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For my coven.

A paranormal women’s fiction cozy mystery – because midlife can be a real witch!

There are a lot of things people never told you about being forty-something. Sure, they mentioned the hot flashes and reading glasses and the need for Kegels, but they never talked about fireballs sprouting from your fingertips or your sudden ability to turn rat-bastards into, well, actual rats.

Which is why it comes as something of a surprise to Juniper when—at the tender age of 46—she discovers that not only has she inherited a quirky house in an even quirkier town called Miracle Bay from a relation she had no idea existed, but she also develops magical powers. Because, apparently, she’s a witch. Something her parents sort of forgot to tell her.

With her life turned upside down, a new start in a new town is just what Juniper needs, and the strange bookstore her aunt left her might be exactly the right opportunity. But beyond her inheritance and sudden affinity for tarot cards, there’s something strange afoot in Miracle Bay. A mystery Juniper is determined to solve before her newfound freedom vanishes along with her life.

A brand new paranormal women's fiction series from the bestselling author of Lady Rample Mysteries and Sunwalker Saga.

Get ready for some midlife magic!
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Chapter 1
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The fact that it was my forty-sixth birthday should have been my first clue that day was going to suck. Not that I minded getting older. Much. It was just that birthdays in general had never gone very well for me. The fact that my “special day” was in late February and it always rained buckets had nothing to do with it. Much.

The second clue was the exploding coffee pot. I mean, do coffee pots generally spontaneously combust? Inquiring minds need to know. 

The day started out fine. More or less. Alarm went off at 6:00 a.m. as usual. I got up and staggered to the shower as usual. Then I wrapped myself in my faded blue terry cloth robe and staggered to the kitchen, again, as usual. 

It was a cold day, and the cheap linoleum chilled my bare feet. Coffee. I desperately needed coffee.

My phone chimed, and I knew it was from my boss. No one else texted this early. They knew better, but Lorraine didn’t understand boundaries. She’d only recently inherited her position and enjoyed milking it, lording over everyone like she’d somehow earned this instead of simply having seniority. She particularly had it out for me for some reason, even though I’d never done anything to her in the over two decades we’d worked together. In fact, I’d often covered for her when she needed to leave early or take a long lunch. She seemed to forget that entirely.

Juniper Jones, major pushover. I really needed to get better at standing up for myself.

And pigs would fly.

No doubt Lorraine wanted me to pick up donuts or lattes or something else that would make me late, then I’d get a lecture on how I needed to plan my time better. Apparently, these little errands were supposed to be out of the kindness of my own heart while I was off the clock. Which pissed me off. As usual. I didn’t even bother to look at the text, just let the rage wash through me in a tide of red. As usual.

Everything was going as usual until the moment I reached out to grab the very full pot of coffee and boom! Glass and hot liquid everywhere. And me, blinking like a moron. Fortunately, I managed to avoid getting sliced open by spraying glass.

Fabulous. The last thing I needed was the expense of replacing a coffee pot.

It’s well known that I’m useless pre-coffee, so the entire incident threw me for a loop. I stood in the middle of a brown puddle, wet heat soaking into me from my coffee-covered robe, trying to figure out what just happened when my phone chimed again. Sure enough, it was my boss.

MISS JONES (Lorraine always used all caps in her texts) PLEASE STOP AT COSTCO AND GET MUFFINS FOR EVERYONE. DON’T BE LATE.

My scream startled a squirrel which was munching on something outside the window. It stared at me, horrified, then took off like a shot. Great. Now I was frightening the wildlife.

By the time I cleaned up the mess, took a second shower, and got dressed, I was late. Picking up muffins from Costco and, let’s face it, a very large cup of coffee, made me even later. By the time I arrived at the library where I’d worked since I’d graduated college over twenty years ago, the doors were already open, and a few patrons were inside making use of the computers.

The Portland City Library was located in the middle of downtown in a gorgeous Georgian style brick building built back in 1913. The interior was all smooth, polished wood and slick marble, elegant murals and sweeping staircases. It was a reader’s dream and my own personal nightmare.

Lorraine glanced up as I passed by her office. She was somewhere around sixty, but you’d never know it thanks to her perfectly coiffed blonde bob and enough Botox to wrangle decades of wrinkles into submission. “You’re late, Miss Jones.”

Lorraine was one of those old-school types that insisted on using “Miss” or “Mrs.” instead of the modern “Ms.” It was annoying, but insisting on my preferred prefix only ever resulted in a long lecture about etymology or something. I did not have the patience.

“Sorry about that, Lorraine, but you did ask me to get Costco muffins.” Granted, Costco muffins were ridiculously good and bigger than my head, but there were much closer places that would have been more convenient.

“You need to manage your time better.”

See, told you. I tried not to grit my teeth. My dentist had warned me on my last visit I was wearing my teeth down faster than normal. “It would help if I had a head’s up.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s what the text is for.” Never mind that she’d sent it far too late for me to manage anything properly. “Now stop dilly dallying and get to work before I’m forced to dock your pay.”

That was illegal, of course, but trust me, she’d find a way to make me pay somehow. I gently set the muffins on her desk, then I hesitated. I wanted to stand up for myself, to tell her off even it if cost me. Which it would.

“Did you want something?” she snapped.

“Uh, no. That was it.” 

Wuss.

I hurried to the staff room to lock up my coat and purse. It wasn’t quite spring yet and still cold out this early in the day.

To say the morning was fraught with irritation was, perhaps, an understatement. From the woman who was irate over the wait on the latest Nora Roberts novel—as if I were somehow personally responsible for the release date—to the kid whose mother gave him a chocolate ice cream cone and left him alone in the children’s section while she gossiped on her phone. By the time noon rolled around, I had a headache throbbing behind my temples. The only upside was that nothing else had blown up.

––––––––
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“WE NEED TO BREAK UP.”

“Excuse me?” I blinked. Nope, the man sitting across from me was still my boyfriend of six months, Kenneth.

Had he forgotten it was my birthday? Or did he just not care? 

Probably the latter. I’d assumed his request to meet me for lunch was to celebrate. Wrong.

I glanced around the restaurant, embarrassed, but no one was paying us any attention. It was one of those fancy pants places with proper tablecloths, cloth napkins, and plants everywhere to give people the illusion of privacy.

“You heard me, Juniper.” He dabbed precisely at the corners of his mouth. Kenneth was a very precise man. He even wore precisely tied bowties and his light brown hair, going silver at the temples, was precisely parted on the left side. He was good looking but in an average way, though he’d always made it clear he thought himself a catch.

“Of course, I heard you,” I managed. “I just... I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand, Juniper?”

I held back a wince. I hated when he called me “Juniper” instead of the usual “JJ” everyone else called me. Not because of the name, but because of his snide tone when he did it. “I don’t understand why you want to break up. I thought things were going well.” 

For him anyway. He wanted to go to some random neighborhood theater to watch an angsty performance of a Kafka play which made no sense. So that’s what we did, even though I loathed Kafka and would have preferred to watch a nice action movie on Netflix. He wanted to eat at some pretentious French restaurant downtown, so that’s what we did, even though I would have preferred a nice, cozy Mexican place. He saw me when he wanted, and I gave in whether it was convenient or not. I was such a doormat sometimes. Always had been, though it had gotten worse as I edged into the invisibility of middle-age. I hated that about myself, but I couldn’t seem to stop. 

Kenneth laid his napkin neatly next to his plate. His expression was condescending to say the least. “Juniper, you know I like a woman to have a certain drive. A certain level of sophisticity.”

Was he serious? I didn’t bother to point out that “sophisticity” wasn’t a word. He probably meant “sophistication.” Either way, it was clear he didn’t consider I had it. He was insulting me to my face. Well, I had an insult for him, but I couldn’t get it past my teeth. “I see.”  

“In fact, I’ve been seeing another woman who is much more compatible.”

Say what? Sure, we’d only been going out six months, but we’d been exclusive since month two. Or so I’d thought. “Another woman.”

“Yes, I plan to ask her to marry me.” He pulled out his wallet, removed his credit card, and placed in on the table. “Oh, and we should split the bill, don’t you think?”

What the actual heck? He knew I couldn’t afford this restaurant, and yet he’d insisted we eat here. He’d invited me. 

At that moment something came over me. My heart pounded. My breath came in rapid bursts. Heat started somewhere in my middle and spread rapidly until I felt like I was on fire. It was as if the rage and humiliation consumed me. 

I threw up my hands and the heat exploded outward. 

Thump. 

“Ribbit.”

“Miss, are you alright?”

I opened my eyes to find the waiter standing over me, a concerned expression on his round face. I glanced over to find Kenneth’s chair empty. In fact, his chair had toppled over and was lying on its side.

“Um— Yes?” I managed.

He glanced around, then picked up the chair, returning it to its proper place. “Where has your date gone?”

I wanted to scream that Kenneth wasn’t my date. That the jerk wanted to marry someone else. Someone he’d been cheating on me with. That he’d invited me to this stupidly expensive restaurant on my birthday so he could break up with me and force me to foot half the bill.

Instead, I gave the waiter a forced smile and said, “He’s gone to the restroom. He said you could put the bill on his card.”

I hadn’t meant to lie. It just came out. And frankly, he deserved it, the louse. But where was Kenneth? Had he got up and left when I had my ten second meltdown?

The minute the waiter scooped up Kenneth’s credit card and wandered away from the table, I got up and peered over the table. No sign of Kenneth. As if he’d be hunkered down on the floor for some reason.

“Ribbit.”

What the—?

I leaned down, lifted up the white linen tablecloth, and peered under the table. There, staring up at me through large, bulbous eyes was a fat frog. 

And he was wearing a bowtie.

––––––––
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IF I HURRIED, I COULD just get back from lunch on time. Well, five minutes late. Maybe Lorraine wouldn’t notice.

Except she did, of course. 

The minute I’d seen that frog in the bowtie, I’d bolted from the restaurant. Didn’t even ask to have my food wrapped up. 

One block later, I was overcome by guilt. I couldn’t just leave him that way. I hurried back to the restaurant, but there was no sign of Kenneth or a frog, so I slipped away with no one the wiser.

By the time I was halfway back to the library, I’d convinced myself I’d imagined the whole thing. Kenneth was not a frog. That was impossible. Ridiculous. The sort of thing that belonged in one of the kids books I shelved all day.

An elderly busker had been playing a saxophone on the corner of 10th and Morrison. Old school jazz, which I loved. I’d only stopped a moment to enjoy the sound and calm down from the crazy. I dropped a ten in his open case. It was the only cash I had on me, and I could have used it to replace the exploded coffee pot, but I had no doubt he needed it more. And making music like that? He deserved it more.

Lorraine caught me just I was returning. I didn’t even have time to hang up my coat.

“Miss Jones, please come in and shut the door.”

I grimaced but did as she said. “Yes, Lorraine?”

It annoyed her when I used her first name, which is why I did it. She stared at me over her red rimmed reading glasses. She thought they were whimsical. Which they were, but they did her no favors, emphasizing her narrow-set eyes. “You’re late. Again.”

“Sorry. I had an appointment, and it ran over.” I wasn’t about to tell her I’d been at my birthday lunch. Nor was I going to admit what a disaster it had been.

Or that I’d possibly turned my ex-boyfriend into a frog.

“That’s not my problem,” Lorraine said tartly. She pursed her lips like she’d sucked on a lemon.

My jaw muscles hurt from clenching. “I’m three minutes late, Lorraine. And I never got a coffee break this morning as is required by law.”

“Again, not my problem. Your tardiness has, however, become a problem. A problem I no longer wish to deal with. You’re fired.”

For a split second, the world shifted, and I felt like I was sliding across the floor. My heart hammered so hard, I struggled to breathe.

“Excuse me?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“I do believe I made myself clear. You. Are. Fired. Effective immediately. Your final check will be deposited as usual. Please pack your things and go.”

Was she seriously quoting Padma Lakshmi on Top Chef?

My nails dug into my palms so hard I was afraid I might draw blood. “And what about the three weeks of vacation I’m due?”

“Not my problem.”

I grimaced. “I think you’ll find that it is. Especially when I discuss with Human Resources the fact that I haven’t been allowed my breaks and was denied a week vacation earlier this year so that you could have a nose job.”

Her face went white and then bright red. “Very well, Miss Jones, you will get your three weeks, but if you continue to harass me, I’ll ensure you never get a recommendation for any other job.”

That did it. I leaned forward, pressing my fists on her desk, visualizing them punching her smug face. “Just a reminder, Lorraine, that is also illegal.” White hot rage suffused my body. My mouth opened and words came out, but it was like I was having an out of body experience. Almost as if someone else spoke the words I’d always thought but never dared say. “So I suggest you think very carefully before you pull something like that.”

“And I suggest­—”

In that moment, her coffee cup exploded, spraying sticky brown liquid on her silk blouse. She shrieked, looking from the stain spreading across her bosom to me and back again. Then she whispered in a small, terrified voice, “You did that.”

I snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous, Lorraine. What do you think I am? A witch?”
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Chapter 2
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​When I got home, there was an envelope taped to my door. I thought it might be one of my neighbors complaining about the noise from my exploding coffee pot. I plucked it off the door and carried it inside. 

Part of me wanted to throw it straight in the trash, but I knew that was stupid. What if it was important?

I poured myself a glass of wine—though it wasn’t even two in the afternoon—and ripped open the envelope. It was not a note from my neighbor. It was from my landlord. A 7-day notice to get the heck out of Dodge by the end of the week. Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred bucks.

Which was totally illegal. In Portland, landlords were required to give ninety days’ notice. This was unacceptable.

But further down the page in red letters was the notation: THIRD NOTICE.

How was that possible? I’d never gotten—

I slugged back some wine then hurried down the hall into the miniscule second bedroom that served as my home office. There, under a stack of unopened bills—I paid them online, so I never bothered to open them and kept forgetting to switch to e-bills—were two other unopened envelopes from my landlord. The first was a 90-day notice with an apologetic letter about how he was remodeling the building and asking me to confirm the date I’d be moving out. The second was a 60-day reminding me of my limited time and a more insisted request for a move-out date.

I walked back to the kitchen, shoulders sagging. How had I missed this? Yes, I’d been busy. Yes, I hated opening bills, but I was good about opening everything else. 

My stomach churned. What was I going to do? Nobody would rent to a woman without a job unless she had a significant amount of cash in the bank. Which I did not. Rents in Portland were so steep that between rent, my student loan, and car repairs on my ancient Wagoneer, I was barely making it paycheck to paycheck most months. And I wouldn’t even have a paycheck now.

My only real option was asking my mother if I could stay with her for a while until I got a new job. Just the thought had me taking another long swallow of wine. 

The last thing I wanted to do was live with my mother again. She and I weren’t close and for good reason. I think she tried, but she never could get the hang of motherhood. More than once my father had to rescue me from whatever store she’d forgotten me at. When he died, I’d fallen apart. Meanwhile, she was taking cruises with inappropriate men and gambling away his life savings. 

Still, I didn’t have much of a choice unless I wanted to live under the Burnside Bridge. I was really hoping it didn’t come to that.

The call went straight to voicemail. Not unusual. My mother’s voice told me to leave my name and number. “It’s Juniper,” I said. “Call me when you get a chance.”

I stared at my phone. She hadn’t rung, texted, or even emailed me for my birthday. Not that that was unusual. The only reason she remembered my birthday when I was a kid was because I started reminding her at least two months before by talking about what cake I wanted and plastering birthday wish lists on the fridge. More often than not, my “cake” was a Hostess Cupcake Dad picked up at the gas station because Mom forgot the cake anyway. Nor did I ever get anything that was on my list. I usually got something practical like socks or a coat. And not because of my mother. That was my father’s doing. He believed in practical gifts. My mother simply didn’t remember.

That was why I generally hated my birthday. It was always a disappointment. Granted, it had gotten better as an adult, but only because I had learned to treat myself. If I wanted a new book or a gold bracelet, I bought it myself. If I wanted a chocolate cake, I made it or ordered it. If I wanted to go out to a nice meal, I took myself.

Speaking of which, I was supposed to meet my friend, Tina, at French 75, one of my favorite Portland cocktail bars. They also served little nibbles and tapas plates to go along with their creative cocktails. I was so looking forward to it, even though it would put a substantial dent in my savings. 
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