfire pit by the lake,” I reminded her. “Why do I need one in the woods, too?”
“Because if you develop that clearing into a fake cemetery and hold bonfires there you could have big events and draw more people to the lighthouse,” Clove said, swiveling her shoulders. “I … .” She broke off, jolting when she realized how close I was.
“I like the fake cemetery idea,” I said, locking gazes and extending my chin so it crossed over into her personal space. “People can tell ghost stories and … scare each other.”
“You can add a Bigfoot tour, too,” Clove said, swallowing hard. “I … what are you doing?”
“I haven’t decided yet,” I admitted. “I’m thinking really hard about kissing you, though.”
“Most people don’t announce that before they do it.”
“I’m not most people.”
“I know,” Clove said. “Why now? Why didn’t you do it after our first date?”
“I got nervous.”
“Why not when you walked me to my car last night?” Clove pressed.
“We were both nervous then,” I replied. “You kept gripping your fingers together and jumping every time I got too close.”
“You can’t kiss me now,” Clove said, her pragmatic side taking over. “We’ve talked about it too long, and no matter what, it will feel anticlimactic now.”
I tilted my head to the side, considering. Was she saying that because she was nervous? Would I look wimpy if I didn’t take advantage of the situation – and the extremely favorable lighting?
Clove took another step back, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “You can’t kiss me now, and we both know it.”
“I haven’t decided whether I know anything yet,” I clarified. “It does seem as if we’re building up unnecessary stress regarding this, so maybe we should get it out of the way.”
“You don’t get a first kiss out of the way,” Clove chided. “You make it special, so you never forget it.”
“Well, now you’ve really ruined the mood,” I said. “Go back to your bonfire idea. How could I market that?” If I can’t kiss her, I might as well plot business moves. I need something to take my mind off her lips – even though she keeps licking them and driving me crazy.
“You can do weekend lighthouse tours,” Clove suggested. “You can price for different packages. You know what else you could do?” She was excited, really getting into planning instead of being relieved I wasn’t trying to kiss her.
“What?”
“You should see if you can buy an old ship,” Clove said. “I don’t know what your money situation is, and I have no idea how much a big boat costs, but you don’t need a boat to sail. You just need one to anchor next to the dock.”
I realized what she was getting at, and I liked it. “You think I should do a haunted boat attraction, too, don’t you?”
“Think about it,” Clove said. “You can decorate different compartments of the boat. You can even turn one into a gift shop. There are tons of cool model ships. Thistle is really good with a paintbrush. I mean … scary good. She would jump at the chance to take some of those old ship models and turn them into haunted ships. You guys could split the profits.”
“I really like this idea,” I said, my mind shifting from kissing to the possibility of making money. I didn’t completely give up on the kissing idea, but I did push it away for now. Next time I won’t give her a chance to talk me out of it. I would just do it. “I wonder where I could buy an old boat. You’re right about not having to sail it. I’ll bet I could get a great deal on a ship without a working engine.”
“I’m so excited,” Clove said, hopping up and down. “Can I help you decorate?”
“I wouldn’t consider doing it without you,” I said. “Come on.” I held out my hand.
“Where are we going?” Clove asked, slipping her hand into mine. She didn’t even think before she did it, which made me happy. We were the type of people who liked to think before we did things. We had that in common, but I was ready to become a doer.
“Let’s go look at the clearing,” I suggested. “I have a flashlight on the shelf in the storage shed. I want to see your ideas for the fake cemetery.”
Clove’s enthusiasm slipped. “But … it’s dark.”
“That’s what the flashlight is for.”
“But … what if Bigfoot is out there?”
I couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll protect you from Bigfoot. Don’t worry about that.”
“Okay,” Clove said, giving in after only a few seconds of cursory worry. “I’ll be sad if Bigfoot eats you, but I’ll make sure everyone in town knows you were a hero.”
“That’s all I ask.”
I grabbed the flashlight and led Clove into the woods, making sure to pick a slow pace so she wouldn’t trip over something as she tried to keep up. I was familiar with the path between the lighthouse and the clearing by now, and we were almost to the location when a low murmur grabbed my attention and caused me to instinctively click the flashlight off.
“What are you doing?” Clove hissed. “How are we going to see?”
“Shh.”
“Don’t shush me,” Clove said. “I … .”
I clamped my hand over her mouth, straining until the sound of voices filtered through the dense trees. Clove heard it, too. I could tell by the way her shoulders shifted. I dropped my hand and glanced down at her face. It was too dark to tell whether she was frightened or curious.
“Is that the clearing?” Clove asked, her voice barely audible.
“No,” I replied. “That’s out farther. Keep hold of my hand. I want to see who it is.”
“It’s probably just kids partying again.” I didn’t have to be psychic to know that the last thing Clove wanted to do was spy on teenagers. I couldn’t really blame her.
“Tess Britton is still missing,” I reminded her. “I want to know whether she’s out here.”
“And if she is?”
“We’ll call Chief Terry.”
“Fine,” Clove grumbled. “If I die out here, though, I’ll never forgive you.”
“Duly noted,” I whispered, guiding Clove through the trees.
It took a few minutes to find the source of the voices, and when I did I pushed Clove to a kneeling position behind a tree and joined her. I leaned forward, peering around the trunk so I could observe the small gathering.
It was another bonfire – which didn’t surprise me – but this time only three kids were present. I recognized Andy right away, my heart jumping at the possibility of seeing Tess. Both of the other teenagers were boys, though, and I couldn’t help but feel mildly disappointed.
“We’re going to end up in a lot of trouble if we’re not careful, Andy,” one of the boys said. “The cops have been asking questions. That FBI agent even showed up at school today.”
“We’re not going to get in trouble as long as you keep your mouth shut, Jack,” Andy shot back. “The cops don’t have anything on us.”
“They obviously think they know something,” Jack argued. “Why did we come back out here, by the way? This is just asking for trouble. We should’ve gone to Hollow Creek.”
“I don’t want to hang out with the losers at Hollow Creek,” Andy said. “There are too many people out there these days.”
“That doesn’t mean we had to come here,” Jack said. “That lighthouse guy could hear us and call Chief Terry.”
“I’m not worried about Chief Terry,” Andy spit. “And I’m especially not worried about that douche at the lighthouse. He’s a wimp.”
I frowned. I would argue with the “wimp” assertion, but I was crouching behind a tree and hiding from kids who didn’t look old enough to shave.
“What about Tess?” Jack prodded.
“What about Tess?” Andy shot back. “She’s not our problem. She’s obviously not talking.”
“What’s going to stop her from talking when she gets back?”
“Who says she’s coming back?” Andy asked. “I’m guessing wherever Tess disappeared to, she’s gone for good. That’s good for us. Everything is going to get better from here on out.”



 
Nine
“Thanks for coming on short notice,” I said, leaning against the lighthouse and forcing a smile as Landon exited his vehicle. Bay was with him, her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail and her face devoid of makeup. They were clearly caught off guard by Chief Terry’s call.
After discovering the teenagers – and hearing what they had to say regarding Tess – I was in a pickle. It wasn’t something that could wait until morning, and I had to call the police.
Clove left so she wouldn’t have to explain her presence to Landon, and I already missed her. I couldn’t help but wonder when I became so pathetic.
“What’s going on?” Landon asked, ushering Bay ahead of him as they trudged up the sidewalk. “Chief Terry called and told me to come out here. He’s having dinner with an aunt and can’t get out of it.”
“And we were ready for bed,” Bay grumbled.
“Don’t worry, sweetie,” Landon said. “I’ll wow you when we get home. I’m up for the challenge.”
Bay made a face that would’ve been comical under different circumstances. “I was looking forward to reading the new book I bought today, for your information.”
“It had better be a dirty book, otherwise we’re going to have problems,” Landon said, unruffled. “What’s going on? Chief Terry said you sounded strange on the phone.”
“The teenagers are back in the woods,” I explained. “There are only three of them this time, but they’re definitely out there.”
“Are they in the same clearing?” Landon’s demeanor switched from agitated to serious. “Is Tess with them?”
“Tess is not with them,” I replied. “It’s three boys, including Andy. They mentioned Tess, although they’re not in the same spot as that first night.”
“You eavesdropped on them?” Bay asked, wrinkling her nose. “That seems … .”
“If you say wimpy I’ll kick you off my property right now,” I warned.
“I was going to say sneaky,” Bay retorted, elbowing Landon when he snickered. “It’s not funny. Why do you always think it’s funny when I stick my foot in my mouth?”
“I find everything you do funny,” Landon said before turning back to me. “What did they say?”
“Just that they were worried about the cops sniffing around, and one of the other kids – I think his name is Jack – was worried Tess would show up and rat them out for something.”
“It must be Jack Dunham,” Bay supplied. “He hangs around with Andy Hodgins.”
“What do you know about him?” Landon asked.
“Not much. His mother owns the scone place on Main Street. She seems nice.”
“Are they still out there?” Landon asked.
“They were when I called,” I responded. “I thought it was better to wait for you here. When I called Chief Terry, he said he was going to send you, although he didn’t say why. I didn’t mean to ruin a family gathering.”
“You did the right thing,” Landon said, narrowing his eyes as he glanced around. “Can you tell me why you were wandering around in the woods this late at night?”
“It’s not even ten,” Bay reminded him.
“I know that, Bay,” Landon said, his temper obviously wearing thin. “I have to ask the question.”
“Don’t get snippy with me,” Bay warned. “I’m never going to read that dirty book to you if you insist on being snippy.”
“I’m not being snippy,” Landon countered. “I knew that book was dirty, too. I saw you and Thistle whispering while you looked at it before dinner. I’m an excellent investigator.”
“Whatever,” Bay grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest.
“You two should have your own reality show,” I said dryly. “Can we focus on the teenagers in the woods instead of your love life?”
“Stop being a … what’s that word you used to describe Clove the other day?” Landon asked. I realized he was trying to cajole Bay out of her mood, but I didn’t want to hear anything negative about Clove, especially when I couldn’t stand up for her without tipping my hand.
“Kvetch,” Bay supplied. “Aunt Tillie began calling her that when she was five.”
“Why?” I asked, hoping my voice didn’t sound as angry as I felt.
“Because she always demanded that we focus on her when we got distracted by other things,” Bay explained, narrowing her eyes. “Why do you care what we used to call Clove?”
“Why do you care that I care?” Whoops. I’d just answered another question with a question. That wasn’t going to ease her suspicious nature.
“I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you, but we need to focus on the teenagers,” Landon interjected. “And before you say anything, Bay, I’m not being a kvetch. I’m just … really anxious to take a look at that book. Even Thistle blushed when she looked at it.”
“It’s a good thing you’re handsome,” Bay said. “Otherwise you would have absolutely nothing going for you.”
“Except my wit and charm,” Landon countered. “Take me to where the kids are. I’ll question them and hopefully get to the bottom of all of this.”
“Great,” I said, moving toward the trees. “Bay, do you want to stay here?”
“Why would I want to stay here?” Bay was already at Landon’s side, their fingers linked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I thought maybe you were afraid of Bigfoot, too.”
Bay frowned. “Clove is afraid of Bigfoot,” she said. “I’m not afraid of Bigfoot. Why … ?” She trailed off, her mind clearly working overtime.
I’m terrible at subterfuge. Every time I try to fool someone I fail miserably. “Clove stopped by to see the work on the lighthouse the other day,” I offered. “She was interested in the construction and potential tours. She mentioned that you and Thistle told her Bigfoot hung around here. I had to reassure her that he doesn’t.” I hoped that sounded plausible.
“We did do that,” Bay said, snickering.
“You guys are mean to her,” Landon said, falling into step next to me and pulling Bay closer to his side. “You know she’s sensitive. Why would you terrorize her with Bigfoot?”
Bay shrugged. “It was Thistle’s idea.”
“You have a mean streak when you team up with Thistle,” Landon said. “I think you should give Clove a break.”
“I agree,” I said.
This time Landon shot me an odd look. “Why do you care about Clove?”
“Because she was really upset about Bigfoot,” I lied. “I don’t think scaring someone to the point where they’re legitimately afraid of a mythical dogman attacking them is fun, no matter how you look at it.”
“Fine,” Bay said. “I’ll apologize first thing when we get home.”
“That can wait until morning,” Landon said. “I want to see that book.”
“What is it with you two?” I asked, frustrated. I couldn’t even work up the courage to kiss my almost-girlfriend and these two were practically fornicating in front of me.
“Hey, I’m out here because of you,” Landon reminded me. “You’re the reason I don’t know what’s in that book.”
“Ugh. I feel like I’m in high school again and the popular kids are speaking a language I don’t understand.”
“Well, if that’s the way you feel, don’t make me give you a wedgie for being a kvetch. Get moving,” Landon prodded. “I have a book waiting and a girlfriend to … cuddle.”
“Nice save,” Bay intoned.
“Thank you,” Landon said.
I led the duo back toward the small bonfire. Everyone lapsed into silence once we crossed into the woods. I watched Landon from the corner of my eye. His weapon remained holstered on his hip, but he was alert. He kept one hand on Bay’s back as he maneuvered her in front of him. He instinctively protected her. It was fairly impressive, especially because I’d forced Clove to hide behind a tree with me an hour earlier.
Once the bonfire popped into view, Landon pressed his finger to his lips and shifted Bay so she was between the two of us. For some reason I felt better knowing that he considered me a viable protection alternative for Bay should things go south.
The teenagers continued chattering, but the conversation had turned to mundane topics like their soccer season and a litany of complaints regarding the lack of cheerleaders for spring sports.
“I’m just saying that I think the soccer team should get cheerleaders, too,” Andy said. “I need something to look at between halfs.”
“That sounds like a fabulous idea,” Landon said, stepping into the clearing and offering the assembled boys a flat smile. “I think that all women should wear cheerleading uniforms every chance they get. Write that down, Bay.”
“I think I’ll remember it without a physical reminder,” Bay said, rolling her eyes as she moved to Landon’s side.
Landon’s fortitude took me by surprise as I loitered in the shadows behind him. It took me a moment to realize that Bay also was braver than me, which didn’t feel very good. I reluctantly moved to Landon’s other side and pressed my lips together.
“Oh, man, I should’ve known,” Andy said. “It’s the lighthouse douche.”
“Hey! I am not a douche,” I argued. “I am … a concerned property owner. Show some respect.”
“That’s probably why he thinks you’re a douche,” Landon offered.
“You’re a concerned property owner?” Bay asked, arching a dubious eyebrow. “That’s definitely a douche way to explain something.”
“Oh, really? Why don’t you tell them about your dirty book?”
“Let’s go back to talking about cheerleaders,” Landon suggested. “I love talking about cheerleaders.”
“You’re sleeping alone tonight,” Bay threatened.
“Not when you have a dirty book, I’m not,” Landon shot back.
“I want to hear more about this dirty book,” Andy said. “What kind of book are we talking about? Does it have photos?”
“Don’t worry about the book,” Bay said. “I’m going to burn the book.”
“Yes, let’s move on from the book,” Landon agreed. “Well, wait … does the book have photos?”
“I can’t believe you’re actually an FBI agent,” I said. “Just how do you solve cases if this is the way you approach them?”
“You’re definitely a kvetch,” Landon supplied.
“I agree,” Bay said.
“I have no idea what a kvetch is, but if it’s something like a douche I agree with the cop and the hot chick,” Andy offered.
Landon decided to shift gears. “I’m not a cop, but I am working in an official capacity,” he said. “What are you guys doing out here?”
“We’re lost,” Andy replied, not missing a beat. “We were taking a hike and lost our bearings.”
“And decided to start a fire?” Landon asked.
“We needed it for warmth.”
Andy was a gifted liar. I had to give him that. He didn’t seem nervous in the face of Landon’s questions, although his two friends were another story. They couldn’t distance themselves from Andy fast enough. Landon noticed their furtive movements, too.
“If you two take off running in the woods, I’ll be really ticked off,” Landon warned. “Not only will I arrest you once I track you down, I’ll also throw your parents in jail for good measure.”
“You can’t do that,” Andy argued.
“I can do whatever I want,” Landon said. “I work for the federal government.”
“That was really impressive,” Bay deadpanned.
“I know,” Landon said, smirking.
“You don’t even know who we are,” Andy challenged. “You’re an outsider.”
“You’re Andy Hodgins,” Bay supplied. “That’s Jack Dunham. The third boy hiding by that tree is … can you look at me?”
The boy shook his head.
“Look at her or I’ll shoot you in the foot,” Landon threatened.
The boy reluctantly lifted his head.
“Oh, that’s Matt Barnes,” Bay said. “His mother works at the diner.”
“Thank you, Ms. Winchester,” Landon said. “You’ve proven to be an invaluable asset this evening … and we haven’t even read the book yet.”
“I’m really close to throwing up,” I said.
“No one cares,” Landon said, his eyes locked on Andy’s defiant gaze. “What are you doing out here?”
“I told you that we were lost,” Andy said. “Why don’t you believe me?”
“Because I have trouble believing anyone could get lost twice in the same week,” Landon replied. “In the same woods, no less. That would mean you’re some kind of idiot. Are you an idiot, Andy?”
“I don’t have to answer your questions,” Andy charged. “I’m a minor, and you can’t question me without a parent or lawyer present. I know my rights.”
“That’s pretty good,” Landon said, his face unreadable. “There are exceptions to that rule, like when I catch you breaking the law, for example.”
“And what law am I breaking?”
“Trespassing, for one.”
“I got lost,” Andy said, holding his hands palms up and pasting an “I’m innocent and you can’t possibly suspect me of doing anything nefarious” look on his face.
“Where is Tess Britton?” Landon asked, unmoved by Andy’s act.
“How should I know?” Andy asked.
“Because you were out here with her the night she disappeared,” Landon supplied.
“You can’t prove that,” Andy argued.
“He saw you out here with Tess Britton,” Landon said, pointing at me for emphasis. “What else have you got?”
“I told you he was a narc,” Jack said, causing me to scowl.
“I am not a narc!”
“Shh, you’re starting to sound like a woman,” Landon said.
“Hey!” Bay shot Landon a dark look.
“Not a woman like you,” Landon clarified. “More like a … whiny woman. You’re not whiny.”
“Nice one, man,” Andy offered. “You should teach lessons on how to get hot chicks.”
“I’ll take it under consideration,” Landon said. “Now, where is Tess Britton?”
“I have no idea where Tess is,” Andy replied. “I haven’t seen her since the last bonfire.”
“I thought you were lost?” Landon challenged.
“I … .” Andy was flummoxed.
“That’s what I thought,” Landon said, glancing at Bay. “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen: The three of you are going to put out that fire and walk back to the lighthouse with me. Then I’m going to take you to the police station, where you can call your parents. Then we’re going to get some answers.”
“And what if I don’t want to go with you?” Andy asked.
“Then I’ll arrest you, and we’ll do things the hard way.”
It was a pretty impressive threat. I could tell Jack and Matt were immediately swayed. Andy took longer, but he finally came to the same realization as his friends.
“Fine,” Andy said. “When my father shows up, though, you’ll regret messing with me.”
“Because you’re making me miss a night with my girl and her dirty book, your father will be full of regret,” Landon said. “Now … get moving.”



 
Ten
“You look terrible.”
Clove found me sitting on one of the patio lawn chairs the next morning, a mug of coffee clutched in my hand as I debated the merits of working in the garden versus going to bed for the rest of the day.
“Thank you, Clove,” I said, forcing a smile for her benefit. “You look … pretty.” She did. She was dressed in simple cargo pants and a T-shirt, but she always looked beautiful. It was effortless for her. That was one of the things I liked best about her.
“Did you get any sleep?” Clove asked, shuffling to my side. “You look … .”
“Terrible,” I interjected. “You’ve already told me.”
“You look handsome,” Clove clarified. “Only you look like a handsome man who could use some sleep.”
“I got about three hours of sleep after the state police cleared out,” I supplied. “I wanted to sleep longer, but my internal clock kind of fought it. They had dogs and a search team out here for hours, but they didn’t find a thing.”
“Bay and Landon looked tired this morning, too,” Clove said. “They got up for breakfast and then immediately climbed back in bed. They didn’t say a lot about what happened last night.”
“What did they say?”
“They said that Andy Hodgins is in custody for theft and pot possession, but that they didn’t find Tess,” Clove replied. “I think they’re worried that she’s dead.”
“I’m worried that she’s dead, too,” I admitted. “If she is dead, we may never find her. This area is huge, and we have no way of knowing where they dumped her body. They had dogs out here, but it rained two nights ago, and they didn’t find anything.”
“Do you really think Andy is a murderer?” Clove asked, sitting in the second chair and fixing me with a sympathetic look. “It sounds like he’s up to something, but I have trouble believing he could kill Tess.”
“I don’t know what to think,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “My brain doesn’t seem to be firing on all cylinders this morning. Andy is a real pain in the ass, but I’m not sure he’s a murderer. He doesn’t act like a murderer.”
“What does Landon think?”
“Landon can’t stand him,” I replied. “He called his father, and when Andrew Senior showed up at the station he got into a screaming match with Landon that almost came to blows. I give Landon credit, though; he didn’t back down.”
“He never does,” Clove said. “All Bay would say is that Andy is acting as if he’s hiding something. I don’t think she wants to believe Tess is dead, so she keeps trying to think of a different scenario that allows Tess to be alive.”
“Can you think of a scenario that allows Tess to be alive?”
“I have no idea what Andy is doing in the woods, but I do have one idea about where Tess could be hiding,” Clove offered.
“I’m officially intrigued.”
“Where did human traffickers hide an entire boat without anyone being able to see it?” Clove asked. “Where is the one place in this area that we know things go missing?”
“The cove.”
Clove nodded. “The cove.”
“Give me twenty minutes to take a shower,” I said. “Let’s check out that cove.”
 
“I HAVE a theory about what’s going on,” Clove offered a half hour later as we navigated the dense underbrush and pushed closer to the water. I’d only been to the cove once before, and I wasn’t sure I could find it again. I was impressed that Clove seemed to know exactly where she was going.
“What’s your theory?”
“I think Andy, Jack and Matt were doing something illegal, but probably not what we think they were doing,” Clove answered. “You said you smelled pot that first night. Have we considered they were dealing it and that’s what they’re trying to cover up?”
“I guess that’s possible,” I conceded. “What does that have to do with Tess?”
“Her mother works on Andy’s father’s farm,” Clove supplied. “People have been gossiping about Andrew Hodgins for years. They say that he’s not just growing corn out there.”
“If people are gossiping about it, why wouldn’t the police arrest him?”
“This whole town is inundated with gossip – some of it true and some absurd,” Clove said. “People think Aunt Tillie has her own pot field, too. In fact, if the rumors are to be believed, at least five people have pot fields.”
“Why would this area have so many pot growers?”
“It’s open and the police presence is minimal,” Clove answered. “Pot isn’t a big deal these days when you have meth and cocaine to worry about. Aunt Tillie claims her field is medicinal.”
I stilled. Did she just admit her great-aunt illegally grew pot? “Um … .”
“I mean, if she did have a field she would claim it was medicinal,” Clove offered hurriedly. “I … oh, crap. There’s a reason Bay and Thistle keep secrets from me. I do have a big mouth.”
“I don’t care about Aunt Tillie’s pot field,” I said. “I’m just … stunned. She’s a tiny old woman.”
“Her field isn’t very big,” Clove clarified. “And, trust me, you don’t want to ever call her an ‘old woman’ when she’s in hearing distance. In fact, you might want to erase that phrase from your memory.”
“I heard rumors that she grows pot, but … I didn’t think they were true,” I said. “Brian was convinced they were, but … wow.”
“Don’t tell anyone,” Clove pleaded. “I … please don’t tell anyone.”
“I won’t tell anyone,” I said, holding up my hands. “I promise. Go back to Andy’s father, though. Even if he was growing pot, what would Tess have to do with that? According to Andy, they weren’t dating. How did she get involved?”
“That’s a very good question,” Clove said, screwing her face up in concentration. “What if Tess was visiting her mother and stumbled on the pot field?”
“So what?”
“You said that Andy was mean to Tess that first night out at the Dandridge,” Clove said. “Tess never struck me as one of the popular kids.”
“And Andy is one of the popular kids,” I surmised. “You think Tess blackmailed Andy into including her in group outings by threatening to tell the police about the pot field. That’s an interesting thought, but … .”
“It was his father’s field,” Clove finished, already seeing the hole in her logic. “We don’t even know that Andrew Hodgins had a pot field. I’m just assuming he did because I have pot on the brain because of Aunt Tillie. That’s probably a mistake. I would make a terrible cop.”
“I think you’re probably good at whatever you do,” I countered, tilting my head when I caught a hint of movement in the cove. I narrowed my eyes and smiled when I realized what I saw. “In fact, I think you’re so good you just found a missing girl.”
Clove followed my gaze, focusing on the disheveled figure leaning against a tree. “It’s Tess. What should we do?”
“We’re going back to the Dandridge and calling Chief Terry,” I said. “We’re not police officers and we don’t want to risk her running. Come on.”
“You know I’m going to have to leave again, right?” Clove asked, scampering behind me as I strode toward the lighthouse. “I’m not ready to admit we’re dating yet. I need time to prepare for that.”
“I know.”
“I … do you want to tell people we’re dating?”
“Not today,” I answered. “Soon, though. Come on, Clove. Let’s solve the case of the missing teenager and then talk about our relationship.”
“Can I call you my boyfriend yet?”
I smirked. “You can in a few hours. One thing at a time.”
 
BY THE time darkness descended I was officially exhausted. Clove made her escape moments before Landon and Chief Terry arrived to collect Tess. They found her in the cove, and she was a sobbing mess when they reappeared with her shaking frame corralled between them.
It seems Clove’s pot theory was way off. I accompanied Landon and Chief Terry to the police station. I wanted to see the things through so I could put the past where it belonged and look toward the future.
Andy’s bravado slipped when Tess walked into the station, and then it became a finger-pointing extravaganza. I couldn’t wait to catch Clove up, which was why I hurried toward the parking lot when I heard a car door slam.
Clove jumped when I appeared in front of her, gasping as she caught her breath. “You frightened me!”
“I’m sorry,” I said, offering a small smile. “It feels like I’ve been waiting for you forever.” I realized the words could have a double meaning, but I was okay with that.
“Dinner took longer than I expected,” Clove said. “We waited for Bay and Landon as long as we could, but finally we ate without them. Landon is going to be upset when he realizes he missed pot roast and chocolate cake. I was hoping to hear what happened from them.”
“Why did you want to hear the story from Bay and Landon instead of me?” I hoped I didn’t sound too whiny.
“Because now I’ll have to listen to them tell the story a second time and act like I haven’t heard it a first time,” Clove replied. “This whole ‘hiding our relationship thing’ is starting to get difficult.”
“I agree,” I said. “I want to talk about that in a second, but I thought we would talk about what really happened with Tess first.”
“Okay,” Clove said, although her eyes briefly clouded with worry. “What happened to Tess?”
“You were kind of right with your theory, and kind of wrong, too,” I supplied. “Tess did stumble across something at the Hodgins farm, and she was using it to blackmail Andy. It wasn’t pot, though.”
“What was it?”
“They were running an illegal cockfighting ring on their property,” I explained.
“The chickens,” Clove said, things shifting into place. “Lionel said he heard chickens in the woods, and no one believed him.”
“It seems Andy, Jack and Matt transported the birds, and they brought some into the woods in crates one night to run a side business and make money off some of their schoolmates,” I said. “Tess not only knew about Andrew Hodgins’ operation, she found out about Andy’s attempt to rip off his father. They’re both in a lot of trouble, by the way.”
“I should hope so,” Clove said, making a face. “I can’t believe anyone would purposely hurt animals like that. It makes me sick.”
“Landon called in federal help and they confiscated twenty birds,” I said. “Andy rolled over on his father pretty quickly. It doesn’t seem like there’s a very good relationship there.”
“I still don’t understand why Tess was hiding in the woods,” Clove pressed. “If she was blackmailing Andy, why would she take off?”
“According to Tess, she got in over her head,” I said. “She thought that hanging out with the popular kids was going to be fun and make her popular by extension. Instead Andy treated her like a slave and talked down to her.
“She got scared when I went to the bonfire that night, and believed I was going to call Chief Terry,” I continued. “She thought she was going to be arrested for knowing about the cockfighting ring and not saying anything.”
“So … she ran because she thought everyone was going to be arrested,” Clove surmised. “Why would she stay out in the woods for … what … four days? That’s just … ridiculous.”
“She was afraid,” I said. “She thought the police were looking for her, and she didn’t think she would do well in prison. She was really worked up about the idea of being locked up. She said she had no idea what she was going to do. She was hungry and upset, and she is in trouble for keeping quiet about the cockfighting.”
“I think she’s paid enough,” Clove said.
“I don’t think she’s going to get in big trouble,” I clarified. “Chief Terry wants to send a message, though. He was really angry.”
“He loves animals, too,” Clove supplied. “He got us a puppy for Christmas one year. We had that dog for a long time before he died. Chief Terry would come out and play with the puppy – and us by extension – all the time when we were little.”
“He sounds like a good guy.”
“He is,” Clove said. “Why did Andy think Tess wasn’t going to show up again?”
“He thought she ran away for good,” I answered. “He was convinced she was going to start a new life … like he sees people do on crime shows. He’s not very bright.”
“He’s also in big trouble, which makes me happy,” Clove said. “I hope he gets locked up for a long time.”
“His father definitely will be,” I said. “I think Andy will probably get a slap on the wrist because of his age.”
“That’s a bummer.”
“That’s definitely a bummer,” I said, studying Clove’s profile for a moment. I made up my mind on the spot. It was time. I grabbed her chin and shifted her face so I had a clear shot, and pressed my mouth against hers, taking us both by surprise.
Instead of pulling away, Clove sank into the kiss. I pulled her closer, enjoying the way her body melted against mine. When we finally came up for air, Clove widened her eyes and fixed me with a dark look.
“I thought you were going to announce it before you kissed me. I wasn’t ready for that.”
“I decided to switch things up,” I said. “I like you. I think you like me, too. I don’t want to wait for things to happen where you’re concerned. I want to make things happen.”
“That was a very nice speech,” Clove said. “We still have a problem, though.”
“Your family hates me.”
“My family hates you, and they’re not going to understand us dating,” Clove conceded.
“Does that mean you don’t want to date me?”
“No. That means we need to put our heads together and figure out how we’re going to tell them that we’re dating.”
“Do we have to do that tonight?” I asked.
Clove shook her head.
“Do we have to do that this week?”
“No,” Clove said, giggling. “We are going to have to do it eventually, though.”
“I like the idea of being able to spend time with you before we have to tell them,” I said. “I’m not asking you to lie, but … can we spare a little time before we become part of The Overlook’s nightly dinner theater?”
“I think that sounds like a great idea,” Clove enthused. “That will give me time to fix your gardens.”
“I … thought it would give us time to get to know one another better,” I said, unable to hide my smile. “If we do that while working on the garden, I have absolutely no complaints.”
“Can I help you pick out paint for the inside of the lighthouse, too?”
“You’re really a renovation junkie, aren’t you?”
“I like to think of myself as a taskmaster,” Clove clarified. “I never get to be the boss on stuff like this. I’m really looking forward to it.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Who says you get to be the boss?”
“I do,” Clove answered, grinning. “Don’t worry. I think you’ll like it when I’m in charge.” She slipped her hand in mine. “We can start now.”
“Oh, yeah? What do you want to be in charge of tonight?”
“Kissing.”
I could live with that. The rest would come when it was time. For tonight, kissing sounds like the perfect way to move forward.
“It’s a hard job, but I think I’m up to it.”
“I think we both are,” Clove said.
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