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It’s a holly jolly Hell-iday in Harrow Bay.

IT’S NEARLY CHRISTMAS in Harrow Bay, and Drake is ready for his first holiday with Jody. She’s happy to share the experience with him too, but she could do without the distraction of a possible scam artist in town, posing as a medium, and a vengeful ghost who targets Patty and her mother by extension.

Willa loves the holidays, but this year is dampened by Liesel’s petty machinations to interfere between her and Patty. The arrival of Patty’s old boyfriend at Liesel’s behest raises doubts and causes suspicions as she questions if they have what it takes to make their relationship last.

Isabel continues to search for the right path in her magical pursuits. She’s determined to protect Willa from heartbreak, even if her methods drive her daughter farther away.

Christmas will either bring them all together, or all hell will break loose. Probably both.
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JODY 

“It’s already starting to look festive in here,” said Drake as he stepped in the house when Jody opened the door for him. He brought a blustery blast of cold air with him, and there were a few snowflakes falling. 

Jody reached up and brushed them off his shoulders when she closed the door. “You can thank my mom for that.” She frowned at him. “Is it safe to ride a motorcycle in winter?”

He gave her a cocky grin. “It’s safe enough for me. I know what I’m doing.”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head, but she didn’t argue with him about that. Instead, she accepted his coat, pleased to see he’d brought a heavier lined coat than his usual denim or leather. She hung it up on the coat rack and led him toward the kitchen. “Mom’s been busy all day getting ready for dinner. She’s having Patty over, and she decided we needed some decorations first.”

He paused by a corpulent statue of Santa, posed jauntily on the fireplace. He frowned dubiously. “Is that Santa or Buddha?”

Jody grinned. “You might not want to say that too loudly. Mom made that herself with a little help from Patty wielding the kiln and adding the clay.”

He nodded. “No disparagement, but I can’t see that Santa being able to get out of the sleigh, let alone down any of the chimneys.”

She put her arm through his and pulled him into the kitchen, deliberately putting him on her mother’s bolstered vanity seat with its elegant accent of pearls beside Patty, who sat in one of the delicate kitchen chairs. He seemed to be aware of the subtle punishment because he sent her a look of admonishment, but he didn’t complain. Perhaps he realized chairs were at a premium around there, and if Patty was going to continue to visit as often as she had been, they were likely to need to upgrade to a bigger dining set soon.

Jody went to the stove, reaching for the pan of lasagna.

“Sit down,” said Willa with a slight shooing motion. “You’ve worked all day, and I had the day off. I can serve.”

“If you’re sure.” Jody returned to the table, noting Isabel must’ve set it when she was answering the door to let in Drake. She sat down in the chair beside him, feeling a pang of guilt as her mother bustled over to the table, but Willa had insisted. She returned to fetch a big bowl of salad as well, and soon enough, the five of them were seated and eating.

“Your decorations look great,” said Drake to her mom a few bites in.

Willa smiled at him. “It’s just a start. I usually prefer to get underway the day after Thanksgiving, but this is my first year having a part-time job, so some of it had to wait.”

Isabel snorted. “It’s only December Third. You still have plenty of time to make it look like Rudolph threw up in the living room.”

Jody gave her grandmother an oppressive look. “You know how much Mom loves Christmas, and as far as I know, you have nothing particular against it either, Gram.”

Gram harrumphed, but she didn’t really argue. After a moment, she sniffed. “I just suppose I don’t see the need to go so overboard. It’s just the three of us, and there aren’t any children.”

“Kids aren’t the only ones who enjoy the holidays,” said Drake. “As you can imagine, I never really celebrated it growing up.”

“I can imagine.” Isabel looked chastened. “And I certainly don’t want to ruin anyone’s fun. I’m mostly just giving Willa a hard time.”

“Yes, that’s what she does,” said Willa in an entirely too sweet voice.

Drake looked at Patty then, clearly wanting to avoid getting in the middle of anything between Isabel and Willa. “How have you been?”

It was likely meant to be a polite question, but Patty must’ve taken it as an excuse to empty the floodgates. “Liesel’s been just awful.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s up with that girl. She seems determined to make me miserable and make Willa feel unwelcome in my life.”

Jody saw her mom hide a grimace, so she reached over and patted her lightly on the hand. She also sent her an encouraging look.

“Liesel has been beastly, but I’m not going to let her chase me away.” Willa spoke with confidence, her shoulders straight and not a quiver of doubt in her voice.

Isabel seemed vaguely surprised. “You mean you’re going to seek out confrontation?”

“Not seek it out, but I’m not going to run away from it either.” Willa smiled at Patty, and they shared a lingering, intimate look. “Some things are worth fighting for, Mother.”

“I know that, but it’s a lesson you finally learned late in life.” Isabel stopped to refill her wine glass, and Drake jumped in. Jody sent him a look of sympathy, wondering if he saw himself as the mediator, or he was just anxious in general to keep things pleasant.

Not that she expected anything to become unpleasant.

“Do you have more daughters? I seem to remember that you do.”

Patty nodded. “Two more. Suzanne and Miranda have handled it a lot better than Liesel.”

“At least neither one of them thinks I’m a gold-digging floozy who’s brainwashing you through magic or cunning,” said Willa with a sour glance into space.

Patty leaned across the table earnestly. “You know I don’t believe any of those things, so don’t let Liesel’s temper come between us.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Willa lifted the bowl of salad, thrusting it toward Jody in a haphazard fashion. “You don’t have any.”

Jody took it automatically, adding some to her plate. She didn’t think she was imagining the slight undercurrents between her mother and Patty. Obviously, Liesel’s objections were getting to them more than either wanted to acknowledge, at least with an audience.

“What do you have left to decorate?” Drake seemed slightly desperate now. He was obviously picking up on the tension too and wanted to defuse it any way possible, even if that meant excruciatingly detailed discussions about Christmas decorations.

If that had been his wish, he got it fulfilled in spades as Willa spent the next twenty minutes laying out for him in minute detail exactly what she had left to finish before she considered the house decorated for Christmas. Jody hid a grin behind her glass of wine when Drake found himself recruited for the unenviable task of hanging the Christmas lights outside. 

“Don’t worry, dear,” said Willa with a reassuring smile, “I’ll be there to oversee you.”

Jody almost snickered then, but she quickly smothered the urge with a sip from her glass. She wondered if Drake had any idea what was in store for him, and she was more grateful than she could recall before that they were together now, because it usually fell on her to be the one subjected to her mother’s supervision. She sent him a warm smile of gratitude, further amused when he seemed torn between confusion and dread.

“You should just tell Liesel to mind her own business.”

The table got quiet for a moment before every eye turned to Isabel. She appeared oblivious to any possible stir she might’ve caused with her spontaneous utterance as she dug into her apple cranberry pie. “You’re an adult. She just needs to butt out.”

“Yes, she does,” said Patty with a sigh. “She lives with me though, and I sometimes feel like I’m the only purpose she has. It has to be handled delicately.”

Isabel snorted. “I don’t know Liesel very well, but she seems like the type who’s only going to respond to firm resolve in the face of her opposition.”

“Mother, this is family dynamics, not the ‘Art of War.’”

Isabel shook her head at Willa. “You should be insisting on the girl minding her own business before it becomes war.”

“I’m sure Willa understands it’s a delicate situation. It doesn’t help matters that Liesel has this blind belief her father and I were blissfully happy.” Patty sighed again. Her shoulders tensed, and it was obvious her thoughts had wandered somewhere darker. “She never saw all of Frank, and certainly not the side he wanted to hide from his girls.”

Jody frowned, seeing an echo of fear remaining in Patty’s expression. It was tainting her voice as well. Maybe someone without Jody’s training wouldn’t have seen the markers, but it was clear that Patty couldn’t even talk about her dead husband without remnants of dread bothering her. She could only imagine how much worse it might’ve been when the man was alive.

Fortunately, after that Isabel was diverted from further giving her opinion by Drake, who entertained them all with a story of a demon he’d apprehended earlier in the day. He was grinning by the time he finished the story. “Since he’d taken refuge in a fast-food worker, and he was trying to blend in, he was industriously flipping burgers. I swear he was almost relieved to see me when I released him so he could get away from fast food.”

She wasn’t certain how much of the account was genuine, but it was certainly entertaining, and she gave him a bright smile of appreciation for redirecting her grandmother and lessening the tension around the table. After dinner, they took coffee into the living room and spoke for a while longer before Patty started to yawn. She looked at the clock with an apologetic shrug. “I hate to bother you, Willa, but would you mind driving me home?”

“What’s wrong with your car?” asked Isabel.

“Mother, you don’t have to be rude.” Willa glared at Isabel.

Isabel frowned. “I wasn’t trying to be. I was just asking if there was something wrong with her car.”

“Oh.” Willa flushed slightly. “I thought it was some commentary on me driving her around. You do like to express your opinions about every little thing.”

Isabel rolled her eyes, but surprisingly, she didn’t retort.

Patty cleared her throat. “Willa gave me a ride from the shop. I didn’t want to try to find space in your driveway, so she offered to drive me here and back to the shop later to get my car.”

Isabel nodded before looking at Willa. “See? That wasn’t difficult at all. All she had to do was answer.”

Willa let out a huff of exasperation as she got to her feet and nodded to Patty. “I’m ready.” Patty wished them all good night, and they were soon disappearing through the door.

Once it was just the three of them, Jody frowned at Isabel. “You seem like you’re being extra harsh with Patty. Do you not like her?” It was a fraught situation, and Jody couldn’t help wondering if her grandmother was struggling with the idea of Willa dating another woman.

Isabel frowned. “It’s not that I dislike her. I’m just afraid she’s not going to make Willa happy. If she breaks Willa’s heart, I’m going to be angry with her. I guess that reminds me that I should study this book of curses I found online. You never know when you might need one.” With a cackle, Isabel got her feet, pausing long enough to ruffle Drake’s hair. “You’ll have a good Christmas this year, young man.” With those words, she turned and walked up the stairs.

Drake was clearly alarmed. “You don’t think she’s actually going to memorize curses, do you?”

Jody shrugged. “Possibly. Whether she can actually complete one, assuming they’re legitimate anyway, is an entirely different thing.” She tilted her head slightly. “Why? Are you worried she’s going to curse you if you break my heart?”

He didn’t even blink. “Of course, I am. Isabel’s a scary old woman.”

“Don’t call her old within her hearing, or she really will curse you.” She snuggled closer as Drake opened his arms to her. Jody laid her head on his chest. “What do you usually do for Christmas now that you’re living topside?”

“Sometimes, I put up a little tree. I usually order a holiday meal from Avis’s Diner the day before, since she closes on Christmas Day, and I often don’t have to work.”

She scooted slightly so she could look up at him. “I hope you meant it about liking Christmas, because my mother’s going to go all out for you. I hope that’s what you really want.”

He grinned. “It sure is, among other things.”

Jody arched a brow. “Oh, like what other things?”

“Maybe a kiss under the mistletoe?” As he asked, he leaned in and stole a kiss. 

She looked up pointedly. “I don’t see any mistletoe. I don’t think Mom’s gotten around to hanging it yet.”

“We should rectify that. Soon.” He leaned forward to steal another kiss.

Jody moved out of the way, though she really had no inclination to block him. In a teasing tone she said, “You’re the one setting the rules. You want to kiss under the mistletoe. No mistletoe, so I guess that means no kiss?”

“Forget the mistletoe.” With a growl, he lifted her more firmly onto his lap, wrapped his arms around her, and cradled her face between his large palms. Jody put her hands on his shoulders, meeting his mouth halfway. They shared a hungry, eager kiss, and Jody would’ve gone farther, but remembering her mom could be back at any moment helped her ease away. “We should take this upstairs.”

He pretended to pout. “I don’t know. Do you have any mistletoe up there?”

“We could probably find some, or maybe you could just use your imagination?”

He let out a throaty chuckle as he stood up, swinging her into his arms. “I can always use my imagination.”

“Put me down. I can walk.” It was an automatic protest, but she couldn’t deny there was something reassuring, protective, and almost comforting about her lover carrying her up the stairs. She certainly wasn’t a woman accustomed to being carried around like that, but she wasn’t about to protest in a serious way either.

He ignored her feeble complaints to put her down, not relinquishing his hold on her until they were in the bedroom. He set her on the bed and returned to the door long enough to lock it before coming back to her. Though there wasn’t mistletoe, they both had plenty of imagination, and they had no difficulty figuring out ways to satisfy each other, even without the accoutrements of Christmas.
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Chapter Two
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WILLA

The evening had gone so well that she wasn’t surprised to find Liesel was waiting in the living room to ruin it when she and Patty entered her girlfriend’s home a short time after leaving Willa’s and stopping by the shop. She stiffened her spine and faced off with the younger woman, though her feet urged her to turn and run away. She couldn’t keep doing that if she wanted this to work with Patty, and she reminded herself of that as she tried to affect a calm exterior when she faced Liesel. “Good evening.” She sounded polite and well-modulated.

Liesel ignored her, aside from a scathing look. Instead, her attention focused on Patty. “Are you all right, Mother?”

Patty looked bewildered. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You’ve been out with her, and there’s no telling what she’s done to you. I wish you had a better sense of self-preservation, Mother.”

Patty rolled her eyes, and Willa snorted slightly. That earned her a filthy look from Liesel, but the other woman still didn’t speak to her. Willa decided that was an acceptable state unless Liesel escalated things.

“Isn’t it about time for you to be getting to your apartment above the garage?” asked Patty in a soft but firm tone. “You said you’d help with inventory early in the morning.”

“And I will. I just wanted to make sure you’re home safely and supervised.”

Willa couldn’t help glaring at Liesel. “For heaven’s sake, girl, I haven’t done anything to your mother, and I’m not going to. I have only good intentions toward Patty.”

“You intend to steal her life insurance money.” Liesel put her hands on her hips. “I know exactly what you are—”

“Enough.” Patty snapped the word firmly as she lifted her hand. She walked toward her daughter, extending her palm. “I’d like my house key back.”

Liesel blinked. “I... What?”

“Give me my house key. Please.”

Slowly, Liesel withdrew her keys from her pocket. “You’re picking her over me? You’re kicking me out?”

“Of course not.” Patty shook her head. “I’m simply denying you access to my home. The apartment above the garage is yours as ever, but you’ve become too free about moving around in my house and expressing your opinions concerning my life.” Her voice softened slightly. “Sweetheart, I don’t want to be at odds with you, but I don’t understand why this is so hard for you.”

“Of course, you do. You were happy with Dad. I remember just how happy you were. You shouldn’t need anyone else, but especially not someone like her, who only wants your money.”

“You seem to be far more worried about her money than I am,” said Willa, cringing as she tossed out the allegation. After all, it would do nothing to maintain the peace.

“Don’t be silly,” said Patty impatiently. “Liesel isn’t worried about my money or her inheritance. She’s just concerned about me.”

Willa snorted softly, but she didn’t argue. Patty tended to wear blinders about her daughter, at least when it came to that subject. To Willa, it seemed like Liesel was far more concerned about Willa inheriting money from Patty than she was about any other aspect of the relationship. It occurred to her to offer some sort of statement that she would never claim any of it, but Liesel was being too big of a brat to make the gesture.

She slapped her key into Patty’s palm and glared at both of them. “Look what she’s done to you, Mother. She’s already warped your mind.”

Willa let out a harsh sigh. “How have I done that, dear?”

“Magical manipulation.”

Willa tuned her out and turned away, having heard it all before. She didn’t look back until she heard the door slam less than a minute later. She was surprised Liesel was gone already, and she spared a look at Patty, arching her brow in a questioning manner.

“I used a serious mom tone on her and sent her to her room. In this case, it’s above the garage, but it still works.” Patty offered a wry smile. “I appreciate your patience while she works through her resistance.”

It hovered on the tip of Willa’s tongue to say something derogatory, or perhaps pessimistic, but she held back. Instead, she walked forward and put an arm around Patty’s waist, hugging her from the side. “Of course, I’ll be patient. You’re important to me, Patty, and surely it’s just a matter of time until I win over Liesel.”

Patty seemed doubtful, but she didn’t voice those doubts, so Willa didn’t bring them up either. Instead, she just smiled and said, “It’s nice to have you to myself for a while. Why don’t we watch some TV and cuddle before you head home? I have to have an early night because of inventory, but I still want to spend some time with just you.”

Willa smiled and nodded her agreement, moving to the couch as Patty crossed the room to lock the door behind Liesel. She paused long enough to dim the lights before returning to the couch, and they curled up together to watch a mindless sitcom followed by another. It was lovely to sit like this, just the two of them, with tranquility. 

Liesel had made working together hell the last few days, and she in general had made Willa’s life unpleasant for the last two weeks since discovering her relationship with Patty. It was wearing on Willa, though she didn’t want to admit that. She hoped Liesel would soon adjust and accept Patty had a right to make her own decisions and realize there was nothing Willa was doing to influence them.

More than an hour later, she left through the front door, walking to her car. As she did so, she was surprised to see Liesel walking down the stairs from her garage apartment. She wished she had left a few minutes earlier, or she had delayed her departure until Liesel was back inside, because a confrontation was imminent. It seemed likely no amount of timing could have prevented the brewing argument, because Liesel had likely been watching for her.

Somehow, she found the strength to stiffen her spine as she walked closer to her car. Liesel came over to stand nearby, arms crossed over her chest as she glared at Willa. She didn’t speak, which was a refreshing change, and Willa hoped maybe she was going to settle for silent, passive-aggressive disapproval.

That hope was abandoned as Willa unlocked her car and reached the driver’s door. She lifted the handle but froze when Liesel laughed. It was the cold, calculating tone of it that caused her to pause. She turned to face the other woman, not speaking, but she arched a brow.

“I found a way to deal with you. Mom’s going to forget all about you and remember how happy she was before. Whatever spell you’re using on her will be broken in no time.”

“Good luck with that.” Willa was just too tired to bother to quarrel. Without another word, and denying Liesel the satisfaction of yet another skirmish, which clearly disappointed the younger woman, she opened her car door and slid inside. Once behind the wheel, she engaged the locks, turned on the engine, and backed away. 

As she turned in the driveway when there was room, she looked in her rearview mirror and saw Liesel still standing there. Her self-satisfied smirk haunted Willa all the way home, leaving her wondering just exactly what solution Liesel had enacted. Whatever it was, Patty’s daughter clearly had faith in it, and if it was anything effective, it probably didn’t bode well for Willa.
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Chapter Three
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JODY 

Jody was with the deputies and Tara at the front of the station, talking idling since there was nothing else going on. All the paperwork was done, and she had been through her magic books so many times she could practically picture each page in her mind and instantly knew where the spells were and how to perform them. Only the most complicated ones eluded her, and that was more because she hadn’t had a chance to practice them due to the scarcity of rare ingredients, or perhaps the intention of the spell itself, or the expected outcomes, which could be undesirable.

She was the first to notice the couple entering the police station, and she pegged them for out-of-towners. They both wore expensive clothing, but in the style of a tourist. The young woman was immaculately groomed with exceedingly long nails that tapered to sharp points. She reminded Jody of a cat, at least until she opened her mouth. Then she sounded more like a banshee with her screechy, high-pitched voice.

“We have to lodge a complaint. Who’s the sheriff?”

Jody stood up, pushing back the rolling chair reluctantly as she moved away from her position between Michael and Aoife’s desks. She walked toward them and said, “I am.”

“I insist you arrest her,” said the woman.

Jody frowned. “Who am I supposed to arrest?”

“That charlatan at the candle shop,” said the man. He had an accent that was difficult to place, but it sounded posh and sophisticated. They certainly didn’t fit in with most of the people in Harrow Bay.

Jody automatically accepted the report form Tara handed to her as she looked at them. “Names please.”

“Tim Anders and Samantha Pall,” said Mr. Anders.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
FHARROW BAY
€ 2PARANORMAL WOMEN'S FICTION

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

AURELIA SKYE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





