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Chapter 1
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Atkinsville, South Carolina’s finest deputy, Jack Kelly, entered my family pub, Pour Decisions, at the exact moment fate wanted to amuse itself...right as I was in earshot of my nemeses. 

They were the three mean girls who, a decade later, had honed their skills and could scare clergy and teachers alike. They stopped talking to check him out—who could blame them? He did that dull brown uniform a favor. His blond hair had darkened with age, but the man spent enough time outdoors that white-blond streaks gave him a sexy surfer vibe, until you got to the uniform. He wore Kevlar today, which meant he was already anxious and would be extra skittish around my family. His uniform shirt stretched tight against his chest. Not so tight that the buttons threatened to pop...like Angela’s blouse. 

Angela, the leader of the mean girls, played with the straw in her iced tea like this was a very different kind of pub, and not two in the afternoon.

And why weren’t Angela, Tessa, and Hailey picking up their kids from school?

Something was off. I could feel it in my bones, my marrow vibrating a warning. John Paul’s side eye told me our busser was feeling it, too. He was a Gullah native, and sensitive to disturbances in the pub, including ghosts.

Jack caught my gaze. “Wanda?” He tipped his chin, the silent indication we needed to talk.

Angela grunted inelegantly and straightened, finally releasing the straw she’d been torturing. Tessa stood and headed to the bathroom carrying her purse that looked more like an overnight bag. Angela and Hailey remained at the table. Weird. I’d always thought cliques traveled in packs.

I returned Jack’s chin nod with a quick look to the kitchen, signaling we could talk in there. Although we’d end up outside next to the dumpster. 

I passed my mom tending bar. I favored her in looks, but not height. She was taller than my barely five-five, but we both were redheads with freckles. My hair was long and hers was a halo of curls crowning her head. We dressed alike, too, both preferring cutoffs and the Pour Decisions Start Here T-shirt. Our pub was casual, across from the marina, and catered to fishermen. Tips were good without the need for gimmicky costumes.

My grandma looked up from the grill when I entered the kitchen. She was my height with creamy skin and salt and pepper hair she wore in a braid most days. She preferred leggings to cutoffs, but she donned the Pour T-shirt most days, too. I motioned with my thumb that I wasn’t alone. Grabbing the mostly full garbage can, I headed to the alley outside. We didn’t encourage visitors to linger in the kitchen.

Jack was gaining on me. I heard his very polite, “Afternoon, Ms. Lydia. Good day, Ms. Nell.”

Grams replied with a flirty, “It is now.”

I knew she winked because Jack let out a strangled noise. 

Grams lived for moments like that. She thrived on discomfort. She leaned into the town folklore that we were witches, and for twenty dollars she’d read your tarot cards. Mom read palms and had a sliding scale based on whether she thought someone needed a reading. Mom was dead on, but honestly, she got most of her insight from DeeDee, her best friend and the only good hair stylist in town.

I didn’t have any of those skills that I could call on—just an occasional dream that might (or might not) come true or an inconvenient ghost sighting.

The alley was empty, as usual. It had a good view of the marina parking lot and not much else. The marina was more of a fishing dock with cranes to unload cargo. But there were some slips for pleasure boats. The sounds of men cleaning the boats drifted my way. The seagulls squawked, begging for scraps. 

I tied off the bag, then hoisted the garbage can over my shoulder and let it fall into the dumpster. I’d learned early on to hoist the can because there was always some kind of liquid at the bottom. The garbage made an interesting splat noise and caused a plume of decay to circulate around us.

“I could’ve helped,” Jack grumbled.

I dropped the garbage can beside me. “And mess up your pretty uniform? I’d probably get fined for defacing public property.”

Jack’s eye twitched, probably from holding back the eye roll. We didn’t dislike each other. I considered us wary adversaries.

He was the town prince.

I was the town witch.

He was rich.

I was not.

And he never wanted to talk to me about the weather, so... 

“What’s up?”

He crossed his arms, and the buttons of his shirt begged to be released.

I tilted my head up to maintain eye contact. He seemed to turtle, his shoulders almost touching his ears.

“I got another complaint about your grandmother.” He stared at me like I had telepathy. I didn’t.

“Well, go talk to her.” It was wrong to goad, but I couldn’t help it. Nobody wanted to get on Grams’ bad side.

Another eye twitch.

I laughed. “Fine but give me a clue. Who complained about what?”

His shoulders descended and his neck reappeared. “The mayor’s wife had a tarot reading last week and is now threatening to divorce him because Nell said he’s having an affair.”

“Well, he is.”

“I know that.” He rolled his eyes and stepped back. The eye roll seemed to release some frustration because he seemed to breathe easier. He shook his head and grinned. “Wanda, could you maybe encourage Ms. Nell to...”

“Lie?” I crossed my arms and waited for him to retreat.

“No!” He put up his hands, stopping that thought immediately. “Could she maybe soften the truth a touch? Be vaguer?”

I huffed out a laugh. “Be vaguer?” I picked up the garbage can and headed back into the kitchen with Jack chasing behind me.

“Tell her when I’m gone,” he whispered.

Oh, heck no.

“Grams, Jack wants you to be vaguer when you’re talking to the mayor’s wife.”

Jack stilled.

I put the garbage can down, added a new bag, and watched as Jack shifted his weight as if ready to dodge a curse.

Grams cackled—leaning into the witch rumor. She pointed at Jack with her spatula. “I told her I saw troubles ahead in her love life.”

I washed my hands.

Jack flinched. “Oh.”

“You tell the mayor that his guilty conscience did him in. Tell him that if he interferes with me again, he’ll have more to worry about than alimony.” Grams turned back to the grill, flipped some onions, and added cheese to the burgers.

“Have a great day, Jack.” I smiled brightly.

“Thanks.”

I followed him out of the kitchen. “And Jack?”

He turned to face me, a smile tugged at his lips.

“Kevlar doesn’t stop curses.” I batted my eyelashes.

He turtled, his neck swallowed by his shoulders, and hustled out the door.

Rats! The mean girls were gone before I got a chance to figure out what they were up to.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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“To Wanda.” Capt. Dave raised his glass. “And the start of a new exciting chapter.” He smiled brightly, then even brighter when he caught Mom’s eye. He’d tamed his beard and mustache tonight and even put on a clean shirt, too. 

“Thank you.” I hugged him, loving the salty scent that always surrounded him.

We’d closed the pub early to celebrate my thirtieth birthday. Small town life had its perks. Our group of nine sat around a bigger table near the back. 

Pour Decisions Pub, originally a firehouse, was built by our ancestors, and in the 1920s renovated into a grand home—that was actually a speakeasy. The old brick building had survived everything, from hurricanes to pandemics. The walls were exposed brick, and the decor included things we’d found from the building’s days as a firehouse then a speakeasy. The tables and chairs were all mismatched, but it suited us.

We didn’t typically make a big deal about birthdays, but this year was different. I was close to finishing my Master’s in psychology, and I’d moved out. My new place was above the bar. With the exception of my four years in college, I’d spent my entire life living with Mom and Grams. I was thirty, and it was time for some privacy. And from the looks Capt. Dave kept throwing at Mom, I wasn’t the only one ready for privacy...

Our party consisted of Grams, Mom, Mom’s bestie DeeDee, John Paul and his wife Jacinta who was our evening cook, Capt. Dave, the other Dave, and Spook, who were more like my uncles, and me. 

Jacinta raised an eyebrow. “New chapter? You only moved upstairs.”

“Must you always be so salty? Don’t I get a little sugar on my birthday?” I knew the answer was no. She’d been our cook since I was six and she was fiercely loyal, but always salty. Still, she and John Paul had kindly cleaned the apartment for my birthday gift, so it was move-in ready.

She cracked a small smile. “Happy birthday.”

“Thank you.” I opened my arms to hug her.

She leaned away, shaking her head. “Awyeetnaw. None of that nonsense.” I heeded her “all right now” warning. 

She nodded to John Paul, signaling it was time to go. She pushed back from the table and stood. Gathering dishes, she headed to the kitchen.

“Don’t worry about the dishes,” Mom said.

“We’ll just put them in the sink.” Jacinta patted Mom’s shoulder then scooped up her cake plate.

John Paul gave me a big smile and followed Jacinta with his hands full. 

Spook, whose age could be anywhere between fifty and five hundred, gave me a toothy grin. “Purge wanted to be here, too, but he had a thing tonight. He asked me to give you this.” Spook handed me an envelope.

I opened it. Inside was a paper that read, “tag, you’re it,” and an expired Crabby Jones Restaurant coupon. The coupon had been gifted and regifted for at least five years, to a place that had closed three years ago.

“Nice.” I laughed while I considered whose Christmas stocking it would go in this year. Maybe as part of a decoupage project?

Spook and the Daves, who’d helped me move my bed upstairs earlier, all stood and lined up. I felt a little like Snow White with the dwarves, although they were taller. I hugged, kissed, and thanked them for making my birthday wonderful. They were fishermen: crude and loud, and the best men with the best hearts.

Grams kissed my cheek. “Sweet dreams.” 

“Good night. Thank you again for everything. It was a perfect birthday.”

She smiled grandly. “You are most welcome.” She waved before barking an order to Spook. “Take me home. I do not wish to walk.”

Home was two blocks away. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Spook said warmly.

An image of Spook and Grams canoodling flitted through my brain making me cringe. They were probably close in age. It was hard to tell because Grams barely aged and fishermen aged exponentially. 

I locked up after everyone and ran upstairs, excited to spend my first night alone. I settled into my covers for sweet dreams that did not come.

* * *
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PIG FARMS SMELL BAD, reeking of decay and pig that’s acrid and pungent and repulsive. It’s a distinct odor, and in my dream, the smell surrounds me. Worsened by the humidity, the scent permeates my clothes, my sinuses, my skin. I’m walking barefoot through a pine forest at night. The needles poke my toes, and the damp ground oozes between them. The skinny pine trunks don’t provide any concealment as I investigate the strange murmurings ahead. Three figures stand around a huge cauldron, dressed in black robes, reminding me of the Fates. I creep closer and see them—Angela, Hailey, and Tessa. Angela cackles as she drops body parts into the cauldron with delight. Hailey recites an incantation I can’t understand. Tessa stirs, beating back the body parts that try to climb out.

“That’s unpleasant.” An older man stands next to me, dressed in a collarless button-down shirt and dress pants. A shock of grey hair covers his head like downy feathers. His large nose erupts from his face. He’s wearing boots and I’m standing barefoot in pine needles and muck. 

I should be startled, but instead I’m indignant. “Who are you?” 

The women turn toward me as my voice echoes through the stillness of the night. 

I drop to the ground, but the man remains standing, unafraid of the Fates.

“Go home.” He lifts his big boot, pushes it against my shoulder, and knocks me over.

* * * 
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STARTLED, I SAT UPRIGHT in bed and promptly fell to the floor. My hands pulled at the sheet and slowed my descent, but my butt smacked the hardwood floor, followed by my head. 

Son of a biscuit.

A hot shower would fix everything. The bathroom smelled strongly of bleach but was adorable with gleaming subway tile and a clawfoot tub. I turned on the tub’s hot water. Nothing happened. No noise, no water, nothing. The cold side blasted into the tub without a problem. I fumbled with the handles at the sink, then in the kitchen. No hot water anywhere. I brushed my teeth and headed downstairs. I’d grab a shower at the house later.

I glanced out the front windows which faced the marina and saw Capt. Dave setting out in his boat. Purge had returned. 

Other than my bed, and a few extra tables and chairs stored for the pub, I didn’t have any furniture. But I had plans. The space was large, with a small kitchen, bathroom, and the old storeroom office. For now, I’d situated the bed in the middle of the living room. I needed to clean out the storeroom and hopefully find treasures and bookshelves. After that, I ‘d hit garage sales at the Country Club and the Charleston Goodwill. The storeroom was a good size for an office or a small bedroom. Most importantly, it was all mine. 

I headed down the stairs. The two U-shaped flights of solid oak planks ran from the second floor to the basement and hadn’t been refinished in over a hundred years. 

Grams banged a pan against the kitchen counter, the sound familiar and comforting. She liked to bake bread in the morning, and our patrons appreciated her efforts. Not that we’d get any Yelp reviews. People were skittish about saying anything negative about us in print, but just as slow to admit they liked anything about us. Small towns were weird.

On the bottom step, I inhaled the scent of fresh baked bread and brewed coffee. “I’m in heaven.”

Grams cocked an eyebrow at me. “You look like hell. What’s wrong?”

“There’s no hot water upstairs.”

She narrowed her eyes, scanning me closely like she could read my mind. Improbable, right? She wiped her hands and pulled her apron over her head. “That’s weird. I wonder why John Paul didn’t say anything when they were cleaning. Let’s check it out.”

We headed to the basement, which held our freezer, more alcohol, the furnace, and the hot water heater. It wasn’t super creepy, with good lighting, but it had low ceilings, a dirt floor, cinderblock walls, and felt damp. 

I’d never taken real notice of the portraits hanging on the wall going down to the basement. They were of stern-looking men, previous Atkinses, and we’d kept them around mostly because the frames were beautiful and it felt wrong to donate your ancestors to Goodwill. Still, they didn’t fit the casual décor of Pour, so we’d hung them in here. The first two portraits were of Edmund and Douglas Atkins, who’d built, or paid to have built, this building in the 1800s. 

The third was familiar. He was the guy from my dream.

I stopped on the step, leaning close to inspect the craggy chin and large nose. It was definitely the guy who booted me out of my dream. Being practical, I decided that I’d seen this painting hundreds of times and just put his face on the man in my dream. It wasn’t like an ancestor would be dream walking with me. Could ghosts dream walk? While Grams and Mom embraced their supernatural abilities, I was still skeptical about mine. 

I continued down the stairs, skipping the third from the bottom—it gave me the chills.

“It’s over here. Use your phone light and let’s follow the pipes,” Grams said.

I scurried over to join her, and the two of us followed the copper pipe to the wall, where it turned ninety degrees and ran up the wall and out of sight. 

Grams pointed at pipes that were open and exposed. “Rats. I forgot about that.” She faced me. “When we took over the pub, we redid the kitchen and had Jerome Higgins put in brand new copper pipes. Because he couldn’t guarantee the old pipes wouldn’t leak, he refused to hook up the hot water heater to upstairs.”

I’d gone to school with his kids. They were the only plumbers around and scared of Grams. “Guess I’ll have to YouTube it.”

“You should find someone in Charleston.” Grams headed up the stairs.

“You don’t trust my DIY skills?” I followed her.

“I trust your skills. But they’re two-hundred-year-old pipes and probably lead. Maybe it’s time we consider replacing them.”

“You have a point. I wanted to add a shower anyway.” I’d reached the picture of my dream dweller. “Hey, who is this again?”

“That’s your great-great grandfather. Or is it great-great-great grandfather? Hubris Atkins. Well, Hubert, but Hubris fits better. His wife Constance is the one who cursed us.”

“You know, I’ve never understood why the curse only affects the female Atkinses. That just doesn’t seem fair.”

“Life being fair? Where’s the fun in that?” Grams pushed open the squeaky basement door, but I heard a chuckle behind me. It echoed off the basement walls and pinged against my eardrums.

“How many ghosts reside here?” I peeked over my shoulder to see if Hubris or Constance were following us.

“I’ve counted six so far.” 

The thing about my family—we’ve learned to expect the unexpected. No rush of chills went up my arms, instead I was honest. “Hubris was in my dream last night.”

Grams faced me, interest piqued. “A dream or a vision?”

“I don’t know. Vision, maybe.”

She pursed her lips. “I wondered if sleeping in this building would make you more...aware. Do you want to tell me about the vision?”

“Not yet.” I was pretty sure the mean girls were going to kill someone, but until I knew who, it wasn’t going to be much help. And the dream could be my subconscious using their faces because when I saw them in the bar, I thought they were acting suspicious. The dream could just be a dream. 

Also, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be more “aware” of anything. My previous visions had been troublesome. Try persuading someone who already thinks you’re weird to walk home from school because you dreamt about their car accident. Or tell an old man not to clean his gutters or use a ladder. People didn’t take my visions seriously and often blamed me for the accident when they ignored my warnings.

Grams reached for my hand and held it. “Don’t wait too long.”

That did send chills down my arms. I drew away from her grasp. “Okay...who are the other ghosts? I know about the two firemen, but who else?”

Grams rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to introduce you. If they want to meet you, they will.”

“But nobody super creepy, right?”

She hissed air between her lips. “Creepier than us? Doubtful. We don’t just make the live residents of Atkinsville nervous.” She waggled her eyebrows and cackled at me.
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Chapter 3
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Needing a shower and Wi-Fi for my online class, I jogged to my old house looking super awesome in last night’s clothes and my hair pushed through a Crabby Jones baseball cap that had been left behind at the pub and declared “I got crabs!” in bright red letters. I doubted the hat owner wanted it back. I also pushed the old Piggly Wiggly cart that everyone used at the marina so I could bring the last of my packed stuff back to the bar with me later.

Of course, Angela, Hailey, and Tessa were speed walking in a pack. They stopped when they saw me and crossed the street. They wore those leggings that had matching sports bras and jackets and came in hundreds of colors and probably cost a fortune. I had to admit they looked cute, but I doubted grease, ketchup, and other pub foods would wash out of those with ease.

Angela looped her arm through Tessa’s guiding her across the street. “Homeless in Atkinsville. It’s shameful.” 

“At least she’s advertising she’s contagious,” Hailey said.

Nice to see things hadn’t changed since middle school. Rather than coming up with special curses, I ignored them. I’d grown up and besides, I didn’t know any curses other than the regular four-letter kind.

Jack drove past in his official deputy pickup truck, giving me a chin nod of recognition. I never ran into Jack when I was dressed up. Nope. 

But that’s okay, because we were wary adversaries.

And I rarely dressed up.

The house sat back about twenty feet from the curb. It was a simple ranch—three bedrooms, one bath, with a porch, and surrounded by blackthorn trees. Grams had it painted haint blue to keep the spirits away. The color was peaceful and made me feel friendly and comfortable. I pushed through the front door. I decided to repaint the apartment haint blue.

Mom stuck her head out of the bathroom wearing a smile and towel. Her smile fell when she saw me. “Didn’t sleep well?”

“Had a weird dream.” I checked my phone. “I’ve got twenty minutes before my meeting with my thesis advisor. I’m gonna hit the shower.”

“I’ll bring you a sandwich.”

“Thanks, Mom. That’d be great.” Living at home had its perks. So far, living above the bar had a ghost and crappy visions. A hot shower would help me reprioritize what I really wanted.

* * *
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I FELT LIKE WONDER Woman after the hot shower. My final meeting with my thesis advisor was fabulous, and I was certain I’d be graduating this semester with a Master’s in psychology. I Pinterested bathroom designs, researched bathroom contractors, and scheduled three meetings with potential contractors, two for this afternoon. I also scheduled internet installation for Monday because the marina’s internet was painfully slow. I was on fire. 

Last week, I’d packed the things that brought me joy—books and mementoes I wanted to keep—into two large boxes. My room was small, but had built-in bookcases and drawers, which meant I had no furniture to take. I stuffed the things I needed—leggings, towels, and toiletries—into two black garbage bags. Did I look like a homeless woman pushing the Piggly Wiggly cart filled with all my worldly possessions? Absolutely. I pushed with no shame. 

I dropped the boxes of books by the pub’s back door along with the garbage bags full of my clothes before returning the buggy to the marina. I needed to hurry because the garbage collector was headed our way.

I waved to Purge, who was having a late start taking his boat out. “Thanks for the birthday gift!” That man was working too hard.

He waved back, then was distracted by something, and went below. After jogging back to Pour, I slung the garbage bags over my shoulder, yanked open the back door, and bumped into Jack.

Seeing him three times in one week was unusual.

“Let me help you.” He waited, hands outstretched.

The garbage truck rumbled closer. “Thanks. Can you drag the boxes inside, so they don’t get tossed out?” 

“Sure.” He slid the boxes in, then accepted the heavier garbage bag, probably saving me from falling down the stairs. 

“What brings you here?” I headed to the stairs, which were in the kitchen, sharing the wall with the bar on the other side. 

“Daryl Beaumont is missing. You see him around?” Jack waited for me at the stairs. He turned, both eyebrows arched. “I’ve never been up here.”

“It’s where we host the raves,” I deadpanned. Shuffling up the stairs, I was impressed the boys had managed to get my bed upstairs with minimal gouging to the walls. I needed to bake them some cookies.

“Weak. Now, if you said you had off-track betting, I’d have believed it.” He didn’t sound winded at all.

“Oh...there’s a business model I haven’t considered.” I tried to sound light and airy, but really it came out as a wheeze. I needed to start exercising. I made it to the top step, dropped the bag, and pushed it toward the bathroom to give Jack room. The stairs were right in the middle of the apartment, which probably made sense when it was a firehouse. Constance had put a lovely oak banister around the opening so I wouldn’t fall in, but it also meant I heard everything going on in the kitchen downstairs. A door would be nice. I’d work on that right after hot water.

“It’s big.” Jack placed his bag next to mine. “Y’all moving in?”

I pointed at him. “That’s right. You should be a detective.”

He grunted and placed his hands on his thick leather belt right, above the gun on his right and his flashlight on his left. “Have you seen Daryl?”

“Nope, but Tessa was in here yesterday for lunch, you know when you came to tattle on Grams. And I saw her and her coven speed-walking in my neighborhood this morning.”

His head tilted to the side, reminding me of a puppy who was listening closely. “Which street?”

“They were on 10 but headed up Venning.” I headed back downstairs for the boxes. 

Jack was on my heels. “Do they normally walk in your neighborhood?”

“Sometimes. Typically it’s morning, like they just dropped the kids off at school.” It took me a few weeks to figure out why the coven would walk by our house when they had a perfectly good country club to bother. But then I heard about Angela’s incident on the golf course involving the HOA president and alcohol, and nobody was allowed to walk the cart trails anymore. I preferred to avoid them, and so I kept track of the times they were around. 

I’d made it down the stairs and passed Grams, who was rolling silverware into the paper napkins. 

“We’re gonna need to order more cutlery. They keep disappearing.” Grams winked at Jack. “Think we could get a police investigation about the thefts?”

“Hello, again, Ms. Nell. I’ll put a BOLO out for stolen silverware.”

“That’s kind of you, and you're helping Wanda move in, too.” Her smile reached her eyes, and I could tell she was up to something...Matchmaking?

“Happy to,” he said politely. 

I was just about to say I’d post on my social media FacePix page later that the Sheriff’s Department helped people move but decided I’d wait until he carried the book box upstairs. 

I picked up the box of stuff. It was crazy heavy, and I still had a ton of stuff back in my old bedroom that I needed to toss or give away.

Jack grunted when he picked up my book box. “Have you ever considered an e-reader?” 

“I read on my phone. Those are just my absolute favorites.” I’d already donated two dozen books to the library. Plenty more waited at the house for Mom or Grams.

This time he did huff going up the stairs. 

“I really appreciate your help. Lunch is on me.” I set my box down on one of the tables in my apartment.

He dropped the box and shook out his arms. “I’ll take a rain check. If you see Daryl, could you let me know?” He stared at me a moment too long.

“If I see him in person, you mean,” I clarified.

He raised his eyebrows, stared, lifted his shoulders, then blinked once, as if communicating any form of a Daryl sighting should be reported. I laughed. “You believe we’re witches, don’t you?”

His cheeks tinged pink, and he rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes cast downward. “I think your family has a greater understanding of people and the world than most.” 

And with that, he turned and hustled down the stairs.

So, this is what flabbergasted feels like...
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Chapter 4
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I had a couple of hours before my shift began at Pour. In my apartment, I carefully stacked the books on the sturdiest table and used that box to hold my clothes. I’d raid the basement later for more boxes until I could find a dresser or armoire. I’d rather take my time and find the perfect pieces: cheap and in good condition.

I checked the old storeroom for shelves. It was probably used as Hubris’s office when they lived up here. It was dark, dusty, and the scratching sound suggested it was inhabited. The light switch had no effect, so either there was no light plugged in or the lightbulb had burned out years ago. There were shelves lining two walls, but they looked built in. I knew that heavy drapes covered the windows, and the sunlight that filtered through seemed to give up after a few inches. Using my phone as a flashlight, I peered between a chair and table legs to the walls, hoping to find freestanding shelves. Two glowing eyes peered back.

I dropped my phone, blinded myself scrambling to pick it up, quickly backed out of the room, and slammed the door shut.

I would buy bookshelves before venturing back into that room.

It was probably just a raccoon, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

I unpacked my other box, putting a few things away in the bathroom and kitchen drawers. I now had a “tool drawer” that held a tack hammer, screwdriver, one Allen wrench, duct tape, scissors, and bobby pins. I added string. 

My finger poked something sharp wrapped in plastic in the box. I pulled the plastic open to reveal the culprit and my blood stilled, my heart stopped, and I heard a moan coming from the storage room.

“Not now,” I ordered whatever was moaning.

I pulled out the old pickle jar that now had a crack on one side and a shard missing. Dirt spilled from the hole. 

Expletives ran through my head. I jumped up and washed my hands three times, then went back to stare at the broken jar that once held a spell binding Angela, Tessa, and Hailey from harming others and themselves. I’d made it in high school after a particularly horrifying and embarrassing incident that I didn’t want to remember. The girls had been suspended for a week after said incident, and it was the first time they’d had a consequence for their behavior and the last time they’d bothered me. 

My heart beat thudded slow and loud. My blood moved sluggishly through my veins making the cold seep further into my body. 

When had the jar broken? Was it last week when I packed the box? Had the binding spell prevented them from entering Pour Decisions before? 

What happened to Daryl?

My Grams hollered up the stairs. “What happened?” She stepped loudly, announcing her presence. I didn’t want to tell her, embarrassed at my childish behavior at performing a spell when we weren’t witches. Not really. I’d had to look it up on the internet. But I’d still performed the ritual and kept the jar. 

I couldn’t lie to Grams, she would know. She always knew things, especially the things you wanted to hide.

I waited until she was in the apartment and pointed at the broken jar and the dirt.

“What was in the jar?” Gram’s voice was quiet, calm, but not reassuring.

“I had a binding spell for Angela, Tessa, and Hailey. I made it in high school.”

Grams sighed and nodded. “It’s broken.” She closed her eyes. “Tell me about your vision.”

“Angela, Hailey, and Tessa were dressed like the Fates, putting body parts into a cauldron. And Hubris was there.” I crossed my arms and shivered.

Grams hugged me and warmth leeched into my bones. I told her everything I remembered about the dream.

“Well, clean up that mess, grab a new jar, and rebind them before they kill someone else.” Grandma released me, nodded once, and stomped down the stairs.

I could do that.

I found a mostly empty olive jar behind the bar and dumped the remaining olives into a stainless-steel container and stuffed it in the beer fridge. 

Mom gave me a side-eye but didn’t interrupt.

One of the contractors entered the pub and I hustled him upstairs. He was gone in ten minutes. Tens of thousands of dollars. I wouldn’t be seeing him again. After he left, I Googled binding spells. I used the same dirt, images, and incantation, and screwed the lid shut. I opened the storeroom door and slid the jar on top of a sturdy-looking box. 

“Don’t mess with that, please.” I really hoped the critter or spirit would oblige me. I’d figure out a better location later. Maybe bury it on consecrated ground...

The second contractor visited, and I was very specific about exactly what work I needed done. Nothing more. His quote was about half of the first guy, and still more than my budget could handle. Yikes.

I was downstairs and ready for work with five minutes to spare. 

From behind the bar, I had a good view of the street. It was dusk, still bright enough to see the marina and Jack in the marina parking lot. He peered into a car’s windows. Those pants hugged his behind just right. 

He stood, turned, and looked directly at me. He couldn’t see me. There was no way. Our windows were darkened. But still, I felt like I’d been caught.

Spook entered the bar. “They’re checking out Daryl’s car in the parking lot.”

“Yeah? Is his boat in the marina?” I poured him his favorite draft beer.

He settled onto his favorite stool. “Nope.”

Maybe the ladies had set the boat free. Maybe they’d dropped off his car and then stopped for lunch.

“Huh.” Not the most brilliant response.

“Exactly.” Spook took a swig of his beer. He leaned over the bar. “Got any peanuts?”

I stepped back, found the can, and poured some into a bowl. I filled two more bowls with peanuts and two more bowls with pretzels because the Daves wouldn’t be far behind.

Jack entered the bar, but I kept my eyes on the bowls, setting them out where the regulars like to sit. They’d be here soon. I felt Jack staring, and not looking at him felt like sandpaper against my brain.

“Hey,” Jack said.

I finally looked at him. “Hi.” Again, with the brilliant responses.

“You have security cameras?”

Spook hooted.

“People don’t rob witches.” I winked.

He narrowed his eyes. “Right.” He stepped closer to me. “Any reason why your jacket is in the backseat of Daryl’s car?”

My heart thudded to a stop. “What?” At least, that’s what I attempted to say, but it came out more like a squeak.

Grams pushed through the kitchen door and rushed over, wiping her hands on the apron. “Jack, can I see you in the kitchen for a minute?”

Jack glanced her way. “Just a moment, Ms. Nell.” He raised an eyebrow as if encouraging my reply.

“No idea.” I swallowed. 

He seemed to size me up, like his glare had x-ray vision and could determine if someone was lying. Like Grams...

He turned and stepped toward Grams. “How can I help?”

She opened the kitchen door and motioned for him to follow.

“What’d he do to get on her wrong side?” Spook sniffed. “If she made soup today, can I get a bowl of that? If not, I’ll take a cheeseburger.”

“Sure thing. I’m just gonna wait ‘til they’re done.” I wiped my sweaty hands on the bar towel.

Spook’s craggy face wrinkled up, and he chuckled into his beer. “Do y’all have a security camera? Does he think this is Hilton Head?”

“I know, right?” I wiped down the bar and wondered how many heart attacks I could have in one day before I died.
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Chapter 5
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Jack pushed open the kitchen door with more force than necessary and was three shades redder than when he went into the kitchen. Grams followed behind with a bowl of soup for Spook. It wasn’t magical intuition—it was knowing Spook’s habits and the fact that if he didn’t eat it, she’d offer it to me. The illusion helped keep folks wondering about our paranormal abilities.

Spook accepted the bowl gratefully and eyed Jack’s behind. “See you left something on there.”

Grams winked. “He needed something to hold up his pants.” She settled behind the bar.

Jack went from scarlet to crimson. His eye-rolling looked painful. “Can we talk somewhere private?” he said to me.

I nodded and pointed upstairs because I knew Grams would be listening in if we went to the kitchen. My legs dragged. That sense of being sent to the principal’s office was overwhelming, and I hadn’t done anything wrong. Lack of actual guilt did not make me feel any less guilty. Stupid human psychology...

I followed him up the stairs, appreciating his butt, and made a mental note to never walk upstairs in front of him. Ever. I was certain mine had a lot more jiggle than his.

I’d moved a few things around and he seemed to take note. His eyes lingered on the picture of me hugging my college boyfriend in front of Rupp Arena in Lexington, KY. Nick’s eyes still haunted me.

I stood in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, arms crossed, ready for stupid questions. “I still haven’t seen Daryl.”

He sighed and stared at my shoes. “Your jacket, the grey polar fleece with the high school swim team logo and your name on it, is in the back of Daryl’s car.” He glanced up at me. “Were you seeing him?”

The flinch was involuntary, followed by, “Ew, gross.” 

He relaxed slightly. “Any idea how he got your jacket?”

“From dumpster diving? I threw that thing out years ago. The pockets were frayed on the inside, and I kept dropping stuff. I’d repaired them a few times and finally gave up and bought a new jacket from Amazon.”

Jack’s mouth puckered like he was sucking on a lemon. “How long ago?”

“Years.” I pulled my phone from my back pocket, opened my Amazon app, and searched my orders. “2018.” I turned my phone so Jack could see the order from 2018.
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