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A Tip for the Vintage Handbag Lover

Make Your Own Evening Clutch




A Tight Fit

When the scent of Jasmine’s fake Opium hit me, I stopped dead.

I should go now, I thought, and hesitated . . . but I rounded the bed anyway.

No sound accompanied my scream.

In a blink I took in the sight: Jasmine, lying on the hardwood floor like a white Madonna, hair perfect, skirt modestly pulled down, legs bent to the side, ankles crossed as if to display her strappy spikes to best advantage, pearls scattered around her.

She might have fallen into a graceful faint, except for one thing.

Had I thought earlier that she needed only a veil?

She had one now . . . tied tight around her throat.
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“Sassy dialogue, rich sexual tension, and plenty of laughs make this an immensely satisfying return to Blair’s world of witchcraft.” —Publishers Weekly
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 The Kitchen Witch

“Blair has crafted a fun and sexy romp.”—Booklist

 

“Magic. The Kitchen Witch sizzles. Ms. Blair’s writing is smooth as a fine Kentucky bourbon. Sexy, fun, top-notch entertainment.”—Romance Reader
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With love to my girls: 

 
Robbie-Lynn Blair: 
Your vintage handbag collection now inspires 
my muse, rather than my amusement. 
Thank you for sharing. 

 
Theresa Blair Mullens: 
Here it is, a mystery especially for you. 

 
Briana Mullens: 
This one you can read, sweetie. 

 
Tricia Blair and Kelsey Mullens: 
I named a character for each of you.




Author’s Note

Mystick Falls, its police department, the Phantom Coach Road, and the carriage house on Bank Street are figments of my imagination. I also took the liberty of eliminating River Road. I located Mystick Falls where Connecticut’s Peace Nature Sanctuary sits across the Mystic River from Mystic Seaport. The river, the seaport and its ships, historic downtown Mystic, and Mystic Pizza—of movie fame—are real and well worth a visit.




One

Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. Fashion is in the sky, in the street; fashion has to do with ideas, the way we live, what is happening.—COCO CHANEL
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My father would never have asked me to take a leave of absence from my job in New York City if he could have handled my sister’s wedding and the “Jezebel” plotting to preempt it without me.

By default, I can fix anything. My name is Maddie, well, Madeira—not that my mother had to get drunk to conceive, she just had to learn to relax. I’m the polar opposite of my mother. I’m so relaxed that I act, then I think. Mom and I came from different planets—neither of which is inhabited by my father. Dad lives on the planet Academia, a world best appreciated by other English lit professors who still use words like “Jezebel” without cracking a smile.

I’m the oldest of four and I’m about to face the ultimate wake-up call. My youngest sister is getting married before me. Her name is Sherry. Don’t get me wrong. I love the brat. She’s the baby of the family who’s enjoyed every privilege attached to the title, which is partly my fault. For  all intents and purposes, I became her mother when she was two and I was ten, but who’s counting?

Yes, Sherry and my father need me, but I have a problem of my own. Sherry’s engagement has somehow embedded a prompt, like a pesky splinter, beneath the tender skin of my ticking body clock, hourly reminding me that I don’t have a life. Not that I need a man, mind you, just a life. A little forward momentum wouldn’t hurt, either.

Speaking of which, the big-ass orange pimpmobile I rented sat in bumper-to-bumper traffic, me steaming with it.

The rising tide of my frustration calmed when the masts of Mystic Seaport’s Charles W. Morgan—the last American wooden whale ship—came into view, an icon calling me back to my roots.

I turned to my passenger. “I’ll save you!” we said together.

Eve Meyers and I have been friends since we toured the Charles Morgan in kindergarten. That day, I accidentally dropped my beautiful new red-velvet purse into the water and dove in after it. Hey, it matched my jumper, and even at five, I was an impetuous fashionista.

On that tour, Eve had shouted, “I’ll save you!” and followed me into the briny deep.

Twenty-three years later, she’s still saving me . . . mostly from myself.

Inching the pimpmobile forward as summer tourists crossed Route 27 to tour Mystic Seaport, I turned off the AC, powered down the windows, and let a bold sea breeze scramble my hair. “I love feeling free and alive behind the wheel of a moving—well, crawling—vehicle.”

New Yorkers don’t own cars. Everything we need is a short walk away.

“I want a car,” I said.

Eve’s wild copper curls danced in the wind. “Big surprise.  You’ve been threatening to leave Bulimics ’R’ Us for months.” She understood my dissatisfaction with designing cutting-edge outfits for praying mantis models. She’d been sharing my Manhattan apartment since she started her grad work in computer science at Columbia—a comfortable cohabitation soon to reach its inevitable end.

I sighed. “I’m not cut out to be a fashion designer, pun intended.”

“You’re a great designer,” Eve said, “but you suck at kissing up to the feral feline puppet master pulling your strings.”

I did a double take. “I’m taking that as a compliment.”

“You should, and while you’re home planning your sister’s wedding, you should think about what you want to be when you grow up, and whatever it is, consider putting yourself in the driver’s seat for a change. You know what Fiona says: ‘We make our own magic.’”

Eve’s acuity called for another hundred-calorie cheesy fry from the box on the storage console between us. We each took one and raised them in a toast to her wisdom. In sync, we made the obscenely enthusiastic noises we’d created for great food or great sex—the former being the usual substitute for the latter.

“You’re right. It’s time,” I admitted. “I knew that.”

“Past time,” Eve said. “Indecision is not your style. Your twenty-ninth is looming and I’m moving back here to teach at UConn thanks to your dad.”

“My dad . . . the real problem.”

“Your dad is a problem? Since when? Harry Cutler is a mature, mild-mannered professor who makes coeds drool. If he raised his voice, I’d faint from shock.”

“Yeah, well, quiet disapproval is a heavy burden.” I sighed. “He paid big bucks for my degree in fashion design, and he’s proud of me. I don’t want to disappoint him.”

“Maddie Cutler, you could never disappoint your father.  He’d be the first to tell you that life is too short not to be happy.” A lesson Dad learned the hard way.

After I crossed the historic Mystic drawbridge, I turned right, after Mystic Pizza, and drove into the weedy parking lot of the huge, weather-worn building at the opposite corner of West Main and Bank. Doors and windows now cross-boarded, the building once housed the county morgue and finished life as a carriage house for the long-defunct Underhill Funeral Chapel.

“I love this place,” I said. “It has so much potential.”

“So you’ve often said, but stop salivating. It’s a shack, not a vintage Versace.”

“I wonder what I could do with it.”

Eve gave me one of her horrified “I’ll save you” looks. “You can do nothing with it,” she said. “It’s not a family problem you can fix with logic and love, nor a vintage outfit that you can bring to life with your own brand of magic.”

“You think I can work magic?”

Eve rolled her eyes. “On vintage clothes, yes. On shacks, no.”

Nevertheless, I couldn’t take my eyes off the place. Neither could I forget the recurring dream I’d had last night, because it always seemed to presage a significant change in my life. In it, I’m a toddler bouncing in my mother’s arms and loving it. Mom and Aunt Fiona are laughing and dancing by the river at night and singing nonsensical songs about the moon.

A significant life change. “Eve . . . what would I do if I wasn’t a fashion designer?”

“Leave New York?”

“In a New York minute, which is all your fault.” I wagged a finger her way. “You spoiled me. I won’t like the Big Apple without you. Who’ll protect me from the worms?”

I started the pimpmobile and headed down West Main to the Phantom Coach Road and Mystick Falls, the close-knit community of my birth. The houses stood grander and farther apart than in Mystic’s historic district. Here, mature Victorian Ladies dressed in bright paint with wrap-around porches, seasonally vibrant flower beds, and lush sprawling lawns.

“You’re coming over to say ‘hi’ to my dad before you go home, right?” I asked as I passed Eve’s parents’ house.

“I guess,” Eve said looking back.

Pulling into our long circular drive, I could barely find a place to park with so many cars out front. “Looks like Dad’s got a houseful. I hope everything’s okay.”

“No worries,” Eve said, searching for the black bag she used to accessorize her Hells Angels jacket and combat boots. She pulled her head out of the car and slung the clunky canvas backpack over a shoulder. “It’s probably a get-together that your dad forgot to tell you about, again. There must be free food in the offing, too, because Nick’s here.” Eve winked. “Your Nick. Are you wearing your lucky panties?”

“Nick’s not mine,” I said, leaning over to grab my “Diamond in Bondage” eighties disco bag by Mugler. “Nick’s a gift to womankind. If you don’t believe me, ask him.”

My on-again/off-again, Nick Jaconetti, and I have been toying with our charged relationship, like kids and fire, since junior high. Though we’ve both matured, our relationship has not, unless you count the way in which we now express ourselves, which can only be compared to rare flashes of spontaneous combustion.

A fixture at our house since the day I first brought him home, Nick is now my brother Alex’s FBI partner and might as well be a member of the family.

A rush of anticipation shot through me, and my face warmed at the thought of seeing him after so long. Annoyed with myself, I slammed the car door on my own insanity.

The next move should have been his, the toad, yet he’d been silent as a pond stump for months.

I decided to keep it cool. Give Nick the cucumber. Focus on coming home, I told myself.

I looked up at our renovated old coach stop and tavern, a stoic 250-plus-year-old Connecticut Yankee—depending on which section of the tri-structure you stood in—that had spent the better part of its life on the old Boston Post Road. Contrary to so many claims, George Washington did, indeed, sleep here. So did Benjamin Franklin. At different times, and early in their separate careers as land surveyors.

Amazingly, this is where I grew up, across the river from Mystic Seaport, where the old Yankee had been deposited early in the last century. I loved to look across the river at the historic village within the seaport, its light-house and array of ships, including the Charles Morgan and a riverboat whose passengers never failed to wave.

The house welcomed me with a sunny windowpane wink—or a ghost walked by—hard to tell which. I’d been able to see our otherworldly inhabitants from the cradle, but the day my brother called me a liar for pointing one out, my mother took me aside.

She could see them, too, she said, but most people couldn’t and wouldn’t believe me if I mentioned them, so they’d have to be our little secret, a bond I cherish to this day.

No, we had never lived here alone, but we did live in peace . . . more or less.




Two

A fallen blossom returning to the bough, I thought—but no, a butterfly.—ARAKIDA MORITAKE
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“Come into my bosom,” the house all but whispered. But when I opened the front door, it seemed to groan and shiver, vibrating the air with a sinister hum. “Run for your life,” it rasped.

I took the warning to heart, but stood my ground. “Merriment or mayhem?” I asked Eve as we stood in the doorway. “Are they having a party or trying to kill each other?”

Eve scanned the combat zone, originally known as the keeping room. “The aromas of baked ham and roast turkey should give you a clue,” she said, fearlessly entering the fray and heading for her parents.

My brother, Alex, and Ted Macri, one of his high school buddies, were facing off, deep into a hockey debate, while my sister Sherry and her fiancé, Justin, stared silent daggers at each other. A lover’s quarrel, in public no less.

Oblivious, my father chatted with his cronies in the quiet corner near the buttery, wearing his academic blinders.

My chest tight, I couldn’t seem to pry my hand from the ancient latch. Family is a powerful form of birth control. In counterpoint to my speeding heart, my body clock seemed to stop dead.

The chaos before me indicated that the world might survive, probably even thrive, if I failed to stuff another Cutler Clown into the Volkswagen of life.

Sherry swooped in for a hug, as if her sutured Franken-bunny had gone missing and only I could find him. My very real baby doll, Sherry seemed to have left fun-loving and whimsical behind for today, trading it for plucky and stoic. I might blame the figure-hugging cornflower halter gown I’d designed for her birthday, and call her classy and sophisticated, if not for the icy hand beneath my own. With the temp in the room at a hundred people-watts and climbing, this did not compute.

I stepped back to read her. “Hey, Cherry Pie, you okay?”

“Mad, I’m so glad you’re home.”

“Need a rescue, sweetie?”

Sherry stepped closer. “She’s ruining everything.”

“Who is?” I asked, finding the preemptive Jezebel guilty without a sighting.

“Jasmine Updike, Justin’s old college study partner, or so he says. She acts like she’s his hot ex, hanging all over him and playing ‘remember when, pookie pie?’” Sherry used the international hand signal for “barf,” particularly effective with a rhinestone-studded French manicure.

I turned her toward the wall so no one else could read her agitation, smoothed the back T-strap that buttoned at her nape, and then I went around to face her, finger-combing the blonde waves away from her temples.

“Dynamite,” I said, returning her self-confidence while keeping an eye on the players behind her. “What’s Justin’s ex . . . anything . . . doing here?”

“The million-dollar question.” Sherry’s sapphire eyes  narrowed and darkened. “She showed up a few weeks ago, not long after Justin and I got officially engaged, and Deborah welcomed her with open arms.”

Deborah—never Debbie—the wannabe society queen of the country-club set, happened to be Sherry’s future mother-in-law. “And that’s bad?” I asked, “because . . .”

“Deborah acts like Jasmine’s her long-lost daughter,” Sherry whispered furiously, “and I’m dog poop beneath her Vivier’s.”

“Ah yes.” Deborah had made it clear when Justin and Sherry dated in high school that she’d like her son to marry a woman with a pedigree rather than a PhD.

Lucky for Sherry, Justin had a mind of his own.

How his easygoing father, Vancortland Four—or Cort, as he’d been dubbed early in life so as not to be confused with his father, Vancortland Three—could have chosen the social-climbing Deborah to marry stumped more than this Mystick Falls native.

Just then, a woman dressed like a maid, except for her earrings, approached us with a tray of mini wedding cakes. With a napkin, she handed one to each of us. The white dots on white reminded me of dotted Swiss, and patterns of brocade and lace.

“Dad hired a maid?” I asked after the woman left. “Is he running a fever?”

I bit into the most delicious cake I’d ever tasted. Hazelnut heaven. “This is unbelievably scrumptious.”

The maid served Justin’s father a cake, the two of them examining each other inquisitively, circling almost, but at a distance as if they’d caught some kind of shared radar. Did the unpretentious Cort have a wandering eye? I hadn’t thought it possible.

Sherry watched them as well, but with less suspicion. “The server’s name is Amber, and she’s not a maid; she owns a shop called the Cake Lady,” my sister explained.  “She offered us complimentary cakes in every flavor for the dinner party.”

“Dad and dinner party do not belong in the same sentence,” I said, “which is why he asked me to come home and help plan your wedding in the first place.”

Sherry shrugged. “The cake lady herself suggested this informal engagement party as a venue for us to try her cakes, and Jasmine or Deborah—not sure which, since they’re connected at the hip—ran with the suggestion.”

“Why didn’t you speak up?”

“I wasn’t there.”

“How dare they accept without you.”

“Why wouldn’t they? They went cake shopping without me.”

“Okay, so now I’m on board with my own case of battitude. Why did Dad buy into it and host the pretentious party?”

“I think he wanted to prove that we can use utensils . . . and not with our toes.” Sherry gave me another bruising hug. “I’m so glad you’re home. Just talking to you makes me feel sane. It was pretentious of them, wasn’t it?”

“And plain old ballsy. Hey, I like that smile.”

Sherry let it blossom into a giggle.

“Let the wedding plans begin,” I said, my heart lighter. “The real plans. Yours.”

“Mine,” Sherry said with a sigh, her expression softening to reveal her quirky exuberance. “That reminds me. I bought a great vintage veil that I’m dying for you to see. I just know you can fix it.”

Naturally effervescent, it had still taken Sherry way more than the usual beat to bounce from distress to animation.

I fluffed her wavy blonde hair. “Which one’s the Jezebel?”

“Jasmine? She’s the gorgeous blonde vamp clutching  Justin’s sleeve and hanging on Deborah’s every word, of course.”

I tilted my head and squinted to fuzz up the picture. “Nope, can’t shake it. She still reminds me of you.”

Sherry gasped. “Bite your tongue!”

“Not in personality. I mean her skin tone, hair color, height. They met in college, right? After you and Justin broke up? Hah. Be flattered. He wanted you and settled for a pale imitation. Look, Jezebel’s got him in her talons, and Justin looks like he wants out. “Why don’t you go and rescue him?”

“He doesn’t deserve it, Maddie. He thinks this whole power play between me and Jasmine is amusing. Look at Deborah discussing cakes with her as if it’s her wedding, not mine, like Jasmine’s the second coming or something.” Sherry’s voice rose with her ire and not even my hand on her arm or my quiet “shh” reached her. “Well, she’d better not be coming . . . or I’ll kill the bitch!”

That final clichéd declaration fell loudly into one of those unexpected wells of silence.

The cake lady raised her brows. Other looks were not as kind.

“Madeira! You’re home!” My father rushed over and gave me a bone-crushing hug. “Thank God,” he whispered, his effusive welcome having the desired effect of shattering the awkward moment.

Everyone started talking at once.

Jasmine nibbled a chintz-style wedding cake and coyly whispered something in Justin’s ear.

He smiled, and she checked, from the corner of an eye, to make sure she had his full attention. For his benefit, she swung her hips as she left him to sashay our way, her grin as bogus as her “Klein.”

Her flirty dress in white knee-length cotton voile was so evocative of a wedding dress, it came off as a bad joke. 

Seriously, only the veil was missing.

And Jasmine’s perfume? Let’s just say my expertise was coming into play, and I smelled a skunk. The faux fashionista couldn’t know that I was head assistant to Faline, the world-famous designer, or she’d shrink in embarrassment and slither away. “So you’re the Jezeb—ouch!”

I stepped away from my father and rubbed the back of my arm.

He’d pinched me!

“Excuse me?” Jasmine asked, nose in the air, as if she smelled something bad . . . like her counterfeit Opium.

“Leg cramp,” I said, bending my knee back and forth. “I’ve been driving all day.”

Jasmine the Jezebel looked me up and down with unveiled surprise, failing to conceal a greedy dislike. “Nice outfit,” she said, revealing the reason why.

“Nice earrings,” I said. Costume jewelry, but a great design.

She preened. She knew couture when she saw it, though my circuitous route around a return compliment missed her pea brain by a mile. I faked a smile. “Smart, as well as pretty.”

The fraud raised a condescending brow, ignored me, and hooked an arm through Sherry’s, as if they were best buds. “Come along, darling. Mom’s got a surprise for you, and I get to keep you distracted so as not to spoil it.”

“Oh, I’m distracted, all right,” Sherry said, rolling her eyes my way as Jasmine led her through our rabbit warren of a house, heading for the ladies’ or gentlemen’s parlors, dining room, taproom, or any of several stairways and outside doors at the back of the house.

I shivered, as if someone had walked on my grave, I thought, quoting my mother, and nearly called Sherry back. But my dad was steering—well, propelling—me away from the keeping room, through the parlors, and into the  blessedly empty taproom, his personal den, a rough-hewn tribute to leather, tweed, and cherry-blend pipe tobacco.

I sat on the sofa and crossed my feet on the scarred cobbler’s bench he called a coffee table. “Jasmine thinks of Deborah as Mom?” I asked. “And she assumes that Sherry does, too?” I chuckled. “Deborah as a mother figure strikes me as something like the Tin Man trying to nurse a kitten.”

“You’re being kind,” my father said, lowering himself into his voting-age easy chair and loosening his tie with a tired sigh. “Sherry’s just lucky Justin grew up unscathed,” he added. “What time is it?”

“Sherry will be lucky if she gets Justin. It’s eight o’clock. Why?”

“I’m wondering how long till this is over.”

“Dad, why didn’t you tell me you were having a party?”

“You were driving in from the city. I didn’t want you to get into an accident hurrying to make a party.” He took my hand and squeezed. “Madeira, do you know how happy I am to have you home?”

“You’re not cut out to be the mother of the bride, are you, Dad?”

“I’ve missed your mom every day for eighteen years, Madeira, but never more so than since Sherry got engaged.”

I raised a brow. “Speaking of the engagement, what do you make of Jasmine?”

He steepled his hands, his thoughts reflective and darker than I’d seen in ages. “Premeditation and desperation are driving the girl,” he said. “She’s out to prove she’s better than Sherry. Makes me think of a quote by Churchill: ‘I am easily satisfied with the very best.’” My father sat forward. “Madeira, I’m hoping you can help me become the anti-quote.”

I raised the back of his hand and kissed it. “You’re a good dad . . . and a hell of an English prof.”

“It’ll be great having you around for the next few weeks, sweetheart.”

“It’ll be a busy month. When they finally set a date, they don’t kid around.”

Feminine sighs of appreciation caught my attention as the taproom shrunk in proportion to Nick Jaconetti’s entrance. I wondered where he’d been, but I would never let him know I cared.

Tall, dark, wide-shouldered, and classically handsome, a roman sculpture come to life, Nick left three young neighbors drooling in the doorway as he shook my father’s hand. “Let’s join forces, Mr. Cutler, to keep Maddie around for a good long while.”

I schooled my expression as Nick bent to kiss my cheek—I thought—but he caught my lips with a finely honed skill that had nothing to do with his FBI training. My frustration melted and the years fell away. Winter Ball post-party, eleventh grade, my bedroom. The world slept while we lost our virginity to each other. What Nick had lacked in expertise that first time, he’d made up for in gentleness, gratitude, and enthusiasm.

My father’s mumbled retreat from the den brought me back to my surroundings with a jolt, and though it had only been a short kiss, Nick packed a wallop.

“Aren’t you married or accounted for, yet?” I asked in self-defense.

His wide eyes and deep breathing matched mine, which I appreciated. Inwardly, I grinned and stretched like a satisfied cat, seeing exactly when his man brain stopped doing his thinking and his real brain caught up with my question.

“I wasn’t accounted for when we hooked up in New York a few months ago,” he answered, still somewhat dazed; yay me. He gave my hair a half stroke, his expression inscrutable.

I leaned against the cushions, kicked off my Versaces,  curled my legs beneath me, and crossed my arms to keep from pulling him down, because we were both much too willing. “Oh, that’s right,” I said. “You did come to New York . . . once. About seven, eight months ago? I figured either you’d been on a secret mission since . . . or the FBI didn’t budget for cell phone batteries.”

I damned myself for the slip. We never explained ourselves, Nick and I. That was the beauty of our non-relationship. Spontaneous combustion was just that, and any attempt to control “spontaneous” was to destroy it.

With a wry, understanding grin, Nick sat beside me, invaded my space, shivered my insides, and put an arm around my shoulders to reel me in, with successful expertise. Scrap. He read me as well as I did him.

He knuckled my cheek, and I embraced the sweet warmth that radiated through me like sunshine after a rainstorm.

Lost, I fell into the depths of his dreamscape eyes. He moved closer and his warm breath at my ear washed over me in stroking waves. “Welcome home, Maddie girl,” he whispered.

“I’m a woman, now.”

“Don’t I know it?”

The flirty feline inside me stretched again, this time in invitation, though I’d tried to keep the minx in check.

Nick probed my expression with his gaze—hot, knowing, and suggestive—until Eve came in and fell into my dad’s chair with a huff of disgust. “Cut it out, you two. You’re making me nauseous.”

Almost grateful, I ignored Nick’s sigh of regret while swallowing my own. “Saved by the lady in black.”

“Damn straight.” Eve gave Nick a satisfied smirk.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like him. She just didn’t like the way he treated me, as if I’d always be there. I never could convince her that I liked playing with fire.

“That Jasmine is such a snob,” Eve said. “She’s oozing  sugar while pissin’ everybody off, except for Deborah. Even your father looks like he’s gonna blow. Tunney the butcher said that Jasmine’s such a pain, the historic district shop owners are talking about a lynching. And, get this, Mrs. Sweet, the younger, said, ‘Speaking for the neighborhood, they can have the sturdiest tree in Mystick Falls.’ Mrs. Sweet, who feeds the mice she catches before she puts them out.”

I shook my head. “She only puts them out because she keeps mouse motels out there.”

Eve hooted. “Fiona’s here, by the way. She called Jasmine a toad.”

I sat forward. “And? Did Jasmine grow a wart, say ‘ribbit,’ anything?”

Eve and I laughed. The Halloween we were twelve, after midnight, we’d set out to scare my unflappable god-mother.

Fiona’s house stood down the road and across the street from ours, so it backed up to the woods, rather than the river.

Several side-window peeks into our search, all the rooms dim and eerie, and too many nighttime noises for our comfort, we heard an animal coming through the woods, several maybe.

An owl hooted and we jumped into each other’s arms, the hair at my nape rising. Then someone, or something, emerged from the woods wearing a long black cloak, hood up.

It looked a lot like death.

We squeaked and huddled close beneath the window.

It was coming straight for us, except that he/she/it climbed Fiona’s porch steps and went into her house.

Uh-oh.

A dim light suddenly spilled from the window above us and after a minute, we peeked in. Fiona, still cloaked and  hooded, her face starkly etched in candlelight, looked right at us.

We screamed and ran.

Dear, sweet Aunt Fiona, who’d soothed my every hurt over the years, inside and out, a witch? A lot of the kids whispered it, but this was our first sighting, and it scared the bejeebers out of us.

Sure, Fiona saw ghosts, too, I’d learned years after making that pact with my mother, but that didn’t make her a witch, or I’d be one. Neither did wearing a cape or a cloak. Cloaks were back in style. Posh Spice had worn one last winter. I wore one.

Anyway, Aunt Fiona recognized us because my father met us halfway home and read us our rights. We had none. He grounded us both. The next day, Eve’s parents gave him their blessing.

“Remember that night?” Eve said.

“Shut up.” Okay, so I’d wet myself, I was so scared, which Eve had used to torment and blackmail me until I had enough dirt to reciprocate. BFF/best friends forever, I thought, the two of us grinning.

Nick cleared his throat. “Eve, Mad and I were having a moment, here.”

“You could’ve had hours, days, if you’d come to New York more often. Chill. Maddie’s in demand. Why don’t you go out and get her suitcases from the rental, boy toy, and bring them up to her room?”

Nick stood and grinned. “Thanks, Eve. I didn’t think you were on my side.”

Eve snorted. “I didn’t say to camp out up there. Just drop off the suitcases and go home.”

Nick squeezed my shoulder and rose reluctantly. “You’re all heart, Meyers.”

Eve smirked. “You’re all testosterone, Jaconetti.”

“You got that right.” Nick gave me a bawdy wink as he left.

Eve joined me on the sofa. “He’s a heartbreaker,” she warned.

“But lower in calories and way tastier than cheesy fries.” I licked my lips.

Eve twirled a finger in the air, an acerbic whoop-de-do, her favorite hand signal, right after the L for loser.

“As a matter of fact, I could get him to help me work off a few of those calories, if—”

Eve choked. “Do not finish that sentence!”

I wrote in the air, “Maddie one, Eve zero,” and chuckled at her disgust. “I shouldn’t be enjoying myself,” I said. “It’s time to rescue the bride.”

Eve checked her watch. “Right, and I have a date with your brother’s hockey buddy.”

“Oh, is Ted a member of your stud-of-the-month club?”

“Dahling, when you’ve got it, you’ve got it. I like hockey players.”

“He’s the coach now.”

She wiggled her brows. “He’ll always be a player to me.”

“Are you notching your bedpost, Meyers? Or are you looking for a man with feet bigger than yours?”

“Maddie wet her panties,” Eve sang in payback, beneath her breath, as we returned to the keeping room.

She claimed Ted; they said their good-byes and left.

I hugged Fiona Sullivan, lawyer, possible witch, confidant, and aunt to the Cutler brood, by virtue of her friendship with our mother.

After that, I had fielded questions from our neighbors about my career and love life. Not my favorite sport, but everybody cared about everybody else in Mystick Falls, and to be fair, most of them had taken a hand in raising the four of us.

I hugged my brother, Alex, gushed over the pictures of his pride and joy, two-week-old Kelsey, a little blonde doll, at home with her mom, and made him promise to let me play auntie soon.

Eventually, I had no choice but to greet Deborah, the society-queen wannabe, who made me feel dowdy, despite my Faline halter dress and Versace platform mules. Somehow, Deborah knew that my outfit came with the job and I’d rather be wearing vintage.

Still conspicuously absent from the gathering, however, were Jasmine and the bride.

No good could come of that!

As I climbed the keeping room stairs, foreboding crept up my spine until I shivered. I was ten again, on my way up to visit my mother, who was recovering slowly from a car accident. The same sinking sensation had churned in my stomach then . . . right before I stood at Mom’s open bedroom door to find my father crying with his head on her chest, Mom still and silent in the bed.

Even now, I avoided looking toward the master bedroom and headed straight for Sherry’s room, but the lavender-scented chintz exhibit stood empty.

Three sets of stairs beckoned: front, back, keeping room. The smart thing to do would be to take one of them down.

I wish I could say that I always did the smart thing.

Closed, latched, oak-planked doors wearing their age-old patinas surrounded me, but only one door interested me, and I wasn’t sure why. Brandy’s.

Yes, Brandy, who detests her name more than she detests designer clothes. Brandy—middle sister but third child—works for the Peace Corps somewhere . . . anywhere in the world, except here. On the off chance the bride was hiding, which I might be inclined to do in her place, I should check Brandy’s room.

My hand hovered over the matte black latch while I questioned my nebulous inclination to go inside.

Why Brandy’s room? I turned away and turned back, then finally clutched the latch handle almost as if I expected it to burn.

I found it cool to the touch, smooth, and easy to open.

Too easy?

I had to push on the door and it wailed in protest. In this place, doors occasionally opened and shut on their own, which I attributed to our otherworldly inhabitants, but this, this resistance was odd.

Should I heed the warning and leave?

No sooner did I stop pushing than the door opened before me.

For the second time in five minutes, I succumbed to a shiver of alarm as I stood rooted. If not for the gorgeous antique wedding gown hanging from the mahogany wardrobe door, I might have backed out, never to return. But the gown pulled me in, infusing me with a surprising sense of reassurance, as if everything would be all right, which—

Of course, it would.

Brandy’s curtains flapping out the window startled me and returned my dread in spades. Who in the family would leave a window open in August without pulling down the screen?

Though birds chirped in the getaway tree outside the window and gulls cried in the distance, the room’s dense and heavy silence seemed so far beyond normal as to steal my breath.

A strong wind grasped the curtains and fluttered them in a quick whirr of sound. Get out, get out, get out, get out.

I hesitated, called myself an idiot, and approached the gown hanging near the foot of the bed on the opposite side of the room.

When the scent of Jasmine’s fake Opium hit me, I stopped dead.

I should go now, I thought, and hesitated . . . but I rounded the bed anyway.

No sound accompanied my scream.

In a blink I took in the sight: Jasmine, lying on the hardwood floor like a white Madonna, hair perfect, skirt modestly pulled down, legs bent to the side, ankles crossed as if to display her strappy spikes to best advantage, pearls scattered around her.

She might have fallen into a graceful faint, except for one thing.

Had I thought earlier that she needed only a veil?

She had one now . . . tied tight around her throat.
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