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“Deliciously delightful! I adored this adorable book! You’ll laugh, you’ll swoon, and you’ll want to stay in Arcadia Falls!”

SARAH BETH DURST, New York Times-bestselling author of The Spellshop

“Cozy and fun - break out the popcorn and a mug of your favourite warm beverage!”

CAITLIN ROZAKIS, New York Times-bestselling author of Dreadful and Startup Hell

“A sticky, southern-fried comfort dish combining nostalgia, magical romance, and the struggle of the capable sibling… The spells will delight you. The kisses will make your knees go weak. The ghost will make you want to open your own haunted small business.”

MOLLY HARPER, USA Today-bestselling author of Hex Around and Find Out

“Brimming with charming characters, magic, a guy who might just be the world’s sexiest handyman, and so much heart. Isla Jewell cast a spell on me that I never wanted to end!”

JENNA LEVINE, USA Today-bestselling author of My Roommate is a Vampire

“An utterly charming story for booklovers and anyone who has ever dreamed of a fresh start… Sharply funny and wonderfully kind.”

LISH MCBRIDE, award-winning author of A Little Too Familiar

“A warm hug of a love story that perfectly balances magic, romance, and family secrets… A book you will want to curl up with and finish in one sitting!”

FALON BALLARD, USA Today-bestselling author of Change of Heart

“Absolutely cosy and full of whimsy, this romance enchants.”

KATIE HOLT, author of Not in My Book








[image: Title Page]








LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.








Books and Bewitchment

Trade paperback edition ISBN: 9781835416334

Australian paperback edition ISBN: 9781835418093

E-book edition ISBN: 9781835416389

Published by Titan Books

A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd

144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP

www.titanbooks.com

First edition: February 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.

© D.S. Dawson 2026.

D.S. Dawson asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

EU RP (for authorities only)
eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt. 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia
hello@eucompliancepartner.com, +3375690241

Designed and typeset in Baskerville by Richard Mason.








For my heroes, the matchmakers,
the keepers of magic: the booksellers.

And especially for the staff of Malaprop’s
Bookstore/Café in Asheville, North Carolina,
who were so generous with their time and expertise when
I begged to visit them and ask a thousand questions.

And for the readers, too.
Because of you, I get to have the best job in the world.
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No matter how bad my day is, someone in a book has it worse and will still get a happily-ever-after eventually. Maybe that’s why I read so much. It gives me hope—and an escape. If my life were a book, right now I would probably give it two stars. “The main character, Rhea Wolfe, has no agency,” the review would read. “What does she actually want? No one’s life is that boring. And her pet cockatoo, Doris, sings too many show tunes. Did not finish.”

At least that’s how it feels to me.

Almost like I’m always waiting for the story to start.

Like I’m longing for something I haven’t found yet.

Then again, I’ve lived in the same place my entire life, and for the last four years, most of it was spent sitting at the front desk of Buckley Insurance.

“Mail for you, hon,” my boss says, dropping a slender envelope on my desk. “Probably shouldn’t be having your mail sent here to the office, but I’ll let it go this one time. And about your raise request . . .”

I perk up.

“We’ll talk later. After lunch.” He winks and waddles into his office.

The screech that follows does not startle me. “No, Horace! Lordy! That boy’s a mess!”

I look up at the pink-and-gray rose-breasted cockatoo bobbing her head from her perch atop an elaborate cage across the office lobby and say, “Hush, Doris. You know he hates that.”

Doris chuckles and mutters, “Oh, poor Horace,” in the voice of my boss’s dead mother, her original owner. Horace—Mr. Buckley—hates this bird as much as he loved his mother, and that’s why caring for her takes up more of my time than keeping his books and answering his phones. Honestly, I don’t mind. She’s better company than him, any day, and somehow she causes me fewer headaches. After several disastrous holidays and one destroyed taxidermy bear at his hunting lodge, Mr. Buckley asked me to keep her on the weekends, and then the weekdays, and now she’s just with me all the time.

Once his door is closed, I set aside the envelope, cheeks burning. I’ve been working for Buckley Insurance since college, and though Mr. Buckley—I’m not allowed to call him Horace, even if the bird can—sounds cheerful and kind, he’s going to turn down my request for a simple ten percent raise, I can just feel it. The man delights in finding fault with me, but the benefits are good, and my paychecks are always on time—in part because I write them. That’s one of the few perks of being his only employee. I also have plenty of time to read when he’s out golfing and the phone isn’t ringing. This morning, he’s watching me like a watery-eyed hawk, so I can’t open the envelope or I’ll get dinged again.

When I’m running out to get Mr. Buckley’s daily burger and fries, I see a little lump in the middle of the road and slow to a stop, putting on my hazard lights and hitting pause on my audiobook. Hoping I’m not attempting to save a child’s kneepad yet again, I hop out of the car and pick up a box turtle, who’s heaving himself across the asphalt and doesn’t stop waving his legs even when he’s clearly off the ground. I know turtles only want to go one way, so I carry him to the other side of the street and carefully place him in the scrubby grass, nestled among cigarette butts and soda bottles. He doesn’t even pause, just keeps waddling bravely on. You’ve got to admire that.

I’m dusting my hands off, feeling pretty happy about my good deed, when I hear a siren and turn to find a black SUV aiming for me, lights flashing. And since I live in my hometown, I know this is not a coincidence and that I’m not about to receive a medal of honor on behalf of reptiles everywhere.

“Oh, lordy,” I mutter.

I go sit in my car, knowing this won’t be good. The officer pulls in behind me but doesn’t exit his vehicle. My window is already down, my license and registration ready. But this, sadly, is no meet-cute. More like an avoid-ugly—because I’d like to avoid it, and it’s about to get ugly.

I wish we could just get it over with, but after five minutes, he hasn’t even opened his car door. Still, I know better than to drive away. I’m not surprised when a tow truck pulls in behind the black SUV—but I am disappointed.

Billy Wayne gets out of his tow truck, blond hair billowing in the sun, and gives the officer a high five as he walks over to my window. “You bein’ a bad girl again, Rhea?” He pulls down his sunglasses to wink at me with the prettiest baby blues in Cumberville, Alabama.

“Billy, c’mon. You know damn well I was saving a turtle. Will you please tell your brother to back off?”

He looks back over his shoulder at the SUV and jerks his chin. His brother Jimmy—Officer Jimmy of the Cumberville PD—who hates me, by the way, gets out holding his phone up. Recording us.

Oh no—

Billy gets down on one knee outside my car door.

“Rhea Wolfe, we’ve been dating on and off since middle school, but I think it’s time we stopped with the ‘off’ part. Will you marry me?” He holds out a little white box with a ring in it.

A ring that is not my style and that is also several sizes too small.

“Come on, Billy.” I lean in close so maybe Jimmy and his phone won’t hear this part. “You don’t want to marry me. You just want to sleep with me.”

He wiggles the box back and forth. “Can’t it be both?”

I don’t even consider it. Not for a second. After our last breakup two weeks ago, I promised my sisters I wouldn’t sleep with him ever again, and I can’t imagine the hell they would give me if I ended up in Billy’s bed, much less wearing his ring. Cait says that after a month of dating him, I always end up acting like his mama, and I’d be fine with never washing his tighty-whiteys again.

Because here’s the thing.

We’re terrible together.

I want to wake up at dawn for coffee on the porch while Doris sings bits of old musicals and eats her fruit salad; he wants to sleep in and get donuts at noon with his dog, Zeke, who can’t decide if Doris is an intruder or a squeaky toy and won’t shut up about it. I want to spend weekends tidying up the house and watching rom-coms about secret princes; he wants to go out on his cousin’s Jet Ski and drink a case of beer. I want to take a boiling-hot bath with a book and go to bed early; he wants to stay up until midnight lifting weights and fall into bed covered in sweat and smelling like greasy metal. And you can guess who ends up having to fold the sheets, recycle the beer cans, and vacuum the muddy pawprints out of the carpet.

We’ve tried everything—living together, casually dating, being friends with benefits. But it always ends up with him raising his voice, Doris screaming, and me crying, swearing that all the roses and chocolates in the world aren’t worth finding his whiskery shaving scum in my sink and realizing, as he and his friends watch football in my den with their work boots on my coffee table, that we’re just not compatible.

“I think that’s a bad idea, Billy,” I say with the sort of smile that says I’m sorry about it.

He pushes his sunglasses on top of his beautiful hair and stands up; he never has taken rejection well, not since I first dumped him in tenth grade. “Oh, come on, Rhea. You got to settle down. You’re only twenty-six, and you’re starting to look like a librarian. I’m right here, and the clock’s ticking, girl.” He snaps the white box shut and jiggles it in his hand.

“I love librarians.” I sigh and put my hand on his just to stop the jiggling. “Billy, come on. It’s the same old cycle. We get together, we have fun, we break up. Do we really need to go through that again? Aren’t you sick of finding the same cardboard box full of stuff on your doorstep?”

“I don’t want to break up anymore. I want to settle down, Rhea. I want the kids and the baseball games and the fence and a golden retriever—”

“Zeke would kill it.”

“Fine! No yellow dog! But don’t you want all that other stuff, too?”

God, it doesn’t even feel like a proposal. It’s just a last-ditch effort. His heart’s not even in it. He just wants to be taken care of.

Before I can come up with the right answer that’s sweet but still assertive, he snorts. “You don’t even know what you want, do you? You just know it isn’t me.” Shaking his head, ring box in his fist, he turns his back and stomps over to his brother, pushing the phone down and whispering fiercely. Whatever he says to Jimmy, it’s not good. After giving me the finger, my ex-boyfriend hops back in his tow truck and peels out at a speed that would have any other cop salivating. Instead, Jimmy puts his phone away and saunters over to my window, his sunglasses hiding his eyes but not his frown.

“License and registration.”

“I’m literally holding them out to you, Jimmy.”

“That’s ‘Officer’ to you. Ma’am, did you know you are impeding the flow of traffic? That’s a serious violation.”

When I see the cost of the ticket he tosses at me—$190—I know it’s over with Billy for good.

Billy knows just how little money I have, and he still asked his brother to punish me because he wanted me to hurt like he was hurting. My roof is leaking, and the septic system is bubbling threateningly in the side yard, and I’m pretty certain I’m about to be told a raise is out of the question.

But it’s even worse than that. When I get back to the office with his lunch, Mr. Buckley gives me the bad news.

I no longer have a job.

His favorite niece, Sylvie, is about to finish her degree, and he promised her my position.

“You understand, sugar,” he says, unclipping his tie and tucking a napkin into his collar. “Family is important.”

I do not remind him that I am also supporting my family. It wouldn’t matter. If a Buckley needs a job at Buckley Insurance, who needs a Wolfe?

He tells me to close his door and write up a list of all the “little jobs” I do to make things easier for Sylvie, but instead I pick up the letter I received this morning.

The envelope is nice, but its return address is very, very suspect.

I slit the envelope with my Buckley Insurance letter opener. The paper is thick and creamy, the message typed on an actual typewriter.


Dear Ms. Wolfe,

I am writing on behalf of my client, your grandmother, Mrs. Margaret Lowell Kirkwood. I regret to inform you that she passed on recently as the result of an automobile accident. As her closest living relative, you are set to inherit a nice piece of property, a business, and all of her assets. Please contact me at your earliest convenience. My condolences for your loss.

Sincerely,

Colonel Roy Gooch, Esq.

Attorney at Law

Arcadia Falls, Georgia



It sounds good, right? Inheritance is a juicy word, especially when you’re in dire straits. But here’s the thing: I’m not supposed to accept it. Mama made us all promise to never, ever return to Arcadia Falls and especially to never talk to our grandmother.

She never spoke of her own mama without cursing. My sister Jemma used to ask about our grandmother all the time, because Jemma’s the youngest and is softer than a dandelion puff and Daddy’s folks died young, but Mama would always pin her lips like an angry horse and shake her head.

“That woman is dead to me,” she’d say.

“Whatever Grandma did, I never want to do it,” our middle sister, Cait, said back when we were little. “Mama’s scary when she’s angry.”

And she was. Even nature knew it. The sky always seemed to darken and thunder when Mama got mad, and it would rain when she cried. It was an unspoken rule among my siblings that we would avoid upsetting Mama on special days because nobody wanted their birthday party or graduation ruined by foul weather. I know it sounds crazy saying so, but we really believed it when we were little. Then we all grew up, and Mama and Daddy died, and now we never know what the weather will be like.

So it’s not that simple. I promised Mama that I would never go back to Arcadia Falls, but . . .

Do promises count, when one person up and dies? Does it really matter if Grandma Kirkwood is dead now, too? Surely Mama’s grudge died with the both of them, and as the eldest, I feel like this is one of those responsibilities that I need to shoulder. I’m desperate, and my sisters . . .

Well, let’s just say I’m the smart, dependable one who does the difficult things no one else wants to. It’s eldest daughter syndrome, big-time. Cait is the sharp, sarcastic one whose mind goes a mile a minute; she won’t get tested for ADHD, but coffee actually calms her down. Jemma is the sweet, romantic, loyal one for whom setting foot in Arcadia Falls would be tantamount to lying to Mama’s grave. If one of us has to go back and sort through the detritus of our estranged grandmother’s life, it has to be me.

I am intimately familiar with my own money issues, and I know my sisters—who live half an hour away in Birmingham—aren’t doing any better. Cait lost her nest egg in a bad investment last year, and Jemma tries to live a posh lifestyle on an entry-level salary. They may not be included in the will, but whatever Grandma Kirkwood left me, I won’t be stingy. We all need it.

I look down at my desk, dominated by the paper blotter Mr. Buckley insists I use to keep his calendar because he thinks cellphones are a fad. Mr. Buckley doesn’t—didn’t—pay me what I’m worth, but I check the job boards every week and I’ve never seen anything better within a reasonable driving distance. My life here for the past four years has been dependable but monotonous, boring, and uninspiring. The days all run together. Nothing new or interesting ever happens. There’s never enough money. I don’t have anything to look forward to. There’s no dating scene, outside of Billy. The best things in my life are my sisters, the library books I bring home every week, and Doris.

I’ve never given much thought to Arcadia Falls before, not as a real place. It was more some imaginary nightmare land, dark and forbidding, like the ogre-filled forest in a fairy tale that all good children knew to avoid. I do a search on my phone and find a cheerful website with an idyllic downtown square filled with cute restaurants, a general store, a place for kids to pretend like they’re panning for gold. There are no obvious ogres, although there is an old-fashioned town hall where you can take a photo in a crusty jail cell to post on social media.

It’s . . . surprising.

What’s so terrible about this place? I wonder. What did Arcadia Falls do to Mama that made her run away and never look back? When Jemma asked one day, Daddy said he’d never been there and had never met Grandma Kirkwood; he told us he’d learned very quickly never to ask his beloved wife about anything that happened before they met in college unless he wanted to ruin a good car wash.

I can see how my life in Cumberville would play out. I know that it will go on like this for the rest of my days, unchanging. The same breakups and makeups with the cute boy I’ve been dating since puberty. The same girls from high school at the Piggly Wiggly trying to get me to sell diet shakes with their MLMs. The same dead-end jobs with no raises or room for promotion—if I can even find one. The same worry each time I slide my bank card, unsure if I can keep up my folks’ place and still have enough money to eat. The same “doing the best I can and it’s never enough” feeling.

After work, I open my library book, desperate for an escape, and something falls out. A Georgia lottery ticket. When I scratch off all the little piles of money, I realize that I’ve won five hundred dollars.

I’ve never won anything before in my life besides a spelling bee.

The only thing is . . . I need to go to Georgia to claim that money.

It feels like a sign from the universe.

I have to go to Arcadia Falls.
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The decision made, I get down to business. I rent my folks’ house out to Leah and Tommy Billings so they can have their baby somewhere besides Tommy’s mom’s moldy basement. I convince Mr. Buckley to let me legally adopt Doris, as she hates him with a fiery passion and once bit a chunk out of his job-stealing niece’s arm at Easter brunch. He seems relieved and immediately draws up a contract, promising to continue to reimburse me for her care using the trust his mother left in her name. I pack up my things and Doris’s cage, tie everything down in my old Ford Explorer, and hit the road, praying that I won’t run into a certain towheaded tow-truck driver or his conniving cop brother on my way out of town.

The road trip is easy and fast, thanks to an engrossing audiobook. Doris loves the car—Mr. Buckley’s mother was very eccentric and took her everywhere—so she’s happy enough on her perch in the back seat. On the other side of Atlanta traffic, we stop so I can gas up cheap, get my five hundred dollars, and send my sisters a selfie with a giant water tower that says CUMMING, and then we’re driving up into the mountains.

The moment I see the WELCOME TO ARCADIA FALLS sign, it’s like something lights up inside me. I’ve spent all my life in that cramped little house in the boonies outside Birmingham, but apparently my body recognizes the fresh mountain air that once lived in Mama’s blood. Maybe it’s the elevation, maybe it’s the collected oxygen of all these trees, maybe it’s two Diet Cokes and a large bag of Skittles, but it feels like I’m breathing more deeply than I have in my entire life.

Colonel Gooch’s law office sits on the outskirts of downtown proper, a quaint white house with green shutters surrounded by blue hydrangea bushes in full bloom and a massive fig tree that smells like boozy rot and sounds like happy bees. As I stand outside and stretch, the front door opens and a round little man with an eye patch, a shock of white hair, a mustache, and a dapper three-piece plaid suit steps onto the porch looking like the dandy piratical twin brother of the KFC mascot.

“Mr. Gooch?” I ask, hurrying to catch him before he can leave.

He looks up, startled, but his blue eye is dancing.

“Why, you must be Miss Kirkwood,” he says. “I’m sorry. I mean—Wolfe. The spitting image of your grandmother in her day. Well, our day. She was just two years ahead of me in school. Pretty as a picture. And please, call me Colonel.”

“Okay, Colonel.” I reach out to shake his hand, one sturdy pump, like we’re making a deal. “Were you in the armed forces?”

His visible eyebrow draws down like this is a sore and constant subject. “No. My mother, God rest her soul, had delusions of grandeur. I got off light. My brothers are named King and Duke.” He shakes his head and takes a cleansing breath. “I was just headed into town for lunch, if you’d care to join me?”

“Don’t we need to . . . sign the papers?” I’m not hungry, but I am financially desperate. I still don’t know if I’ve—we’ve—inherited an outhouse or a mansion, and the suspense is killing me. Every time I asked on the phone, he’d said, “You just have to see it.”

He flutters a hand in the air. “A formality. We’ll eat, and I’ll show you the property, and then we can get down to brass tacks. I don’t operate well on an empty stomach, do you?”

Without waiting for an answer, he takes off up the sidewalk at a sprightly pace, his leather shoes squeaking. I’ve already got Doris zipped into her hot-pink bird backpack, so I grab the handle and jog to keep up. She flaps her wings and mutters, “Lordy. Oh, lordy,” which is really the only part of her vocabulary she’s gotten from her time with me.

“You haven’t been to town before, I presume?” Colonel asks when I catch up.

“Never.”

“Well, welcome to Arcadia Falls. Your family used to all but run this town, and then, with the storm . . .” He sighs. “Doesn’t really matter, does it? You’ve got a place here. Not much blood these days, but plenty of bones left in these cemeteries.” He gestures to a small, fenced-in graveyard by an old gray church, all the tombstones leaning drunkenly and carved away by the elements. “See it there? Always plenty of Kirkwoods. Used to be, at least.”

He’s right. I count three Kirkwood stones nestled in the verdant clover. I’m surprised to see a stone-built church with spires and stained glass—most Southern churches are plain brick things like squatting toads, but this building looks like it was transplanted straight out of Ireland.

The sidewalk cants up toward a cluster of buildings, and Colonel isn’t even huffing and puffing, although I am. Everything was a lot flatter back home.

“So this is downtown,” he says as the sidewalk spits us out on the square I saw online.

It’s even prettier in person. Birds sing in the trees and peck on the sidewalks, butterflies and bees buzz amid blooming bushes, and the canopy overhead glows a uniform shade of brilliant green. All four sides of the square are lined with colorful buildings, some regular brick, some whitewashed, some wood, some mostly windows. There are flower baskets planted with late-summer marigolds and those tufty magenta plants that look like something out of a Dr. Seuss book. Some buildings have balconies, and people laugh as they sit at bistro tables or sip wine at open bars. In the center of the cobblestone square stands the Platonic ideal of a town hall, crisp white with tall columns. There’s a matching gazebo beside a sculpture of an old miner with a pickax and a pot of gold. I feel like I’ve just walked into the welcome brochure.

“Which do you prefer, country cookin’ or rabbit food?”

“Rabbit food?” I ask, confused.

“Country cookin’ sticks to your ribs. Fried trout, chicken ’n’ dumplings, macaroni and cheese with that nice crumbly stuff on top.” He puts a hand to his stomach and points to a brick storefront painted dark burgundy with gingham curtains in the window. “That’s Marla’s Home Cookin’. Whereas if you prefer rabbit food, Lindy’s has little fiddly sandwiches and soups and salads, although you can’t always trust the salads, just between us.” He looks vaguely disgusted as he points across the square to a light blue building with a striped awning. “What’s your poison?”

Realizing that there is no way to get out of lunch, I say, “Sandwiches sound good.”

He deflates. “Yes, my wife and my cardiologist would both agree with you. Sandwiches it is.”

When we reach the door, he holds it open for me, and I pause. “This is a weird question, but do you think anybody would mind if I brought in a cockatoo?”

He looks at me like I just barked at him, so I turn my backpack around to show the rose-breasted cockatoo sitting inside. She’s about the size of a football, with a Pepto-Bismol-pink head and chest, and soft gray wings and tail.

“This is Doris.”

“Oh, lordy,” Doris says, raising her feathered crest curiously. “Shipoopi!”

Colonel’s jaw drops.

“It’s from a musical—The Music Man,” I say, blushing just as pink as her crest. “The old lady who owned her kept musicals on all day long. She doesn’t actually curse, I promise.”

“Well, I’ll be. I guess we’ll see what we can get away with. If Chuck Hickman can bring in that rashy old dog of his, I don’t see how anyone could complain about a well-cultured cockatoo. Just don’t let her escape. Lindy’ll have a fit. She’s more of a cat person.”

I step into the restaurant, and it’s hopping. There’s a bakery counter and at least a dozen wobbling wooden tables filled with all sorts of folks, from moms with little kids fresh out of school to a man who’s got to be older than God sitting alone with a half-bald mini poodle that’s got to be older than God’s oldest dog. Colonel leads me to the counter, and I’m reading the chalkboard menu when a loud voice drawls, “Oh my golden gravy, Miranda Kirkwood, is that you?”

I turn around to see who asked the question, and the woman’s face falls, and I instantly know why. She’s about Mama’s age, and she’s just realized that I’m not her.

“Close,” I say, because I feel bad for her. She looks shaken, like she’s seen a ghost. “I’m her daughter.”

“Where’s your mama at?”

The look on my face tells her everything she needs to know. She puts a hand to her prow of a chest and shakes her permed hair, blond running to gray. “She said she’d never come back come hell or high water, so I should’ve known. I’m so sorry for that. Can I ask—”

“Cancer.”

She blinks rapidly as her eyes go wet. “She didn’t deserve that. She was a good friend. Still, it’s nice to see a Kirkwood around these parts, now that your grandma is—” She stops, eyes flying wide. “Oh, Lord. I did it again. Always putting my foot in my big ol’ mouth. No wonder my pedicures don’t last long.”

Colonel steps in gallantly so she’ll stop panicking. “Tina McGowan, this is Rhea Wolfe. She’s come to take care of her grandmother’s estate.”

I can’t quite decode the face Tina makes. There’s some pity and disappointment there, but also . . . amusement?

“Well, good luck with that, honey. Does that mean you’ll be sticking around?”

“Maybe,” I begin.

“Has he shown you the—”

“The girl just got here, Tina. Don’t scare her off with your stories,” Colonel chides, a little sharp.

Tina pulls me into a big, warm hug, like she really means it, and rubs my back. “You’re gonna do fine,” she says softly. “You just remember you’re a Kirkwood and don’t take shooshoo off nobody, you hear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say reflexively, because what else is there to say?

She releases me and bustles out the door, and now it’s my turn to order, even though I haven’t really had time to peruse the menu. I almost get a salad, but then I remember what Colonel said about the salads and think about what the plumbing must be like in the back of this ancient building. I order a grilled cheese and a side of fruit because it’s almost impossible to make a bad grilled cheese, and Colonel insists on paying for us both. He guides me to a table for two up front by the window that looks out on the square.

My chair is spindly wood with a rounded back, and there’s no room for Doris’s backpack. As I turn in place in the cramped space, trying to find somewhere to put her, a toddler charges past, screaming about cookies. I back up, and my butt hits a chair, which knocks into the next table. I whirl around to apologize, forgetting I’m holding a neon-pink bag full of cockatoo. Doris is already screaming as her backpack knocks over someone’s sweet tea—

Spilling it all over the table and a tablet, and into the lap of the best-looking man I’ve ever seen.
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The poor man is using his napkin to try to contain the spill, but his tablet has gone dark and his chips are now soaked. He’s around my age, with tanned skin, longish palomino hair pulled back at his nape, and tattoos peeking out of his rolled-up flannel.

He looks up, annoyed. His eyes are an arresting hazel gray, his eyebrows dark. “Do you have any napkins?”

“All I have is an angry cockatoo and abject mortification.”

He does a double take as if actually seeing me—and Doris—for the first time.

“You know that chicken salad’s a little underdone?”

“She’s not lunch—she’s my emotional support cockatoo.”

“She’s doing a real bad job of it. Are you okay?”

I must look like a complete idiot, standing in the middle of this crowded restaurant holding a pink bag and having a panic attack.

“Oh, Captain!” Doris shrieks. “Shipoopi!”

Colonel, who’s been watching all this play out, collects napkins from the surrounding tables, and all three of us mop up the spilled tea. It’s as awkward as it sounds, and Doris isn’t helping. Any moment, I’m afraid I’m going to get kicked out of the sandwich shop, which is the only way I could be more embarrassed.

“I’m okay. But I really am sorry. Looks like I killed your tablet.”

He picks it up and messes with the buttons. Brown liquid drips out of every tablet orifice. “My sister gave it to me for Christmas, and she’s going to be furious with me until she finds out a bird did it.” And then—a devastating smile. “A bird, and a pretty girl. That should mollify her.”

I’m not sure which is more swoony, his smile or the fact that he can correctly use the word mollify in a sentence.

“I’ll pay for it,” I say, knowing full well I can’t afford to. “Or—is there a bookstore downtown? I’ll buy you a copy of whatever you were reading.”

A wry shake of the head. “I wish we had a bookstore, but no. Closest we’ve got is a spinner rack of cookbooks at the—”

“Abraham?” Colonel barks, drawing my attention.

The second-oldest man in town sits down at the table beside ours. The last customer’s trash is still there, and the man picks through the abandoned basket, crunching on someone else’s pickle. With his long gray beard, shiny pink head, and sleepy brown eyes, I wouldn’t be surprised if this guy was Abraham from the actual Bible.

“Yessir?” Abraham says, blinking in surprise as if he has no idea where he is.

“Who’s watching the store?”

Abraham looks around in alarm. “Which store?”

“The one you’re supposed to be watching.”

Abraham scratches his beard and inspects whatever he found there. “I reckon it’s watching itself. Hasn’t got into trouble, so far.”

“We’ll see about that,” Colonel says disapprovingly. “Ah, lunch!”

He turns away from Abraham and wiggles with joy as Lindy, a harried-looking woman in her forties wearing a cat sweatshirt and leggings, places our food on our table. “Enjoy!” she calls before galloping back into the kitchen.

But I can’t sit down to eat—I’m still holding a parrot backpack and a wad of tea-soaked napkins.

“Are you using your extra seat?” I ask the handsome man with the destroyed tablet. “I need someplace to put this miscreant bird before she ruins someone else’s lunch.”

“I’m meeting a friend, but I think I have something that might work.” He fumbles with his keychain, pulling out a weird little device that looks like brass knuckles and a coat hanger had an awkward child. “It’s a purse hanger,” he tells me, showing me how to hook it on the edge of the table. “If your emotional support cockatoo likes swings.”

When he holds it out, I take it, and soon Doris is indeed dangling happily from the table. I pull a baggie of her favorite nut mix out of my tote bag and give her enough to keep her busy. The guy is still watching us like we’re the best show on TV.

“So why do you have a purse hanger?” I ask, because honestly, he’s the first attractive man I’ve seen in years who wasn’t also in my kindergarten Christmas pageant, and I want to keep riding this high.

“Oh, it’s for all my purses,” he says. “I’ve got at least a dozen. One for every day of the week and an extra big one for Sunday, with a matching hat.”

Just then, his friend shows up—a sharply handsome Latino guy in his early twenties. He gives me a mischievous smile, holds up his phone, and says, “Could you please say that again while I’m recording? The thing about all your purses?”

The first guy bursts out laughing again. “Nothing wrong with a good purse. But to answer your question, my grandmother is terrified of the flu and gave me that thing so I could open doors without touching them. I put it on my keychain so she won’t ask me why I’m not using it. But you can keep it. For your parrot.”

“And what will your grandmother say when she finds out it’s gone?”

He grins, making me feel a little giddy. “I’ll tell her I gave it to a beautiful woman, and she’ll stop trying to set me up with that nice girl from her yoga class.”

I’m about to say something else vaguely flirty, but with the new guy there, we have an audience. Instead, I thank my knight with shining purse hanger and sit, my back to him.

My grilled cheese is delicious, and my attention is captured by the black-and-white photos on the wall, showing the downtown square in times past. Soon Colonel is dabbing at his chin with his napkin, having eaten his sandwich in basically one big gulp like a snake. I’m not done eating, but I’m anxious about having uprooted my entire life to come here, and I’m still a little flustered by talking to the cute guy, so I put the rest of my sandwich in the basket and help bus the table. On the way out, I glance back, but the two men are having an intense discussion, scribbling on a napkin as they eat. I pocket the purse hanger. The cute guy said I could have it, and anyway, if I stick around, maybe I can try to return it some other day.

“So, you certainly had an effect on Hunter Blakely,” Colonel begins once we’re outside, as if he were reading my mind.

“I had to help clean up his tea,” I say innocently, tucking that name away for later.

Colonel raises his eyebrow. “As my granddaughters say, there was definitely tea involved.” He clears his throat. “Well, anyway. If you’re ready to get down to business?”

I can’t wait a moment more to ask all the questions bubbling up about this place, my grandmother’s will, and my future here, but Colonel seems to live on his own schedule.

“Ready as the day I was born.”

He leads me to the corner and across the street, then stops in the middle of the row of storefronts, most of which are closed or abandoned.

“What do you think?” he asks.

The building before us hasn’t been painted recently. It’s not cute like Lindy’s or homey like Marla’s Home Cookin’. The brick is patched and stained, and the big plate-glass window is dirty and mostly blocked by old cardboard cutouts from the movies of my parents’ childhood, sun-bleached and sad. There’s Arnold as the Terminator, Howard the Duck, Morticia Addams, and Darth Vader, all gazing out from within like they’re trapped in a time capsule. When I look up, the second-story windows are all similarly unwashed and covered by ivory-yellow blinds, crooked and bent like someone’s been playing basketball inside. Across the big front window, barely visible unless you’re standing in just the right spot without too much glare, someone has painted, badly, the words ARCADIA FALLS VIDEO EMPORIUM, and even more badly, underneath that, & BOILED P-NUT PALACE.

“I think this is the last video store on earth, if it’s still open,” I say. “Does this town not have a library? Or decent Wi-Fi? Does the peanut part of the business bring in more customers?”

“The peanut part does do pretty well,” he admits. “But the library is closed for renovation, and plenty of folks around town still rent videos. Time moves slower up here in the mountains. Shall we go inside?”

“Why? Are you hungry for peanuts?”

Colonel grasps my hand as if offering condolences. “No, darlin’. This is what your grandmother left you. This place is all yours. Upstairs and down. And the next three buildings in the row, besides, although I’ll admit they’re in worse condition.”

I gently pull my hand away and take a step back to get a better look. Sensing my disquiet, Doris flaps her wings and squawks, “Oh, lordy.”

There are five storefronts on this side of the square, and I’m standing in front of one of the only two that are open; the other is a candy store with a psychedelic gnome theme on the other corner. Honestly, I kind of wish I’d inherited that instead.

Except, well, when I look more closely, this place is . . . not that bad. The brick is grimy, but that can be cleaned. Or better yet, painted. A nice, crisp white, maybe, with the framing stark black. It needs a real sign, at least. The coterie of dingy cardboard heroes has to go. The windows upstairs look gross, but blinds are easy to take down and cheap to replace. It has good bones, and if I understand correctly . . .

“So we would own it all outright—me and my sisters? It would be ours free and clear, with no mortgage or liens or anything? The whole thing?”

Colonel nods and gestures grandly, as if he were offering me the world. “Upstairs and down, free and clear, all yours,” he agrees. “Although your sisters aren’t on the paperwork. You can split things with them however you like if everything goes according to plan.”

“So we would own all four . . .” I trail off, considering it.

“The video store, then the next three storefronts.” He points off to the left, to a closed hardware store, then a closed antiques market, then what looks like an ancient movie theater, big enough for just one screen. “Your grandmother owns—owned—most of the block. Everything except the candy store. This is the only business she could keep up, toward the end.”

“So all I have to do is sign some paperwork?”

And then there’s a pause. A very meaty pause.

“Yes, but . . . there’s just one condition.”
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Colonel’s lips purse. “Let’s go back to my office and discuss it.”

Now that I know it could be mine—ours—the homey brick building is vastly more interesting. Cardboard Arnold calls to me from behind his sunglasses. “I thought you said we could go inside?”

There’s a sigh as Colonel fusses with his bow tie. “We can, but we’ll need to hurry. I have a three o’clock, and I’d rather not pick up any . . . odors.”

I’m not sure why odors would be a problem, but when I open the glass door, I’m immediately slapped in the face with the scent of salty brine. There’s a ruckus in the backpack as Doris smells junk food that she’s absolutely not allowed to have. Right beside the door stands an old mini air hockey table with two big Crock-Pots on top, their glass tops steaming. REGULAR $2, reads one in Comic Sans. CAJUN $3, reads the other. There are two ladles sitting on mismatched flowered saucers, as well as stacks of Styrofoam cups, tops, brown paper sacks, and a fishbowl stuffed with coins and crumpled bills. I see Colonel’s problem; the smell of boiled peanuts is aggressive, and I move farther inside to avoid the cloud of nut steam.

The rest of the video emporium comes into focus, and I’m having flashbacks to Eighties Night at the Cumberville Skate-a-Rama, but that’s partially due to the neon geometric-patterned carpet. No two shelves are alike—some white, some black, and some plain wood—and the DVDs are face-out, their cases dingy and dinged. Much to my absolute surprise, there’s a whole bookcase filled with old VHS cassettes, including all the Disney movies in their ivory plastic boxes, somehow freed from the darkness of the Disney Vault. The shelves have hand-lettered signs pointing out their genres: HORROR, COMEDY, DRAMA, 4 KIDS, ROMANCE (with little hearts all around it). The movies aren’t even in alphabetical order, and most of them are at least five years old, if not ten. Or twenty. Lots of these movies are older than me. I begin to see why the boiled-peanut half of the business gets more play.

By the front counter, there’s a spinner rack full of self-published books. I see The Official Arcadia Falls Cookbook, The Arcadia Falls REAL Official Cookbook, The 100% Genuine Real Honest-to-God OFFICIAL Arcadia Falls Cookbook, Ghosts of Arcadia Falls, and The Mountain Whispers My Name: The Life and Times of Darla Gooch, among others. If these are the only books available for purchase in town, no wonder Hunter Blakely was annoyed at the loss of his reading tablet. With no library and no bookstore, I’m already annoyed myself. This selection is not going to bring in the crowds.

And that’s when I realize there’s not a single person in the store, besides us. No customers. No workers.

“So is it on an honor basis?” I ask.

Colonel looks out the plate-glass window, his hands in his pockets. “You saw Abraham in the sandwich shop? Maggie hired him to run this place when she wasn’t around. He’s doing a real bad job of it.”

I think back to the man I saw at lunch, so old that I can’t imagine him being able to stay vertical long enough to scoop out a cup of peanuts. He seems like he might keel over while counting out change.

“Can I fire him?”

A heavy sigh as Colonel squinches his eye shut. “Okay, so I suppose there are actually two conditions. Unfortunately, he comes with the shop. You’re welcome to reduce his hours, as long as he makes enough money to live on.”

I gesture at the haphazard shelves. “Can anyone make enough money to live on here?” I pick up the nearest DVD. It’s Starship Troopers 2. “Do you even know how bad this movie is?”

He draws himself up tall. “I’ve rented that movie twice. When I tell you things move slower up here, I mean it. The first one is much better—the part about the ferret always makes me laugh.” He clears his throat. “Thing is, Maggie was very specific about Abraham. He stays, and he earns minimum wage. Now, if you’ll follow me to my office, I can answer all your questions without being bombarded with the scent of peanuts, to which I am sadly allergic.”

“But we can’t just leave the store . . . without . . .” I trail off as he gives me a look that suggests I’m not very bright.

“It’s kept well enough like this for the last thirty years. I’m sure one more day of horrible mismanagement won’t burn the building down.” Colonel laboriously bends over to check the outlet into which the Crock-Pots are plugged. “Hopefully.”

He opens the door, and I walk outside, vastly preferring the scent of late summer to thirty-year-old videos and overheated peanut hulls with too much paprika. Colonel is just as fast returning to work as he was heading to lunch, and soon I’m settled in a leather chair as he hunts through his massive desk. He opens a manila folder and jabs his finger at the paper-clipped sheaf of documents within. Doris’s backpack is on the floor, and she’s softly whistling “Bali Ha’i” from South Pacific, which is one of her happy songs. I have to wonder if she feels at home in the office, after all her time spent at Buckley Insurance. They both feature a lot of plaid.

“Your grandmother’s trust is very peculiar,” Colonel begins, and a little trill of worry skitters up my neck.

Peculiar isn’t the sort of word that generally signifies something a person wants. Nobody ever says, “I won the lottery, but it’s peculiar.”

“It’s straightforward, at least,” he continues. “You are set to inherit buildings B through D at 375 Main Street, including the Video Emporium and Boiled P-Nut Palace. The second story of that storefront in particular is a furnished apartment. Probably needs some upgrades, but Maggie lived up there for the past twenty years or so. You also get two parking spots in the alley, which might be worth more than the building.”

“I feel like you’re just telling me the good parts,” I say.

He chuckles. “Well, there’s no bad part—just a few bizarre parts. In order to accept your inheritance, you have to take your grandmother’s ashes to Arcadia Falls and, well, scatter them in the waterfall.”

“Okay. That doesn’t sound too bad. Is it a really rough waterfall or something? Do I have to wear a bathing suit? Are there bears?”

He shakes his head. “The falls are decently calm—you can probably just roll up your jeans. And bears aren’t typically a problem around here except on trash day, and even then they’re little ol’ black bears. So we just need to make the trip today. Since you’re not from around here, it falls to me—ha, falls!—to take you up there and show you the right place.” He’s entirely focused on the papers, straightening them again and again.

“And that’s it?”

I want to reach for the papers, but he’s keeping them close.

“Can I read the will?”

He snatches up the folder. “Once you’ve distributed the ashes, then you’ll sign the papers and have your copy—of the trust.”

“What about my sisters? Do they need to come up and sign anything? I plan on giving each of them a building, even if they want to sell it. Is that allowed? Selling?”

He holds up the folder. “Nobody gets anything until those ashes are put to rest, and you can’t sell the properties, although you can rent them out. That’s what’s so peculiar about the trust, you see. Maggie wanted things done her way, that’s for sure.”

Since I’m not going to wrestle the paperwork away from him, I don’t have much of a choice. My sisters are counting on me. Money is scarce, so unless somebody suddenly marries rich, we’re all doomed. We need this inheritance. If nothing else, we can rent out all these buildings and finance our lives back in Alabama, I guess. All I have to do, apparently, is spread some ashes by a waterfall. People have done a lot worse for a lot less. Hence reality television.

“Okay,” I tell him. “Let’s do it.”

He cheers back up once I agree, his cheeks pink as he locks his office door again and confirms that Doris doesn’t get carsick. He isn’t comforted when I explain that birds vomit on purpose all the time, often out of love.

His car is expensive, the seats black leather and the suspension so smooth that I don’t even feel the bumps and potholes in the winding mountain roads. As he drives, Colonel points out local spots of interest, from the Biscuit Barn to the animal shelter where his granddaughters read to cats every Wednesday afternoon. The falls aren’t too far from downtown, but there are no sidewalks on either side of the road, the asphalt dropping off to what seems like an endless, dizzy tumble through the trees to the deep valleys below. I can already imagine what it’s going to look like when the leaves start changing color in a few weeks, a glorious crazy quilt of yellow, red, and orange. Finally, he pulls into a gravel parking lot, tires crunching. There are no other cars here, and the ARCADIA FALLS PARK sign is small and brown, nearly blending in with the environment. It would be easy to drive right past the turnoff—no wonder he brought me himself.

As I get out of the car and let Doris look around from her bag, Colonel shuffles to his trunk, where he changes into a pair of lime-green sneakers before holding up a silver urn that looks a lot like a cocktail shaker.

“Is this all of her?” I ask. “It seems small.”

He offers it to me and, when I take it, dusts off his hands, although it doesn’t feel dusty at all. “This is how she wanted things done. As I’ve previously mentioned, she was very specific. Her best friend, Diana McGowan—you met her daughter, Tina, at lunch—was supposed to do all this, but Diana left us in the same car accident, rest their souls.”

I realize that in all the talk, no one has told me any details about how my grandmother died. “How did she—”

“Ashes, first,” he says, keeping me on task.

The urn feels warm in my hands, and I resist the urge to pop off the top and see what human cremains look like. I’ll find out soon enough. Better to do it by the waterfall than to test it out here and lose some of my grandmother to a wayward breeze.

Colonel leads me up a trail, pumping his arms and walking with cheerful determination. I follow with my grandmother in one hand and Doris’s backpack on my back, glad I’m just wearing old Chucks and not something more formal. The carpet of brown pine needles gives way to wood stairs during the especially vertical parts.

“Getting my cardio today,” Colonel puffs. “That’s for sure. Should’ve had the fried chicken. As fortification.”

My heart rate is up, both from the steps and from a weird sense of anticipation. I’m not sure why. I’m just going to dump some ashes, which is completely normal when people die and don’t want to be buried in an expensive coffin. I didn’t even know my grandmother, so it’s not like it’s going to be a deep, emotional moment where I say goodbye to a loved one. These ashes might as well be sand for all the connection I feel to them. I don’t know a single thing about my grandmother, other than that my mama hated her, that her will is weirdly persnickety, and that she didn’t know how to run a video store.

I hear the falls before I see them, a busy rush like a cantankerous white-noise machine. I’ve never been near a waterfall before, but the air is charged and filled with mist, and I eagerly breathe it in. It’s exhilarating and exciting, the temperature cool and the forest alive all around us. Our path runs along something halfway between a creek and a river, the churned-up waters that need somewhere to go after pouring down the mountain.

We come around a bend, and there it is.

Arcadia Falls.

It’s strange, when a plural noun is also a singular.

The mountainside rises up hundreds of feet, craggy and mottled gray, and the water trickles from high overhead and then plummets, sheeting down heavily for the last twenty feet or so in a wide wall of water. I’m in awe of this wonder of nature, of the way the cascade has chosen exactly this place to reach the ground and has worn down its path over millennia. I wonder what the water tastes like, if it has the sharp tang of minerals or is gritty with dirt.

Colonel stops, one foot up on a rock, breathing heavily. “You go on now. You’ve got to get her behind the falls—she was very particular about that.”

“Is there a cavern back there or something? Like, a secret cave?”

He looks at me like I’m a child asking how many carrots the Easter bunny ate to get so big. “I don’t know what’s back there, but I guess you’ll find out. Always preferred the swimming hole farther down the creek, myself.” He glances back toward the trail. “I’ll let you know if anyone’s coming. Do watch out, though—the rocks are slippery.”

None of this information is helpful, but it’s not like it matters. I’m here, and I have to go through with this next, strange step. This inheritance is the only way I can hope to offer any possibility of stability to my sisters—and myself. I hold out my backpack.

“Will you hold Doris, please? She’s happier off the ground.”

He raises a white eyebrow at my cockatoo. “Does she bite?”

“Not unless you start singing anything from Cats. She hates Cats.”

He takes the backpack and holds it at arm’s length. “Never was an animal sort of person, but she seems like a polite creature.”

“Oh, Captain!” she says happily, and I begin to think she’s a little in love with him.

Now armed with only the urn, I consider my approach.

The falls tumble down into a wide pool before emptying away into a creek littered with slime-coated stones. It’s only knee-deep, maybe, and if I’d known the setup, I would’ve changed out of my jeans and into shorts; I’ve got most of my wardrobe packed in the many tubs shoved in the back of my old Explorer parked at the law office. As it is, I set down the urn and scrunch up the legs of my jeans, forcing them up over my knees. I take off my shoes and socks, leaving them on a flat rock.

The first step into the water is startlingly frigid, my feet going numb. I pick my way toward the falls, stepping on the biggest, flattest rocks. It’s loud, up close, and I’m guessing that even if Colonel started squawking about visitors now, I wouldn’t hear him. I glance back, and he’s not watching the trail—he’s watching me. Intently, seriously, with his one good eye. Which is all the funnier when you consider his three-piece suit, lime-green sneakers, and pink backpack full of worried cockatoo.

“Oh, lordy. Oh, lordy. Shipoopi!” she squawks, flapping her wings in frustration at my distance. I give her a little wave of reassurance, and Colonel waves back and gestures for me to get on with it.

I turn back around. Eyes on the prize. I’m close enough now to feel the spray of the falls hitting the rocks. The water is deeper than I thought, wetting my jeans up to my thighs. Mist fills the air, rainbows shimmering as the sunlight hits the sparkling droplets. I unscrew the cap of the—

No, wait. If I have to get behind the falls, I should probably keep the cap on the urn, or else the falling water will just turn my grandmother’s cremains into gray soup. But once I’m on the other side, my hands might be too wet. . . .

I unscrew it most of the way, to where it just needs one tiny little twist to come off. I read about three books a week, and I hate it when the main character doesn’t think of these little details.

Looking up at the waterfall, I accept that I’m about to get soaked. I wonder if Colonel considered this part of the process, what he’s going to say when my sopping-wet jeans squelch onto his fine leather seats.

Oh, well.

Not my leather seats, not my problem.

I take a deep breath and hold out my right hand as I enter the falls, expecting to bumble through the sheet of water into some sort of open area.

Instead, my hand hits solid stone, and the pounding water slams into my head, into my eyes, into my mouth, into my nose. I stumble back, gasping and gargling for air, and the urn goes flying. My bare heel catches on a slippery stone, and I fall on my butt in the pool, surrounded by floating human cremains. Colonel panics, dropping my bag, and Doris bursts out from the door she has yet again half unzipped because she’s as smart as a toddler and just as reckless. Screeching, she flutters toward me and tries to land on my head. I throw up my hands, and her claws scratch bird calligraphy down my forearms. I finally get her settled on my wrist, and she shouts, “No, Horace, bad boy!” and bites my finger, holding on for dear life.

I flail and screech—I can’t help it; that bite hurts!—and she flaps away and lands in the water, squawking and splashing as gritty gray rivulets soak my hair and run down my face, the world’s grossest baptism. I reach for her, the cool water thankfully chilling my bleeding finger.

It doesn’t hurt anymore.

It feels . . .

I feel . . .

Weirdly amazing.

“What the hell?” someone shrieks—and it’s not Colonel Gooch.

And then everything changes.
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