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Blurb
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WELCOME TO THE PLACE where things that go bump in the night deliver your milk in the mornings, community is important to human and creature alike, and all Hell occasionally breaks loose.

When Jody Shaw is hired to be the new sheriff of Harrow Bay, a small coastal community, she’s excited to rise through the ranks and try something new. At forty-three, her career is everything that matters to her, besides her mother and grandmother, who move with her. They soon learn Harrow Bay is a supernatural town.

This volume contains books 5-8 of the completed 12-book series.

This is paranormal women's fiction featuring a main heroine in her 40s, along with her mother and grandmother. There will be some slow burn romance, along with the occasional cursing and violence, and some sexual tension. 
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Phantasms & Presbyopia
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Secrets and revelations...

WITH THE RETURN OF the coroner’s report, Jody learns Artie was definitely magically murdered. Suspicion turns to Sally, but they need more concrete proof. When Gram claims she’s seeing the ghost of Sally’s dead husband, Willa dismisses it as needing glasses, but there are definitely a few apparitions hanging around Harrow Bay, and they’re powering up with the book Willa hid. When she confesses to her B&E, it gives Jody and Drake a lead to follow as they deal with becoming a couple, ghosts, vandals, and perhaps a murderous old witch. Will Gram finally disrupt Sally’s glamours, or is there something even more sinister than façade magic at work in Harrow Bay?
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Chapter One
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JODY

Jody had been in her office for quite a while that morning already, practicing some of the spells she’d been studying and trying to recall them from memorization. She was making good progress and thought she might’ve mastered the book, or at least she was coming close. It shouldn’t be more than a couple of months before she had full control of her magic and had memorized all the different ways to use it.

There was a knock at her door, and she called, “Enter,” as Aoife stuck her head in. She smiled at her deputy. “Good morning.” Aoife hadn’t been in yet when Jody arrived, since she was often the first one to make it there, and Aoife had to take her son and sometimes her teenage daughter to school, if Tyla wasn’t being a royal pain that day.

Aoife gave her a ghost of a smile. “Good morning.” She was obviously still a little down.

Jody didn’t have to ask why. After that love spell gone awry that had infected the town a couple of weeks ago, Aoife had made a decision she was still regretting, but Jody suspected there was more to it than regret that she’d spent a couple of nights with the elusive sandman who lived as a hermit outside of Harrow Bay. She thought her friend was missing him as well, but Aoife was too practical and levelheaded to get involved in that relationship when she had two kids to think about.

“I thought you’d want to see this. The coroner’s report is back for Artie.”

Jody felt a shiver of anticipation go down her spine as she reached for the report that Aoife brought into her office. She was of two minds on what she hoped to find. On one hand, it would be the simplest if the coroner determined Artie’s heart had simply stopped after years of issues. In that scenario, there was a chance her grandmother might believe Sally Gilling had nothing to do with his death. On the other hand, as tenacious as Gram could be, she might cling to that belief anyway, which meant her vendetta against Sally would continue. 

If there was clear-cut evidence of interference, it might indicate her grandmother was right. Jody really didn’t want to have to deal with a septuagenarian murderer, but she also wanted Artie to have justice. Assuming it hadn’t been just natural causes anyway.

Aoife hovered nearby, clearly interested in the results of the report as well. Jody could’ve shooed her away, but she saw no reason to. She and the deputies worked best as a team, so she tried not to hide anything important from them, and she assumed it was the same with them. It seemed to be anyway, and during the months she’d been in Harrow Bay, they’d become a well-oiled machine that worked quite well together. Surprisingly, Beez had ended up being a bigger help than expected too.

With a deep breath, Jody flipped open the manila file, grimacing slightly at the pictures that were the first thing displayed. One was of Artie’s body before autopsy, and then there were a few during the process. She froze when she reached a section of photos detailing his heart. It looked off. She couldn’t explain why, but it wasn’t right. It made sense, since he’d died, but there was something that didn’t seem at all natural about it.

She handed the photos to Aoife before moving on to the written report. Jody’s mouth tightened as she read the coroner’s conclusion. There was the official report, which indicated hardening of the arteries had led to a massive myocardial infarction, but it was the unofficial report that caused anxiety. The corner hadn’t bothered with a fully scientific explanation or using medical terms. She’d written a brief, succinct paragraph, and as Jody read through it, it could be distilled down to one thing: Artie’s heart had literally turned to stone.

She blinked, rereading the sentences again, but finding they were just as incomprehensible as before. How did a heart completely turn to stone? Real stone. According to the coroner’s notes, it was marble, and she was positive there was nothing natural that could make the human heart calcify to marble.

When Aoife handed back the photos, looking troubled, Jody handed her the unofficial statement. There was no point bothering with the official report that would go into the files. That was the one that protected the truth of Harrow Bay in case outsiders ever examined the records. The unofficial one was so Jody could effectively investigate the situation and record it in a different way, and it was the most important one. That was the one with the information Aoife, and soon Michael, needed to know.

Aoife let out her breath in a harsh exhalation as she handed back the report. “Marble?” She shook her head, causing her braids to stir slightly. “How does that happen?”

“That’s an excellent question.” Jody returned the page to the file before opening her desk and sliding in the folder. She placed her magical book in there as well and locked the drawer before standing up. “I think it’s time to have a more serious conversation with Sally Gilling.”

Aoife’s eyes widened. “You really think she had something to do with it?”

Jody shrugged. “I don’t know what to think, but Gram saw her at the scene before Artie died, and she was whispering something. At first, I dismissed it just like everyone else, but her story hasn’t deviated. Gram clearly believes Sally did something, and now that I’ve seen the coroner’s report, it’s hard to pretend the possibility doesn’t exist.”

Aoife nodded. “You want me to come with you?”

Jody hesitated before shaking her head. “No, I don’t think I’ll need backup. I mean, she’s a little old lady roughly my grandmother’s age.”

“And perhaps she’s capable of turning your heart to stone—marble, I guess,” said Aoife after a moment.

Jody hesitated for another second, but she shook her head again. “No, I think I can handle her. I’m not saying she doesn’t have that kind of power, but so far, she seems reluctant to reveal it in person to all her minions, if she does. It’s unlikely she’ll attack me at the Senior Center or the retirement village where she lives.”

Aoife nodded, stepping aside as Jody passed her and followed her out of her office. Jody closed it, telling Aoife on her way out to impart the information to Michael. She didn’t stipulate whether Beez should hear or not, so she assumed he would be included. Tara would likely hear as well, so that meant only the evening dispatcher wouldn’t, and she couldn’t mind too much if Oliver Kent was out of the loop. He did none of the investigations, and as it was, he seemed barely competent to handle the phones, but she didn’t have to deal with him on a regular basis, so she was inclined to endure him.

It was a bit brisker than Jody would like, and she decided not to walk to the Senior Center on the blustery mid-November day. Instead, she opted for the SUV and drove the few blocks over, parking in front of it a short time later. She removed her gun from the console and added it to her duty belt along with ensuring she had the notebook and pen she usually carried before leaving the SUV and walking inside.

Kay Ballenger came forward with a cheery smile, though it seemed a little forced around the edges. “Sheriff Shaw, what brings you here today?” She lowered her voice. “Your grandmother hasn’t been by for a few days.”

Jody nodded, pleased to hear that. Isabel still seemed to be confining herself to her room and perhaps paying a little penance for having unleashed the love spell on the town inadvertently when she caused magic to disperse while trying to take out Sally’s hold over her minions. “I’m here to talk to Sally Gilling, Ms. Ballenger.”

Kay frowned. “Sally? Whatever for?” Her smile had completely disappeared now, and she seemed protective, if not outright defensive. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“It doesn’t matter, because it’s not up to you.” With a brisk nod to the director of the Senior Center, she went past the middle-aged woman and walked down the hall until she found the main room. 

As expected, Sally was holding court in the group of seniors that seemed to hang on her every word. They appeared to be in the midst of making a quilt, though there looked to be more gossiping than sewing happening from what she observed as she stood in the doorway for a moment.

As she watched, Jody evaluated Sally with fresh eyes. Her grandmother insisted the woman was as fake as all get out, using glamours to sway her followers, and as Jody watched her interactions, she couldn’t help thinking her grandmother might be right. Even her simplest words or motions were met with abject adoration, and the people around her acted like they couldn’t get enough of anything she said or did. 

It was creepy and unnerving, reminding her somewhat of the dynamic of high school, where the popular girls had dominated everything. Jody had always been on the fringes of that, so she could appreciate what she was seeing as an outsider and recognize some of the signs. 

Not that she thought Johanna Denning had been using magic on the people at her high school, though she wouldn’t necessarily rule it out. Even then, the most popular girl in school had been a true horror show to both Jody and her BFF, Daphne, so it wasn’t entirely improbable that she had been using magic to influence students either. Maybe Jody had been immune because of her magical roots, or perhaps because Johanna hadn’t cared about her good opinion either way.

Jody shook her head, realizing she was still standing in the doorway and staring at the group while reminiscing about old high school memories that certainly brought no pleasure. Rolling her eyes at herself, she stood up fully and walked into the room. She cleared her throat, which had no effect. Sally continued to speak, and the others remained glued on her words without looking at Jody.

She cleared her throat a little louder and said, “Excuse me, folks, but I need to speak to Mrs. Gilling alone.”

Slowly, one by one, they turned to look at her. Again, it was somewhat unnerving, and Jody had the eerie thought that she could control the other seniors. The idea of being mobbed by a group of old folks set to sacrifice themselves to keep Jody from getting to Sally seemed farfetched, but she couldn’t deny it still sent a shiver down her spine.

She cleared her throat and adopted her most authoritative tone. “Now, folks.”

That seemed to break the spell, if there was one, and the people around them started to hastily retreat. Of course, since most of them were on walkers, or hobbling along, or in scooters, hasty was a relative term. It took nearly ten minutes for the room to clear, though Sally hadn’t really moved at all. She sat like a queen in her scooter at the head of the long table, staring ahead with her eyes fixed upward. She barely spared Jody a glance when she sat down in the nearest chair adjacent to her. “I can’t imagine what we have to discuss, Sheriff Shaw.”

“I could be coy, but I’m sure you’re aware my grandmother believes you killed her fiancé.”

Sally’s lips tightened, and her dentures moved perceptibly enough for Jody to see it and wince a little. “I have no idea what she’s talking about, and as far as I know, she has no proof for her allegations, so I don’t know why you’re here harassing me.”

Jody took a deep breath to hold her patience. “I’m hardly harassing you, Mrs. Gilling. We got the coroner’s report back today.”

Slowly, Sally looked at her, actually meeting her gaze. “Oh?” She seemed genuinely interested in the outcome, but it was difficult to tell if she was anxious at all. If so, she hid it well.

“Officially, he died from hardened arteries that led to a heart attack.”

“He was eighty-some years old.” Sally shrugged. “It happens. Younger men than him are lost every day. My poor husband Bill died of a heart attack, and he never had the pleasure, or the privilege, of living past his seventies.”

Jody nodded. “I agree that it happens sometimes, but that’s just the official report. The unofficial report paints a different picture.”

Sally’s lips tightened. “What picture might that be?” The fact that she didn’t ask why there was an unofficial report indicated she was aware of the truth about Harrow Bay.

“His heart turned to stone.”

Sally blinked and choked for a tick, but she sounded as calm as ever when she spoke again. “You mean calcified from the hardened arteries?”

“No, I mean marble.” For a moment, she regretted not having grabbed one of the photos from the file. She could envision a melodramatic scene where she presented the picture to Sally, who crumbled immediately from horror and perhaps guilt and confessed to everything. Of course, real life was never that easy.

“That sounds impossible. I’d suggest getting a second opinion, or perhaps a better corner.”

Jody shrugged. She hadn’t completely ruled out that possibility either. If she could figure out a way to send it to an expert who could hide the truth, she might do it, but so far, she had no reason to doubt the efficiency of Harrow Bay’s coroner. “Gram still insists she heard you muttering something, perhaps along the lines of a spell, as you spied on them from behind the curtain.”

“I wasn’t spying on anyone. I was looking out the window, because it was such a nice day. I was there when they walked past, I’ll have you know.” Her acerbic tone left no room for argument.

That didn’t mean Jody believed her. She nodded though. “And the whispering?”

“It wasn’t whispering. I was singing a gospel. My husband was a minister, and I was a good Christian wife for all those many years. I do love to sing. Would you like me to sing ‘Amazing Grace’ for you? I’ve been told it’s my best song.”

Jody hastily held up a hand. “That won’t be necessary. You do know about the magic in Harrow Bay, don’t you?”

Sally looked shifty for a moment, and she blinked rapidly. She didn’t meet Jody’s gaze when she said, “I’ve heard the nonsensical rumors, of course. A woman in your position surely doesn’t buy into that sort of thing, Sheriff Shaw?”

She made a noncommittal sound. “A heart doesn’t just turn itself to marble.”

“It doesn’t do that at all. I still think your coroner might be visiting Ipswich Spirits too often.”

Jody nodded, taking a moment to write something down on the tablet in front of her. It wasn’t anything besides a reminder of what she wanted to pick up for dinner, but it seemed to make Sally tense and put her on edge.

“I don’t know what you want from me, Sheriff Shaw, but I had nothing to do with the old man’s death.”

Jody’s lips twitched for a moment at the way she called Artie an old man, implying she wasn’t roughly his same age. She schooled her expression to reveal nothing as she gave Sally a long, penetrating look. “The circumstances are suspicious for certain, Mrs. Gilling. You don’t have any plans to leave town, do you?”

Sally let out a cackle, though it didn’t have the same kind of joyful pleasure that her grandmother’s always contained. It sounded colder and bitter. “How would I do that, Sheriff? I’m not exactly spry enough to leave my chair.”

“Except when you want to confront my grandmother at the liquor store.” Jody bent her head again, adding to her notebook. It was simply another note to remember to get a bag of ice, but it seemed to further unnerve Sally. That was exactly what she was going for. She muttered something to herself, though it was just a series of sounds that meant nothing, but that also seemed to irritate Sally, and her left eye started to twitch.

“If you’re done with me, I have things to do, Sheriff.”

Jody looked up after a moment, giving her a thoughtful look. “Yes, we’re done. For now.” She let the ominous words hang between them for a second before pushing back the chair and standing up. She nodded to the woman. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Gilling.”

“We’ll consider it a draw if you keep that old woman away from me. Your grandmother is the one you should be digging into and looking at. She’s the dangerous one, not me.”

Jody arched a brow. “I hardly think Gram had anything to do with Artie’s death.”

“Never underestimate anyone, Sheriff. She was willing to steal my husband back in the day, and she didn’t require a ring to sin back then. I doubt that changed. She might’ve decided to knock him off instead of breaking his heart.”

Jody frowned. “Are you implying she didn’t want to marry Artie?” She knew Gram had carried doubts until realizing the intensity of her feelings after Artie’s passing, but she’d only shared that with a few people. If Sally knew, she’d probably heard it by eavesdropping. That didn’t make her a murderer, but it was yet another reason not to trust her—and Jody’s instincts were already telling her not to do that.

Sally shrugged. “I didn’t say that. I had the impression she was happy to marry him and loved him deeply.” There was sharp bitterness in her tone.

“You’re right. Gram had every intention of marrying Artie.”

Sally looked pleased for a moment. “I admit I was surprised she was bothering to marry him, since she’s such a slut.”

Jody winced at the word. “I hardly think that applies to my grandmother.”

“I hardly think it doesn’t.” Sally sniffed at her and used her controls to back away from the table. “Let’s make this our last conversation, Sheriff.”

“That would be lovely, but I wouldn’t count on it just yet, Mrs. Gilling.” With a nod to the woman, she turned and exited the main room. She wasn’t surprised to find Kay hovering in the doorway, though she’d kept her voice low enough that she doubted the snoopy director had overheard much of anything. She nodded to her as well. “Have a nice day, Ms. Ballenger.”

Kay looked unsettled. “What are you doing to Sally?”

“I’m asking her questions.” Jody shook her head, unnerved by the way Kay seemed so protective of the other woman. It didn’t seem like normal loyalty, or even affection. It was difficult to believe Sally could inspire such emotions without magic, and there was nothing particularly naturally charismatic about Sally Gilling that would lead to such displays of loyalty and concern, at least as far as Jody could tell. 

Maybe deep down—far, far deep down—she was a kindhearted woman who inspired the love of those around her simply by the charm of her personality and her compassion, but Jody didn’t believe that. She thought there was magic involved, but the question was, how deep in was Sally, and how was she using her magic? Was it relatively benign, and simply to influence people to like her, or did it go much deeper than that? Worst of all, was the old woman a murderer? 

Jody knew she’d have to find out, and she couldn’t shield her grandmother from this information either. The investigation was hers, but she had to let Isabel know what was happening, so she headed home with the plan to do just that. Unfortunately, her grandmother was out when she stopped by, so Jody took time to have a quick lunch, and she sent Drake a text inviting him over for dinner that night. 

She hoped Isabel planned to be home by evening, and she would tackle speaking with her when she was home for the day. Jody was already dreading it, though she hoped it might bring a sense of closure to Isabel as well. Though they didn’t yet know exactly who had caused Artie’s heart to turn to stone, at least they knew it hadn’t been a natural occurrence, though Jody wasn’t certain that would bring her grandmother any comfort. If Sally had gone after Artie, it was likely because of her feud with Isabel, and her grandmother was certainly sharp enough to realize that. Jody hoped the truth would make her grandmother feel better, but she half-expected it to make her feel worse.
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Chapter Two
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WILLA

It took all her courage to open the door to the craft shop that morning. She had successfully avoided the place for almost two weeks, inventing myriad excuses, including her own illness, her mother’s illness, and even an emergency for the neighbor’s cat that required a trip to the vet. She was certain Patty had seen through her, and she’d half-hoped she would just fire her, but she continued to email Willa a schedule, so there she was. It was time to put on her big girl panties and face the situation.

She was uncertain if she was relieved or disappointed to find there were no customers when she entered the shop. At least nonexistent customers wouldn’t delay the inevitable. That was the part she wasn’t sure she was disappointed about. Would it be better to tap dance around awkwardly for a while with each other first, or would she prefer to get it over with and figure out what happened next? 

She hadn’t decided, but Patty clearly had, because the other woman came out from behind the register and walked over to Willa, putting her hands on her hips as she eyed her for a moment. “You look pretty good for someone who’s had every plague and ailment known to man. It was the bubonic plague yesterday, wasn’t it?” There was definitely ice in her tone.

Willa flushed. “No. I had an upset stomach. My mother cooked.” She pulled a face, hoping to elicit a small smile from Patty, but it wasn’t to be.

The other woman’s countenance remained firmly closed as she glared at her. “I’m surprised to see you today.”

“I guess I’m surprised you haven’t fired me yet,” said Willa softly.

Patty tilted her head slightly as she looked around for a moment before meeting Willa’s gaze again. “That would’ve been too easy for you. I felt like you owed it to me to at least confront me and explain what’s going on with you these days.” Patty’s tone changed from anger to confusion. “I thought everything was fine. We had put all uncertainty behind us, and it seemed like we were moving forward.”

“We were, but I’m not sure that’s the direction I should go.” She shook her head. “I like you a lot, Patty, but I’m not convinced this is what I want. At first, I was relieved when Jody told me about the love spell. I assumed it had been what started the thing between us.”

Patty scowled. “The thing was between us before the love spell, and you know it, Willa.” She sounded accusatory.

Willa flinched, but she couldn’t bring herself to meet Patty’s gaze or acknowledge her words. “I thought it was magic, you see, but then she explained all the spell did was amplify feelings you already had for someone, and it shook me. I thought I had dealt with it all, but in the excitement and caught in the magical spell, I wasn’t able to really think about what I was doing, and to evaluate if that was truly the best thing for me.”

Patty stiffened. “I take it you’ve decided it isn’t?”

“I just don’t know, Patty. I’m not trying to be narrowminded, but I’m just not sure this lifestyle is for me.”

Patty huffed a sigh and rolled her eyes. “You could try looking at me as a person rather than us as a lifestyle. I guess I’m drawn to people, not just their outer construct. I thought it was the same for you.”

Willa shrugged. “Obviously, I have feelings for you, but I’m still trying to sort it all out. Can’t you understand that I never saw myself in a relationship with a woman? It just doesn’t feel natural to who I am.”

Patty gasped. “Now I’m unnatural? I don’t think I know you at all, Willa.”

She put up her hand. “That wasn’t what I meant. I just mean it’s not really natural to me to be the other half of a womanly relationship.” She groaned as she closed her eyes, realizing she was making a mess of this. “I don’t want to hurt you, Patty, but I need time to figure it out.”

Patty looked crestfallen for a moment, but then she sighed and squared her shoulders. “No.”

Willa blinked. “What do you mean, no? If I need time, I need time.”

“You can take all the time you want, but I’m not going to let you waste anymore of mine, Willa. You put me through the wringer with this. First you’re interested in me, and then you’re not, then you are, and now you’re not again. A woman could get whiplash waiting for you to make up your mind.” 

Her tone softened, but it wasn’t with understanding. It was just raw sadness. “You’re feeling confused, but I’m not. I know what I want, but I also know that I’m not going to wait forever for you to figure it out. I’m worth more than that, Willa, and it’s better for me to know now that you aren’t for me after all than for me to fall head over heels in love with you just to have you change your mind at some point when it gets rough again.” Patty shook her head, looking resigned. “I thought you were made of sterner stuff, but I guess I was wrong.”

Willa flinched, but she didn’t know what to say. She truly felt like she needed more time to figure out everything, though she had to admit her method of dealing with what they’d had so far hadn’t worked. Hiding and running away or lying to excuse her absences had certainly done nothing to help her figure out anything, and it had just hurt Patty. “It was never my intention to hurt you.”

“It rarely is, but that’s sometimes how these things work.” Patty turned away then, as though she’d finished the conversation.

Willa held out a hand. “Patty, I wish you’d wait.”

Patty hesitated, glancing back, but she didn’t fully turn. “What am I waiting for?”

“I just want to explain—”

Patty’s mouth tightened. “There’s no need to explain. I understand. You’re confused, you’re not sure you want this, blah, blah, blah. I get it. I just don’t have the patience to deal with it. I’m too old to play games, and like I said, it’s better to know now.”

Willa’s heart felt like it skipped a beat. “I’m not trying to play games.”

“No, I don’t suppose you intend to.” Patty sighed. “But you are just the same. My heart can’t take anymore, so I’m going to make this goodbye, Willa.”

Willa’s heart definitely skipped a beat then. “Goodbye? We can’t even be friends?”

Patty didn’t seem to have a hint of doubt when she said, “No.” The negative was just as certain as it had been before. “I realize that’s not what I want from you, Willa, and pretending it’s enough is going to hurt me and might even hurt you. It will certainly leave me bitter and resentful, and I won’t spend the last years of my life that way. As much as I care about you, I care about myself enough to say this has to end. You can pick up your final paycheck this afternoon.”

Willa frowned, uncertain what to do or say. Part of her wanted to tell Patty she was wrong, and she had been mistaken. She wanted to say she’d changed her mind, but she was still confused and uncertain if she could reconcile the image she had of herself with these new and unexpected feelings for her best friend. “You can just mail it to me,” she said after a moment, trying to stifle a sob.

Patty nodded and kept walking, not looking back again. Even when she reached the register, she made a pointed effort not to look in Willa’s direction, or at least that’s how it seemed.

Willa stared at her for a moment before she turned and stumbled out of the craft shop. There was a stabbing pain in her chest, and it certainly wasn’t because she’d lost a part-time job she didn’t really need. It had everything to do with Patty, but even knowing she was hurting at the loss of her friend wasn’t enough to convince her she was ready for more.

Feeling morose, Willa walked away from the craft shop. For a moment, she hesitated at Ipswich Spirits, but she changed her mind and decided not to go in—and not just because it was fifteen minutes until Miri opened. Drinking troubles away wouldn’t solve anything, so she continued to walk past the shop on the way back to her car.

She hesitated in front of Sweet Treats, deciding she could treat herself to an ice cream. It seemed like a far more sensible way to deal with the breakup than to drink a bottle of wine by herself. 

As she entered the shop, bells jingled merrily, and she wondered if that was the right term. Breakup. It certainly felt apt, considering how devastated she felt. Patty had flat-out dumped her, and though she couldn’t blame her friend, especially since she wasn’t certain she wanted to be in a relationship to start with, it still left her feeling hurt, lost, and a little confused.

There were no customers waiting, so Willa ordered a double scoop of butter pecan and took a seat in the corner. She kept her back deliberately to the store, not wanting to deal with anyone who might want to talk to her, though that didn’t seem too likely, since she hadn’t done very much to fit in or integrate into the community aside from working at Patty’s shop and hanging out with her. Still, as the sheriff’s mother, there was a risk that people might approach her, and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with socializing today.

She was only a few bites into her first scoop when the bell on the door jingled, and she heard a motorized scooter entering. She didn’t bother to look up, staring down into the depths of the ice cream as though it held any answers for her, but she stiffened slightly when she heard Vicki Carroll say, “Hello, Mrs. Gilling. How are you this morning?”

“It’s been a day,” said Sally, sounding grouchy. “I’ll have a triple chocolate, a brownie, and an Almond Roca.”

“Are sure about that?” Vicki sounded uncertain. “That’s a lot of sugar, Mrs. Gilling.”

“I’m not diabetic. I can handle it, and after the day I’ve already had, I need it.”

Apparently, the mayor’s wife decided not to argue further, because Willa heard the wheels turning on the scooter seconds later as the woman moved down the line. When she had checked out a minute or so after that, she took a seat at a table nearby, but not close enough to encourage any conversation. Willa dared hope the woman hadn’t even recognized her, because she didn’t want to get into an argument with her mother’s nemesis from the Senior Center. 

Still, she observed her from the corner of her eye as she pretended to read the paper she reached for on the nearby table. Sally looked a little stressed, with brackets around her lips, and her normally well-coiffed hair was slightly askew. When Vicki set the ice cream in front of her, she seemed to attack it like it was her lifeline, and she ate several bites quickly enough that Willa worried she might get brain freeze. 

It didn’t seem to affect the other woman though, because she was lightly sweating. It seemed an odd reaction, especially since the mid-November wind had lent a chill to the air, and there was a threat of rain in the sky from heavy-hanging clouds that left everything chilled and unpleasant. It certainly wasn’t the kind of day for sweating inside.

“Is something troubling you, Mrs. Gilling?” asked Vicki, seeming hesitant.

“You have no idea, dearie. I just wish your husband and that City Council had picked an entirely different sheriff. She wouldn’t have brought that riffraff with her, and life would’ve been wonderful.”

Willa stiffened at the words, and her teeth set further on edge when Vicki said, “I can’t help but agree with you. Sheriff Shaw’s after my husband. I just know it, but she’s pretending she isn’t. She’s a slippery one, she is. She’s got that Drake on the line, but I know she would take Adam in a second if he’d have her.”

Willa had to dig her hands into fists, restraining the urge to snap at both of the women for their horrible, untrue gossip.

“It was bad enough when Isabel thought I did something to kill her fiancé, but now the sheriff seems to have bought into that mad idea as well.” Sally shook her head, looking appalled, but there was something that felt off about her expression and her reaction.

Willa was surprised to note that, because she wasn’t big on making intuitive leaps or judging people’s body language. It had never been a skill she was great at, but she was certain there was something more bothering Sally than Jody ostensibly looking at her as a suspect in Artie’s passing. She didn’t even know what the other woman was talking about, and she couldn’t help wondering if her mother had pressured Jody into rattling Sally’s cage a bit to see what turned up. She made a mental note to discuss it with her daughter, and perhaps her mother, when she could slip away quietly.

“I’m sorry you’re having to deal with that, Mrs. Gilling.”

“I’m sorry the sheriff’s a man-stealing whore,” said Sally with a hint of self-satisfaction. “She’s just like her grandmother. I bet her mother’s the same way too.”

Willa had had enough. She was normally one for letting confrontation slide, but not today. She was in no frame of mind to put up with their evil gossip and harsh words, particularly when she was already feeling raw and vulnerable. She stood up and turned to face them, scooping up the bowl of ice cream Vicki had served her and tossing it at the other table before she could think better of it. 

That caused both the women to gasp, and she glared at them with her hands on her hips. “You two are just appalling. You have no manners and no sense of decency.” She held out her finger, pointing it at Vicki Carroll. “My daughter has no interest in your husband, and she wouldn’t want him even if he weren’t married to you. She doesn’t go after married men, and your husband’s the problem, not her.”

Vicki Carroll’s lips tightened. “That’s a lie.”

“Or perhaps the mayor’s problem is you just as much as your problem is him. After all, you did shoot him in the derrière to keep him from leaving you.” She was glad she’d overheard that conversation between Jody and Drake on one of the evenings the young man had slept over. At the time, she had been horrified, but now she couldn’t stifle a small laugh as she imagined the scene as Jody and Drake had talked about it. “Did that keep him from straying, Mrs. Carroll?”

Vicki looked livid as she stood from picking up the bowl of ice cream that had rolled off the table and onto the floor. “How dare you?”

“How dare you gossip about Jody when all she’s done is try to defend this town? Your husband’s a horned-dog, and everyone knows it.” How she hoped that was the correct term, because Willa had never used the word in her life, though she’d heard her mother and her daughter say it a few times.

Then she turned her gaze to Sally, who was glaring at her. “As for you, I wouldn’t be at all surprised to discover you had something to do with my mother’s fiancé dying so abruptly. You’re a suspicious character, Sally Gilling. When someone thinks you’re a murderer, perhaps you should think twice about casting aspersions on others.” 

Willa could keep yelling at them, but she realized part of her anger was fueled by the frustration of the situation with Patty, and she abruptly lost her taste for it. With a shake of her head at both of them, she turned away and strode from the ice cream store, ignoring the ugly words Sally hurled after her. She couldn’t make out much, but they were laced with anger.

Willa was experiencing a strong dose of that herself as she marched to her car, hoping she could find a way to release that fury and frustration before getting home. She didn’t want to reveal the ugly words the women had said to her daughter or her mother, but she was afraid she might blurt them out the second she saw either of them if she didn’t have it under control.

Instead of heading home, Willa decided to go for a drive. She drove through Harrow Bay and ended up going down the coastline for a while before stopping at an overlook to stare at the ocean, which was churning tumultuously and didn’t offer any comfort when her thoughts were equally riled. She tried to let her mind wander aimlessly, to release the anger and hurt she was feeling, but all they did was settle on Patty. 

That brought back a new rush of pain and confusion, but at least it helped dull the anger she felt toward the mayor’s wife and Sally Gilling. With a reluctant sigh, realizing she wasn’t going to find any answers or peace there, she finally turned on the car and returned the Toyota to Harrow Bay. 

Confrontation had done nothing to clear her mind, and though it had been temporarily satisfying to call them out, now she cringed at her own behavior. It was totally unlike Willa to speak up in such a fashion or to confront someone. She was far more likely to meekly accept such occurrences and try to shove them aside or forget they’d ever happened. Willa knew it was her way of dealing with things. She was one to run, not face, but she’d been so angry in the moment that she had reacted contrary to the person she’d always believed herself to be.

As she reentered Harrow Bay, Willa found herself contemplating the uncomfortable fact that maybe she wasn’t entirely who she thought she was. Maybe there was something in her that she had suppressed until now, or perhaps even the town itself was drawing it out of her. Was she brave enough to change and to embrace these new aspects of herself, or would she play it safe and stick to the way she had always been? 

As she turned on the road to her street, seeing the house she shared with Jody and Isabel in the distance, Willa was no closer to having an answer than she had been for the past two weeks. The cathartic release of anger against Sally and Vicki had helped a little, but it was no closer to bringing her to a place where she could decide whether she wanted to stay the course or go wildly off-piste.
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Chapter Three
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ISABEL

Isabel finally left the library in a huff, deciding she’d had enough of Amara circumspectly watching her every move. She hadn’t even made a move to go to some of the more controlled books, the ones Amara hoarded like a dragon with treasure. Instead, she’d contented herself with books on how to boost magic, hoping to beef up her own. 

Still, it was obvious Amara didn’t trust her, and she wasn’t going to get any peace while she was in the library under the librarian’s watchful eye. With a snort of disgust, she ignored Amara’s nod of parting as she left, not bothering to check out any of the books she’d been perusing. Nor did she put them back on the shelf. If Amara wanted to watch her that closely, to the point where Isabel felt unwelcome, the librarian could just do her job and put them back herself.

In spite of her irritation, Isabel had second thoughts about that as she walked. She had to battle with herself to leave the books on the table and not go back and return them. It just felt wrong to leave the books scattered around, but she decided it would be even worse if she went back in to put them away. It would be like surrendering somehow, though her brain was a little fuzzy on how that could actually be the case.

A brisk wind was blowing, making her shiver slightly, and Isabel was glad she had the cardigan she’d brought along. She hadn’t even needed the real Willa fussing in her ear to tell her to take it with the admonishment it might be cold later. She’d actually heard her daughter’s voice in her head, and that was how much Willa’s fussing had infiltrated her subconscious. 

She had taken the cardigan without much of a thought earlier, and now she was begrudgingly glad she’d listened to the phantom voice of her daughter. She unbuttoned it and slid it on, realizing it was getting darker faster than she’d expected. It wasn’t quite twilight yet, but it was coming soon, and the days were certainly shorter than they had been.

She might’ve been inclined to take a gentle stroll through town, but she was still too irritated with Amara’s watchful spying. She decided she would drop in at Miri’s shop, and she did that as she walked home.

The medium/liquor store owner stood behind the register, putting expensive-looking bottles on the top shelf. Isabel waited, not wanting to startle her into dropping one of them. They looked costly and perhaps made from real crystal, so she doubted she could afford to replace one if the worst happened. 

Instead, she waited and turned to the shelves to make her selection, picking up a bottle of red and a bottle of white since she was undecided. When she returned to the register, Miri was off the stepladder and facing her with a pleasant smile. She put the bottles down and nodded to the clerk. “I’ll have these. Do you want to see my ID?” She laughed a little, though it sounded forced even to herself. Isabel realized some of her sparkle had certainly left since Artie’s death.

Miri gave her a small smile. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Isabel felt oddly tongue-tied around the woman, so she blurted out the first thought that came to her. “So, are you and Hersch still playing tonsil hockey?”

Miri frowned, clearly disliking the personal question. “It’s not really any of your business.”

Isabel shrugged. “Hersch said pretty much the same thing, but he still answered my question.” She tacked on the last part slyly.

Miri’s expression revealed nothing as she bagged the bottles and took Isabel’s card. “If that’s everything, your total is twenty-three-ninety-eight.”

“Yeah, that’s all.” She couldn’t help feeling resentful that Miri wasn’t divulging information. Part of it was blatant snooping, because she was one to indulge her proclivity of nosiness, but part of it was also feeling defensive and protective of Herschel, who didn’t need his heart broken anew by Miri. “You’re both too old for babies, so why not give him another chance?”

Miri stiffened, glaring at Isabel. “You need to learn when to mind your own business, Mrs. Campbell.”

“It’s Ms.,” she said with a hint of irritation. “I’m just worried about Hersch is all. I don’t want you to hurt him again.”

Miri scowled. “He hurt me too, if you recall, since you seem to know all our business. He wouldn’t even discuss starting a family when I was still at a time in my life that I could manage to make it work.”

“Yeah, I know, but that was years ago. You seemed pretty happy together, and according to that love spell, all it did was enhance feelings that already exist.”

Miri didn’t bother to answer. She just handed back Isabel’s card and receipt and turned away from her. She seemed slightly upset, and Isabel felt a moment of regret for raising a sensitive topic. She cleared her throat and tried an awkward apology. “I’m sorry if I brought up something unpleasant. I just want Hersch to be happy.”

Miri nodded, but she didn’t look at her again. “Have a good night, Ms. Campbell.”

With a shrug, Isabel retrieved her bag and walked out of Ipswich Spirits, not surprised to hear the door lock behind her after she’d taken only a few steps. The closed sign flipped a moment later, though it was a good fifteen minutes before her normal closing time, and Isabel felt regretful again. It seemed like she’d done nothing but stir the pot or leave problems behind for others to pick up today.

It wasn’t as though she enjoyed making others suffer. Isabel knew she had a certain reputation for being blunt and uncaring, but that wasn’t the truth at all. She genuinely wanted Hersch to be happy, and even now she felt kind of sorry that she hadn’t put away the books. It was Amara’s job, but it made her seem thoughtless, and she didn’t want to be known as the thoughtless old woman in Harrow Bay.

As Isabel started home, she decided she would try to take on more of her daughter’s demeanor. Willa had a way of integrating with people and at least being polite and leaving a relatively warm impression. She wasn’t certain if she could actually do that, especially since it meant minding her own business and stopping sharing her opinion with everyone, which seemed unlikely to happen. 

By the time she stepped onto her front porch and opened the door to enter the house, Isabel was already having doubts about her vow to turn over a new leaf. Perhaps she could try just moving a little more marginally toward Willa’s outlook and a little less toward her own.

She was relatively satisfied with that compromise when she entered the house, and she saw her daughter, her granddaughter, and that nice half-demon bounty hunter, Drake, sitting on the couch and in the wingback. They all looked gloomy, and she was certain something awful had happened. “Who died?”

Jody stood up, coming over to take her grandmother’s hand. Isabel was frowning warily now as Jody led her to the couch, insisting she sit between herself and Drake. “Seriously, who died?” 

The question was more serious this time, because they had such a solemn air about them. If Willa and Jody hadn’t both been in the room, Isabel would’ve immediately assumed something had happened to one of them. She couldn’t think of anyone else she cared about that much, except Artie, and it was too late for him.

“Gram, I got the coroner’s report back today.” Jody sounded as though she were carefully picking her words.

Isabel stiffened, bracing herself for the worst. “What did she do to him?”

Jody hesitated and then shrugged. “It’s still not concrete proof, you understand, but Artie’s heart was turned to stone. Literally.”

Isabel flinched, unable to not imagine how it had been for Artie. One moment, his heart would’ve been pumping blood just fine, and the next, it would’ve literally turned to stone in his chest. No blood would’ve flowed, and she could imagine how much pain he’d been in, though it had been short-lived. He would have been gone in under a minute, but she had no doubt he’d suffered in that minute. She started to jump to her feet. “I’ll kill her.”

Jody’s hand on her wrist kept her from completely getting to her feet, and Drake gently urged her to sit down again. Isabel glared at him, but she allowed him to guide her back to the couch. “You have to see I’m telling you the truth now, Jody. With what Willa discovered in her room—”

Jody stiffened, and Willa let out a small gasp. She stared at her mother for a minute. “What is she talking about, Mom?”

Willa flushed and started fanning herself with her hand. “I... It’s nothing, really. We should return to the topic at hand.”

“This is the topic at hand,” said Isabel. She softened her tone slightly. “I’m sorry, Willa. I already figured out you didn’t want Jody to know about breaking into Sally’s apartment, but we have to tell her everything.”

Jody groaned. “You broke into her apartment?” She directed the accusatory words to Isabel.  

Isabel frowned. “Of course not.” She straightened her shoulders in a prim fashion. “I kept a lookout while your mother broke in.”

Jody looked stunned. In fact, it was almost like she forgot how to speak for a moment as her gaze moved back and forth between the two of them before homing in on Willa. “Tell me it isn’t true, Mom.”

“Your grandmother can be quite compelling, and it was pointed out to me that I wasn’t doing a good job of listening to her. It was clear she was going to go in if I didn’t, so I thought I might be able to get in and out easier than Mother, and I did.” Her mother trembled slightly. “It was a near miss though. I had to hide in the closet when Sally came in unexpectedly to take a shower.”

Jody frowned. “Why was she showering in the middle of the afternoon?”

Isabel chuckled, still amused. “She must have peed herself. That’s why old ladies shower in the middle of the day.”

Apparently, Jody didn’t find it as amusing as Isabel, because she let the comment slide. Instead, she rubbed the bridge of her nose for a moment as though she had a headache before looking back at her mother again. “So, you broke the law? You broke into someone’s home because of Gram? What if you’d been caught? I would’ve had to arrest you, Mom.” Her voice had risen slightly with each word, and she sounded a little shrill toward the end.

“It’s okay, Jody. She obviously wasn’t caught.” Drake leaned over and put his hand on Jody’s shoulder, squeezing in a reassuring fashion.

After a moment, Jody seemed to calm slightly, and she nodded. Her tone was closer to normal pitch when she spoke again. “Well, what did you find?”

“Nothing terribly suspicious,” said Willa quickly, and with an air that wasn’t entirely believable. “She had some books on glamours, like Mother suspected.”

“So she’s conning the town. I’m not entirely shocked after seeing her in action. That was all?” Jody arched a blonde brow. 

Willa hesitated for a moment and then shrugged. “Not entirely. She had what I’d call a shrine to her dead husband.”

“People grieve differently,” said Drake.

Willa’s spared a glance for the young man and nodded, but then her gaze returned to Jody. “They do, but this didn’t feel exactly like it was reverent. It was a shrine, but it was in her closet, and it was rather creepy overall. To be honest, I couldn’t wait to get away from it.”

After a long moment, Isabel watched as Jody sighed. She waited for her granddaughter to reach the obvious conclusion that she had to arrest Sally, so when Jody didn’t speak up, she said, “What are you going to do about it, girl?”

Jody frowned. “I’ve already had a discussion with her, and I’ll be keeping an eye on her.”

Isabel’s mouth dropped open. She made a scoffing sound. “That’s all you intend to do? That’s all you’ve been doing. You have proof now. Real proof. Arrest her.”

“All I have is proof that something strange and magical happened, and that’s on an unofficial coroner’s report, Gram. I can’t arrest Sally Gilling on that. I need more.” Jody’s tone softened. “I believe you. After speaking with her, at the very least I think she knows more than she’s saying even if she’s not the one responsible for what happened to Artie. Unfortunately, the law’s tied my hands.”

Isabel shook her head in a dismissive fashion as she got to her feet, and neither Jody nor Drake tried to pull her back this time. “The law.” She didn’t make any effort to keep the disdain from her tone. “It’s utterly useless, even in the town like this. It’s clear I’m going to have to deal with this myself, just as I always planned.” With those words, Isabel turned and marched back to the door.

“Gram, come back,” called Jody in a pleading voice.

“Mother, it’s getting late. Don’t go out there alone in this state.”

She waved off both of them, hearing the murmur of Drake’s voice as he advised them to just let her go. There was a smart boy, who likely realized she needed a chance to collect herself and recover from the shock.

Of course, it wasn’t entirely a shock to have confirmation that Sally had killed her beau. She had been expecting it, but it was still somewhat devastating to learn the truth, to know for certain Sally was involved. Knowing what she knew now, she had no choice but to take on the other woman, and she was going to need Hersch’s help for that.

With a new destination in mind, she marched as fast as her arthritic knees would allow, not letting anything stop or slow her down on the way to Hersch’s apartment, which was above the shop. She knew that from having watched him walk up to it a few times. She’d never been there before, but she turned to the right of the building and went around back, climbing up the staircase that led to his door. She pressed the doorbell insistently, and when he didn’t immediately answer, she pressed it three times in quick succession.

Finally, he appeared in the doorway, and he looked flustered. “Isabel, what’s wrong?”

She pushed her way in. “It’s terrible, Hersch. Jody has proof now. That evil old woman killed Artie. She turned his heart to stone.”

Hersch blinked, looking like he was having trouble absorbing her words for a moment. Then he put a consoling hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Isabel. What’s Jody going to do?”

“More of the same.” She snorted. “She’s going to watch and wait and try to find more proof.” She let out a shriek of frustration as she stomped her foot. “It’s not fair, Hersch. We all know what she did, and I can’t wait for Jody to do it the official way anymore.” She grimaced as her arthritic knee protested the infantile stomp, wishing she hadn’t done that after all.

His hand patted her shoulder gently. “We’ll come up with a plan together. More magic classes will help you boost your magic, and if you still feel compelled to face her, you should be ready in a few months.”

Isabel grunted as she shrugged off his hand. “I don’t have months. She needs to be dealt with now.”

“I don’t see how,” said Hersch. His tone wasn’t lacking in sympathy, but he was clearly pragmatic about it. “Even your granddaughter, the sheriff, doesn’t have enough information to act yet, and you’re certainly no match for her if she’s as powerful as you believe. There’s not much to be done except train and wait and watch.”

Isabel threw her hands in the air in frustration. “Why won’t anyone listen to me? She’s dangerous. It’s not just because of what she did to me, but because of her influence on the town. She needs to be dealt with quickly, before she realizes there’s a threat.”

“Why don’t we talk about this tomorrow?” As Hersch asked that, there was a rustling sound followed by a crash coming from the other room. He looked that way, appearing anxious for a moment. “Come in for some extra lessons. We’ll train harder than ever.”

Isabel frowned. “Are you here alone?” When Hersch didn’t answer, she darted around him and walked down the hallway, opening the bedroom door. It was pure irritation that fueled her, because she couldn’t help feeling like Hersch was distracted from her problems by whatever was waiting for him. She wasn’t entirely surprised to see Miri on the bed, covers up to her neck. 

The other woman dared to glare at her. “What are you doing in here?”

“Just confirming for myself where Hersch’s mind really is.” She shook her head in disgust. “It figures.” She slammed the door and walked past Hersch, who stood a few feet away, looking confused. He reached out a hand for her, but she darted away from it. “I don’t need your help, Hersch. You focus on being happy and living your own life.” 

The words came out harshly, and she didn’t mean them quite that way. She softened her tone slightly as she stopped and turned to look at him. “I get it, okay? You need to be happy, and Miri gives you a chance at that. You should be happy with her, and I’m asking too much of you. It’s just... Artie might’ve been my last chance to be happy too, and Sally took that from me. I can’t let it stand.”

Hersch looked sad. “I’m not refusing to help you, but I can’t condone you rushing off to face her or do something illegal. You aren’t ready for that kind of confrontation, and there isn’t enough proof to support your position at the moment if you do manage to take her on and win. You’ll end up in prison just because you’re making her pay for what she did.”

Isabel shrugged after a moment. “What does it matter? My life is mostly over anyway. The only thing I have left to live for is getting revenge.” Even to her own ears, it sounded overly melodramatic, but she couldn’t deny it was exactly how she felt at the moment. Her world revolved around bringing down Sally, and though she knew that wasn’t entirely a healthy obsession, she was incapable of finding a way to break its hold on her. It wasn’t until she toppled Sally that she could be satisfied and move on. She felt that in every fiber of her being.

“Just come back tomorrow, okay, Isabel? We’ll talk about it more and work it out then.”

She nodded, already knowing she wasn’t going to keep that appointment though. She turned and left his apartment, honestly hoping he found a way to be happy with Miri, but she couldn’t help feeling partly betrayed that yet another ally was abandoning her. 

He offered help, but it was a pale imitation of assistance. Helping her train harder was just going to give Sally longer to go without facing justice. Isabel didn’t think she was overstating it in the least when she said Sally Gilling was dangerous. It wasn’t just what she’d done to Artie or what she would like to do to Isabel herself. She could be a true threat to the town if anyone threatened her hold on it. 

At first, she walked aimlessly away from Hersh’s, but then she realized she was heading home. It made sense, because she had nowhere else to go tonight. Part of her longed to go to the retirement village and confront Sally, but it wouldn’t do any good. In public, Sally wouldn’t reveal anything, and in private, Sally could probably twist her inside out. 

The thought left her chilled, and she shivered. At first, she thought that was why, but then she realized there was a cold spot, and it was lingering near her. She shivered again as she turned, looking for the source of the sudden draft. There was a flash of something out of the corner of her eye, and she paused. 

The hairs were standing up on the back of her neck, and a frisson of fear chased its way down her spine. It was urging Isabel not to turn around and find out what was behind her. The voice in her head, the one from primitive caveman days, was urging her to break into a run and get away as far and as fast as she could.

Isabel had to beat back the urge, and she took a deep breath as she turned to face the source of the coldness. After a moment, she exhaled in consternation. There was nothing there. Even the coldness had faded. Perhaps it had just been one of the more aggressive gusts of wind that plagued them, since they were so close to the ocean. With a shake of her head at her own foolishness, she turned around, preparing to return home.

Isabel let out a startled shriek when a transparent form hovered in front of her. Waves of cold emanated from it, and when it lifted a hand to reach out for her, she felt nothing but ice as it brushed against her forearm. She jerked back and started backing away from the apparition. It was a male, or it had been, but she wasn’t sure what it was now.

Ghost. The word whispered in her mind, and once upon a time, Isabel would’ve ignored such a foolish possibility, but that was before returning to Harrow Bay and remembering the magic of the town. Now, she was certain that was the right word, but she wasn’t hanging around to find out. 

With a cry of shock and fear, she turned on her heel and started sprinting, ignoring the protest of her arthritic knees. She darted down the nearest alley, cutting across it to get back on track to head home. As she rounded the corner, the phantasm appeared again. It let out a low, eerie sound, but there was nothing discernible about it. It was a wordless sound, but it still chilled her.

Once more, it reached for her, and Isabel jerked back. She wouldn’t let it touch her again, and somehow, she managed to gather enough speed to rush past it. She ran until she couldn’t run anymore, until her breath was leaving her like the steam of a locomotive, and her heart was pounding against her rib cage. She hadn’t run like that since she was a young woman, but fear was a great motivator, and adrenaline pushed her all the way home. 

It wasn’t until she saw her house coming into sight that she became aware again of the pain in her knees or how exhausted she was. She slowed slightly, but she didn’t dare glance behind her as she rushed up the stairs and into the house, slamming and locking the door behind her.
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Chapter Four 
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JODY

When the door sprang open, Jody expected it to be Drake, who had gone to the store to get ice cream. Instead, her frantic grandmother rushed in, looking like she was being chased by demons from Hell. 

Considering they were in Harrow Bay, that wasn’t necessarily too far off the mark, and Jody’s hand went to her hip, an autonomic response before she remembered her gun was locked in the case upstairs where she stored it at night after work. She got to her feet and rushed to Isabel. “Gram, what’s wrong?”

Isabel was shaking. It was a little chilly outside, but not enough to account for the way she was trembling. 

“What can I do?”

Isabel was still pale, but she seemed to be slowly regaining control as she collapsed into an armchair across from Willa. When she pressed her hand to her heart, Jody immediately assumed the worst. “I’ll call an ambulance.”

“No,” said Isabel with surprising strength in her tone. “I’m not having a heart attack, girl.” She closed her eyes for a moment and breathed deeply, as though she needed a chance to center herself. When she opened her eyes again, she still looked haunted, and her skin was pale, but she wasn’t trembling so obviously. “I just saw a ghost.”

Jody had been expecting all sorts of things, but not that. She blinked in consternation. “I... What?”

Isabel nodded firmly. “A ghost. I saw one just as plain as day. He looked practically as real as you or me, except he was pretty see-through.” She shivered again. “He was cold too. Coldness surrounded him. I could feel it to my bones.”

Jody wasn’t certain what to say as she looked at her mother.

Apparently, Willa had no confusion. “I’ve been telling you for ages you need real glasses, Mother. Not those reading glasses you try to get by with from the drugstore, but true prescription glasses tailored to your needs.”

Isabel scowled at her daughter. “I’m not seeing things, and I don’t need glasses.” Her frown flickered for a moment. “I mean, I don’t think I need them all the time, and the reading glasses work fine.” She waved a hand, sounding frustrated. “This has nothing to do with poor eyesight. I’m telling you, I saw a ghost.”

Jody tried to be diplomatic when she said, “You had a rough night, Gram. You learned something pretty horrible about Artie, so maybe you’re just letting your imagination get the best of you.”

“You’re probably seeing Artie because you know now for sure his death wasn’t natural, but he’s not there. I’m telling you, Mother, it’s all in your head.”

Isabel glared at her daughter. “It’s all in my head, is it? Then tell me why the ghost visiting me wasn’t Artie if you think I’m imagining it all because of the stress of the revelations?” She tapped her hand on her thigh for a minute as though impatient. “Well, I’m waiting.”

“It wasn’t Artie that you saw?” Jody couldn’t believe she was asking that, but she supposed she couldn’t completely rule out the possibility. It stood to reason that if Artie was going to haunt her grandmother, he would’ve appeared well before now.

Isabel shook her head. “I don’t know who he was, to be honest, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen before in my life.” Her brow scrunched. “I guess maybe there was something familiar about him, but I didn’t hang around long enough to find out. I just ran away.” As she said that, she leaned forward and groaned while she rubbed her knees. “If I had it to do over, I might’ve just endured the ghost.” She looked at Jody. “Would you be a dear and get your grandmother the ice packs? Both of them.” She spoke in a frail voice, though Jody didn’t think she was that fragile.

She still got to her feet and went to the kitchen, retrieving the ice packs from the freezer and returning to find her mother and grandmother arguing about Isabel’s eyesight.

“Maybe Mom’s right, Gram. Those glasses aren’t quite adequate for your needs. It might not have anything to do with your eyesight, and it could just be the shock of the evening.”

Isabel gave her a stern look. “You’re telling me you believe in magic in this town, but you don’t think ghosts are real?”

Jody opened her mouth, but she didn’t have a reply. Instead, she shrugged. “Maybe they are. I don’t know, but why would a ghost, just some random guy, pop out to scare you? Ghosts are usually weighed down with baggage from a previous life or something, aren’t they?”

Isabel huffed. “How would I know? I’m not an expert on ghosts. All I know is what I saw, and neither one of you believe me.”

“Mother, you clearly need glasses and have for a while.” Willa sounded exhausted, as though she didn’t have any more argument left in her.

Jody, taking pity on both of them, lifted her hand. “I have an idea. A compromise of sorts.”

Willa looked relieved, though Isabel looked wary. “What kind of compromise? Is it the kind where I rescind what I said I saw, and you both pretend I’m just senile instead of blind?”

Jody reached over and patted her grandmother on the knee above the ice pack. “Not at all. I’m going to suggest that you let Mom take you for new glasses, and—”

“I don’t need glasses. Old ladies wear glasses, and this wasn’t in my head.”

Jody kept her tone soothing, but she went on as though her grandmother hadn’t protested. “Let Mom take you to see the optometrist to get new glasses, if you need them, and then we can rule out faulty eyesight. If it’s not your eyesight, then it has to be a ghost. At that point, we can look further into it.”

Isabel crossed her arms over her chest, clearly pouting. “I’m getting mighty sick of the two of you not listening to me.”

“Come on, Gram, can’t you see our position? It sounds pretty fantastical, and we all know you need glasses, even if you don’t want to wear them. Do you remember what happened when you tried to cast that spell last month to keep Sally’s influence from spreading through town?” Jody sent a her a meaningful glance as her grandmother shifted, looking away like a guilty child. “You misread the spell, didn’t you?”

“That could happen to anyone,” said Isabel with a sniff.

“Especially someone who needs glasses,” said Willa.

Jody kept her tone somewhere between coaxing and soothing. “If you allow us to rule out the possibility that it’s your eyesight, and you see the ghost again, then we’ll know it’s real. Aren’t you the least bit uncertain about what you saw?”

It was obvious from the way Isabel fidgeted that she wasn’t entirely convinced of what she’d seen either, and apparently, she decided it wasn’t the hill to die on. With a grunt, she nodded to them as she got to her feet. “Fine. You make the appointment, Willa, and I’ll go, but I guarantee you I don’t need glasses, just like I’m promising that was a ghost that chased me. You think I’d run from an imaginary apparition with these knees, do you?” She sent both a scolding look before she moved down the hall to her room. “I’m going to bed. This is the kind of day I wish I’d never woken up for to start with.”

“I’ll get that appointment as soon as possible, Mother,” said Willa in a pleased voice.

Apparently, it still brought no pleasure to Isabel, because she huffed at them again before disappearing down the hallway. 

“I’m worried about her,” said Willa, and she truly looked concerned.

Jody nodded slightly. “I’m concerned too, but I don’t think she’s imagining things. She might’ve seen something that scared her, but I don’t think we have to worry about neurological disorders when it comes to Gram. She’s still pretty sharp.”

“The problem is, she has more imagination than ten people combined. If there’s a scrape or way to get into one, she’ll find it.” Willa shook her head, sounding remarkably like a stern mother bemoaning the fate of a recalcitrant child.

Jody’s lips twitched, but she didn’t comment other than to say, “At least she agreed to go to the optometrist.”

“I know there’s one off Main Street, so I’ll call to see how soon they can work her in. I might imply it’s a bit of an emergency.” Willa flushed slightly.

Jody’s mouth dropped open slightly. “You would stretch the truth?”

Willa looked defensive. “I’m not always a goody-goody, you know. Maybe there are things you don’t know about me at all, Jody.”

Jody blinked, because she genuinely had been teasing her mother, not criticizing her. She put up her hands in the surrender motion. “Easy. I was just teasing you. Whatever you need to do to get Gram in quickly seems okay to me, short of outright cutting in front of someone whose eye popped out or something.”

Willa grimaced. “Can that happen?”

“Sure it can. I’ve never seen it, but I know it’s a possibility.” She waved a hand dismissively, deciding the subject wasn’t important. “Are you okay, Mom? You seem a little strained or something.”

“I’m not strange. There’s nothing wrong with me at all. I’m perfectly average, normal, and typical in every way, thank you very much.”

Jody blinked again. “I said strained, not strange. You just seem a little off is all. Are you feeling all right? Have you been getting enough sleep?” She couldn’t help recalling how grumpy her grandmother and mother had both been when the sandman was plaguing Harrow Bay. Not that Jody had been a bag full of sunshine either at that particular moment in time.

For a second, Willa seemed on the verge of snapping, but then she took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. It’s just been a long day. I didn’t mean to take your head off.”

“It’s fine, but that doesn’t really answer my question. Are you okay, Mom?”

Willa gave her a sad smile as she got to her feet. “I suppose I’m as fine as I’ve ever been.”

That was no true answer, and Jody wanted to stop her as she started to leave the room. “Where are you going?”

“I think I’ll have an early night as well. Besides, your young man will be returning shortly, and you’ll want some time alone with him.”

Jody frowned. “Drake will understand if you need to talk to me about something, Mom. I can just send him a text message and ask him to come back tomorrow instead.”

Willa hesitated and then shook her head. “Really, there’s no need for that. I’m absolutely fine, dear. Have a good night.” Willa wiggled her fingers by way of parting as she disappeared from the living room, leaving Jody to stare behind her for a long moment as her concern mounted for both women in her family. 

Her grandmother might be seeing things, and her mother was obviously sad, perhaps even depressed, about something. Could it be because she was unhappy in Harrow Bay? For a while, she’d seemed as though she was settling in fine and making friends like Patty, but now she appeared aloof and forlorn. Jody hoped she wasn’t having trouble acclimating, because for Jody, Harrow Bay had started to feel like home a while ago.

She didn’t have much time to brood about it, because the doorbell rang again, and she rushed forward, certain it would be Drake this time. She was right, and she took the bag he offered her as he stepped through the doorway. He followed her into the kitchen, saying, “What happened to your mother?”

“She decided to go to bed early. Gram came home too. She’s in bed as well.”

He looked intrigued. “So, we have the living room to ourselves?”

She grinned. “We do. What did you have in mind?”

“It’s something dirty. Downright filthy, I guess you could say.”

Despite her resolve to go slowly with him, she was intrigued. “Oh? What do you mean?”

He stepped up behind her, and she turned to face him. He had her pinned between the fridge and himself, with the open freezer providing a chill against her neck. His arms went around her, and she was disappointed that they didn’t settle on her shoulders, and he didn’t pull her any closer.

Instead, he reached past her to take one of the pints of ice cream she’d just stacked in the freezer and stepped back. “I suggest we share this. We might even use the same spoon if you want to be truly wicked.” He winked at her.

Jody ignored the surge of disappointment when she realized he’d been teasing her and toying with temptation. It was a wise thing to do, to put on the brakes after their accelerated jump into bed due to the love spell Heidi had accidentally cast at the same time her grandmother had sent out the magic dispersal spell. 

Still, she couldn’t deny part of her was disappointed, though most of her still wasn’t ready for anything that serious. She was missing the physical aspects more than the emotional closeness, because they hadn’t reached that stage yet.

Deciding to indulge him, she reached into the silverware drawer and pulled out a spoon she handed him. His eyes lit with amusement, and then he took on a crestfallen expression when she pulled out a second spoon. “Sorry, I’m not into sharing.”

He chuckled as he put an arm around her, his hand resting casually at her hip, just above the curve of her buttocks, and they walked back together to the living room. They sat down on the couch, and Jody reached for the remote, putting on a mindless cooking show in the background as the two of them dug into the pint of triple chocolate ice cream, demolishing it between conversation.

They didn’t discuss anything of real importance, but somehow, the time seemed to fly, and there were no silences between them. Before she knew it, it was nearly eleven o’clock, and Jody stifled a yawn as she looked at the time. “I guess I should get to bed. I have to get up in the morning for work.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. I have to report to Hell to see if there’s anything new going on, or if I have any fugitives to chase down.”

“It’s been kind of slow for you lately, hasn’t it?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “I think Luc put Hell on a form of lockdown for a little while. He does that when he goes topside. It prevents more problems.”

She frowned. “Topside, as in Earth?”

He nodded, not seeming at all bothered by the idea of the devil wandering around Jody’s plane of existence.

Her frown deepened. “Why in the world would he come to Earth?”

“Even if you’re the ruler of Hell, it’s still Hell.” He grinned slightly. “I don’t know what he does on his jaunts, but word has it, he either goes to Vegas and gambles an exorbitant amount, or he goes helicopter skiing in the Alps. Someone claimed they saw him in an off-off-Broadway production. The rumors are endless, and no one knows.”

She shuddered slightly. “He’s not around Harrow Bay, is he?”

Drake closed his eyes for a moment, as though focusing on something. He exhaled a moment later, opened his eyes, and shook his head.

“He’s nowhere around that I can sense. That means he’s got to be hundreds of miles from here, if not farther. Of all the things you have to worry about for Harrow Bay, I doubt Luc paying any attention to the town is on the list.” He winked at her. “Harrow Bay’s not exactly a hotbed of excitement.”

“Oh, we have our moments.” She leaned forward, drawing him in for a kiss that she was quick to abandon as her body urged her to continue it. Her mind and body were still in conflict on that point, and Drake was content to wait for her, or at least he gave every indication that he was fine waiting until she was ready to move forward into a physical relationship again, this time without the influence of a magical love spell.

He stood up, and she walked him to the door, giving him one more light peck on the lips before he stepped across the threshold, lifted his hand, and waved goodnight prior to walking down the steps. She heard the sound of his bike, Evita, roar to life in less than a minute, and soon, the sound of the engine faded where she could no longer hear it.

Jody locked the door and went upstairs, her mind slightly in turmoil. Part of her wished she had asked him to stay, while the smarter part of her, the one that wasn’t ruled by hormones and emotion—at least not yet—knew she’d made the right decision to keep things slow and steady.

It wasn’t just Drake and her relationship with him that weighed on her mind though. She was worried about her mother, and she was even more worried about Gram. Despite her words to Willa, she truly was concerned for her grandmother. She didn’t believe there was any neurological aspect involved with Isabel’s perceived haunting, but she was afraid the news of Artie’s death and the confirmation that it had been magical had broken something in her grandmother, and she was concerned Isabel wouldn’t bounce back from this latest setback. Seeing apparitions might be just the beginning of Isabel’s troubles.
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Chapter Five 
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ISABEL 

Isabel was annoyed to be at the optometrist’s office the next afternoon. She was frankly amazed Willa had gotten her in so early but imagined her daughter had been implacable in making the appointment. It was to Isabel’s advantage, because the sooner they dealt with this, the sooner she might convince at least Jody to listen to her about the ghost. She figured Willa was a lost cause, because her daughter would pretend nothing was wrong until she couldn’t avoid it otherwise. Then her option was usually to run.

“How are we this afternoon?” asked the receptionist when she smiled at Isabel.

Isabel looked at her nametag. “Well, Ellen, I’m not certain how we are. You would have to ask my daughter, because she seems to think she makes all my decisions for me these days.” With a humph sound for both of them, she marched over to sit on one of the uncomfortable chairs. The fact that she had a bony derrière didn’t help matters, but she decided it was another black mark against this place. She viewed the optometry visit as an obstacle she had to overcome to get them to listen.

She heard her daughter say something to the receptionist, who gave a sympathetic sound. No doubt, Willa was making her out to be unreasonable. Isabel supposed perhaps there was a smidgen of truth to that, but she didn’t appreciate being questioned about what her own eyes had seen or forced to come to an optometrist when she didn’t need to see one. She knew what she had seen, and it hadn’t been a product of her imagination or an inability to focus on close objects.

Willa joined her a moment later, clipboard in hand. “I take it you want me to fill this out, Mother?” She sounded like she was resigned to bear the burden.

“You’re the one who insisted on bringing me here, so you can do all the work.”

“You will have to cooperate with Dr. Meadows. You realize that, don’t you?” Willa sounded vaguely impatient.

“If I don’t, will they not give me a sucker at the end?”

Willa huffed, rolled her eyes, and turned her attention to the clipboard. That was the only sound for the next few minutes as the pen scratched against the paper while her daughter wrote down all her information, occasionally muttering to herself.

Isabel stared firmly out the window, wanting to separate herself from the entire situation. She didn’t need glasses. The occasional moments when she did, the drugstore kind worked just fine. If they thought she was going to wear glasses all the time, they were nuts.

It took her a moment to realize the temperature had dropped in the room. At first, she attributed it to the air vent that was nearby, assuming someone had tampered with the HVAC system and ended up turning on the air conditioner. It was only when the chills went down her spine that she realized it was a more familiar feeling, and she swallowed heavily. It took everything she had, and an admonishment not to be like Willa and avoid the truth, to turn her head to see the source of the cold air.

The apparition hovered in front of her. She opened her mouth, and a little squeak came out.

Willa looked up. “What is it? Do I have your medications wrong?”

Isabel let out another squeak. She lifted a hand to point in the direction of the ghost, and Willa looked that way.

Her daughter frowned after a moment. “Those are lovely sunglasses, but I don’t know if you have the budget for Ray-Ban, Mother. Maybe you should just stick with a pair of glasses that transition from daylight to interior.”

Isabel’s mouth dropped open as she watched Willa bend her head and return to filling out the paperwork. It was obvious her daughter couldn’t see the phantasm floating before them. Isabel could certainly see it, and she was rattled. She cleared her throat and got to her feet abruptly. The restroom sign was tantalizingly close, so she rushed toward it, ignoring Willa calling her name. Her daughter stopped after a minute, obviously inferring Isabel was visiting the ladies’ room.

She entered the bathroom and closed the door, locking it behind her as she leaned against the wood. Isabel’s heart was racing, and the logical side of her knew a bathroom was no safe haven, but it felt safe for a moment with the satisfying click of the lock as it slid into place.

She let out a small cry when a chill ran down her spine, followed by through her chest, and spreading outward. For a moment, she felt like nothing but ice filled her veins, and she shuddered as the apparition moved through the door and through her to hover in front of her. Her fingers trembled as she started to fumble with the lock again, but Isabel hesitated. 

If the ghost was seeking her out, he would continue to do so in the waiting room, and she might make a fool of herself responding or urging him to go away if no one else could see him. Instead, she straightened her shoulders, stiffened her spine, and turned fully to face him. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”

He opened his mouth, as though he wanted to let out a tortured cry, but there was no sound.

She frowned. “Well, spit it out. Either you’re here to kill me, or you want something. If it’s the former, get it over with before I have to have my eyes dilated. If it’s the latter, just tell me what you want.”

Slowly, the ghost’s mouth opened, revealing his gaping maw—and a complete absence of tongue. It was like it had been poofed out of existence. There was no ugly wound, and no residual bleeding or whatever would be the equivalent for a phantasm, and it was as though the whole thing had just disappeared. A clean line remained.

In spite of her fear, she felt a stirring of sympathy. “What happened to you then?”

He let out another silent scream, or at least that’s what she thought it would be if he could speak, before whooshing across the bathroom to stand in front of the mirror. She was reluctantly intrigued, though part of her wanted to unlock the door and exit back into the safety of the waiting room. Knowing there was no safety there, and Willa would just consider her insane if no one else could see the ghost, she forced herself to remain standing by the door. 

Slowly, the ghost brought his hand up within a few millimeters of the mirror. He wasn’t touching, but she saw ice crystals forming on the surface just the same. As she watched, he brought his arm fully down the length of it, creating an icy surface. Then the ghost wrote the first message. He used a scrawny finger, still not touching the glass, so she assumed he must be using some sort of mental power to write the word, “Help.”

A strange sense of relief went through her, and she realized she’d still been half-expecting the ghost to have evil intentions. Instead, he’d come to her for help. “What do you need help with?”

“Freedom,” he wrote after a few seconds, as though it took him a moment to compose the message. It probably required quite a bit of strength or whatever energy source the ghost used to be able to manipulate matter like that.

“How can I free you? I don’t even know who you are.”

He took a moment to refreeze the mirror, causing the words he had already written to disappear. When he started writing again, his name soon emerged: William Gilling.

“I’ll be damned.” Recalling the ghost had formerly been a minister, Isabel had the grace to blush slightly. “I mean, I wouldn’t recognize you.” Truth be told, he didn’t look at all familiar, though she knew she’d spoken to him at least once sixty-some years ago, and that had been enough to stir Sally’s lifelong ire against her. “How can I help you, Bill?” She thought she remembered that was his nickname.

He seemed on the verge of weeping for a moment, but then he re-gathered his composure, froze the glass again, and wrote, “I need Sally to release me, so I don’t have to be frozen in this form. I want to move to Heaven.”

“Sally has you prisoner? Why doesn’t that surprise me?” She shook her head. “But how and why?”

After the mirror was frosted again, he wrote, “There was a woman in my parish who was interested in me. I tried to let her down gently, but she wouldn’t listen. She claimed Sally was the only reason I wasn’t with her. I guess I should’ve warned Sally about her intentions, but I thought she’d given up on it when she stopped attending church. If anything, I would’ve expected her...” 

He had stopped writing for a moment, having to refreeze the mirror before he could continue. “To go after Sally in a violent way, since she seemed a little unhinged. Instead, she told Sally we’d been having an affair. Sally confronted me about it, and before I could defend myself...”

He re-frosted the mirror again. “She used some kind of magic to rip out my tongue. It just completely disappeared, and I couldn’t defend myself. She was in such a rage, and she had this power about her...” He stopped writing, shuddering as though remembering the moment. It took him a long second to compose himself and frost the mirror again. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I had no idea she was one of the magical freaks that live in this town when I married her.”

“I can’t imagine why she didn’t tell you with an open mind like that,” said Isabel with more than a hint of judgment in her tone.

The ghost let that slide. Instead, he frosted the glass and began writing again. “I found my spirit tethered to her, but then she used a ritual to bind me to a picture instead. She kept it in her closet, and that’s pretty much where I’ve been...”

He had to start with a fresh mirror again by frosting it before he could continue writing. “For the last few years. I don’t know what happened to change all that, but just a couple of weeks ago, I found myself untethered from the picture and from Sally. I can move around Harrow Bay, but I can’t go any farther. I just want to cross over, and I’ve observed your interactions with my wife...”

He frosted the mirror again. “Over the last several days and pieced things together. It seems like you might be able to help me. I just want her to set me free. Will you talk to her?”

There was nothing truly funny about the situation, but Isabel couldn’t help a sharp laugh. “You really think she’s going to listen to me, Bill? Obviously, she’s not big on listening, or she would’ve given you a chance to explain before ripping out your tongue and killing you with a burst of magic.”

The ghost looked stymied for a moment and slowly nodded.

In spite of herself, Isabel felt bad for him. She couldn’t help thinking he brought a lot of it on himself by his poor taste in women, but he obviously hadn’t realized just how evil, two-faced, and vindictive his wife could be. With a sigh, she said, “I don’t know if I can help you. I can’t promise anything, but I need you to stay away for a little while. I have to convince my daughter and my granddaughter that I’m not crazy by getting through this eye exam. After that, maybe we can figure out some way to free you from this plane or truly shuffle off your mortal coil.”

He looked hopeful, and a new message appeared on the mirror a moment later. “Thank you. I always knew you were a kind woman.”

Isabel rolled her eyes. “Don’t get too sappy on me, buddy. There’s no guarantee I’m going to be able to help you out of the closet either.” She cackled at the words, laughing a little harder when he looked offended. Apparently, the reverend got the reference, but she didn’t wait around to see if he was going to post something that was anti-gay on the mirror that would just piss her off. 

Instead, she turned and left the bathroom and returned to her seat as though nothing had happened. Her heart was still racing, and her hands were a little jittery, but Willa didn’t seem to notice. Instead, she just handed Isabel the paperwork to sign, and she did so without bothering to read it.

While Willa took the papers to Ellen at the front desk, Isabel casually looked around, searching out Bill’s presence. She thought she saw him hiding in the corner, as clichéd as could be, behind a fake potted plant. Well, he didn’t get points for originality, but at least he was listening, at least for the moment.

Almost as soon as Willa had handed in the paperwork, Ellen directed them back, and Isabel spent the next twenty minutes being prodded, doing tests, and following commands. When it was finally over, Dr. Meadows leaned back on his stool and gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s just as I suspected. You have presbyopia, or farsightedness.”

She scowled. “That doesn’t seem right. I can’t see things up close—at least not as well as I used to. I don’t need anything but the occasional pharmacy glasses though.”

He gave her an indulgent smile that was condescending in every way before turning his attention to Willa. “Your mother might not understand, and it’s a little confusing, I admit, but we call it farsightedness when you have trouble seeing things up close.”

Willa nodded along in a knowledgeable way, as though she’d known that. Maybe she had, but Isabel was skeptical. “Does she need glasses?” Willa seemed almost eager that she would.

Isabel supposed that would be a twofold delight for her offspring. It would prove Willa right, and her daughter probably had herself convinced that once Isabel got new glasses, her brush with ghosts wouldn’t happen anymore. Foolish woman.

“Yes, I think it would be a good idea.” He turned back to Isabel, adopting that same tone of condescension, as though she were a four-year-old instead of almost eighty. “Now, I hope you understand the importance of wearing your glasses all the time, Isabel. It will preserve what eyesight you have left, at least for a while longer.”

Isabel rolled her eyes. “Can we just get this over with?”

Dr. Meadows blinked, clearly not sure what to do with her. Once again, he turned his attention to Willa, and they spent the next five minutes discussing Isabel’s condition. She snorted out loud at regular intervals, wanting them both to know she thought they were full of it. Oh, she supposed she might need glasses. That was perhaps an inevitability at her age, but she certainly didn’t need to be treated like a child or have him practically ignoring her presence and decide everything with Willa.

Once her daughter and the doctor had finally finished their plans for her, Dr. Meadows held out his hand. Isabel shook it limply, rolling her eyes as he turned away to shake Willa’s hand, this time lingering a touch longer. 

Isabel’s eyes narrowed as she watched the two of them, and it was obvious Dr. Meadows seemed to like whatever he saw in Willa. She would judge the doctor to be only a few years past Jody’s age, so he likely had no idea that Willa was sixty-one, and her daughter was lucky enough to have that ageless quality that made it difficult to judge her age. It was obvious she was over forty, but by how much?

She almost chuckled at the idea of Willa being a cougar. The boy was barking up the wrong tree, though her daughter appeared oblivious.

As she watched, Willa seemed to finally realize, and she quickly pulled away from him and took a step back. Her expression and posture changed slightly, and it was obvious she was trying to discourage the doctor without words. Either he was perceptive, or he was on his way to his next patient, because he just nodded to them and left the room seconds later.

Willa looked at her, clearing her throat. “Let’s pick you out a new pair of glasses.”

“Oh, do I get some input, or are you going to make that decision too?” Isabel knew she was being petulant, and part of it was simply to punish Willa for her lack of faith, and perhaps a smidgen because her daughter had been right about her needing glasses. It still didn’t mean she’d imagine seeing Bill Gilling’s ghost, and she was certain she hadn’t. 

It was obvious Willa couldn’t see him, but she wondered if Willa could see the writing on the mirror if Bill did that neat trick, assuming she couldn’t convince her daughter any other way. She couldn’t help wondering if Jody would see him, since she was more tuned into magic, and the thoughts occupied her as she spent the next few minutes picking out a random pair of glasses, sitting for one last measurement, and finally getting to leave a few minutes after that.

Now that was out of the way, she just had to convince Jody she was really seeing a ghost, since she figured Willa would never believe it without seeing for her own eyes—and there was a strong chance her daughter would find a way to talk herself out of believing her own senses—to get her granddaughter on board. Then they could figure out what they could do for Bill, if anything.
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