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Halloween Lore



by Lucinda Caraway


Those who are fortunate to be born on October 31 are believed to be born with good luck on their side.


Place an ivy leaf under a pillow to dream of a future lover on this day.


An apple buried in the ground on the last day of October will attract unicorns.
















October





Pumpkins are considered symbols of protection and prosperity.
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It was official.


Sirena Rachel Caraway just broke the world’s record for having the weirdest month ever. Fate seemed determined to give her nothing but tricks and no treats during these thirty-one days of October. Sirena, having been born and raised in Freya Grove, expected silly scares and whimsy mayhem. When you formerly attended high school with ghouls and werewolves, you adopted an anything-goes attitude super quick about this time of year. However, Sirena was embarrassed, shocked, and just plain annoyed by the series of events that unfolded. Tonight, on Halloween, she wanted to be in a place where for once she felt in charge and learned how to hone her magic.


Sirena, in her fluffy robe and slippers, stood in the Caraway kitchen.


The hanging rack with copper pots and pans had a thin layer of dust on them. The stainless-steel appliances were pristine, and the ceramic jar was filled with untouched spatulas and wooden spoons. Just looking at the stove gave Sirena a stomachache. Bad things happened when she touched the stove. Even now, she could still smell the lingering aroma of burnt scrambled eggs and toast.


It was the last meal she had attempted to cook in her kitchen. She just didn’t cook anymore, but rather put deli meat, sliced cheese, and grapes on a plate to eat after work.


The hand-painted moon-and-star wall clock Nana Ruth purchased years ago remained on the wall next to said stove. Its steady ticking filled the emptiness of the kitchen and gave Sirena a small sense of comfort. It felt as if Nana were still standing at Sirena’s side, telling her to either make a cup of tea or take her sleepy behind back upstairs.


“This month needs to end,” she murmured. “Right now.”


The clock tick-tocked in response, and the minute hand moved forward.


It was a good time for tea. Sirena filled the electric kettle with water, placed it back on the base, and flipped the switch. It began to burble. Her fingers played with the ends of her braids, which were coming undone. She leaned against the counter and recounted six events that made October a time of regrets.


First event: Sirena rolled her ankle while she was delivering a meal order for Empty Fridge. It was her fault, since she hadn’t been paying attention and hit an uneven patch on the sidewalk. She had a choice: save her phone, or save the milkshakes and burgers that a start-up company ordered for lunch. Sirena saved the order from hitting the sidewalk, but her phone was cracked and barely functional.


She delivered the meals unscathed to the office manager.


The manager said, “Thanks, Sheila!”


Sirena’s ankle hurt so much that she didn’t even bother to correct her. Eventually, she had to dip into her meager savings to buy a new phone.


Second event: Sirena ruined Callie’s Halloween decorations. She hadn’t even seen the pumpkins on the floor and ended up accidentally kicking a hole into one of the gourds. There were pumpkin seeds and guts everywhere, and the living room smelled earthy. Their cat, Shadow, got caught playing in the guts and needed a bath. Callie looked as if she was going to cry at the scattered seeds all over the carpet. This pumpkin incident led to Sirena missing out on a huge delivery bonus and limiting her cooking demo budget.


It had taken her two months to land an interview for Lighthouse, one of the Jersey Shore’s best-reviewed award-winning restaurants in the last five years. Sirena wasn’t going to cancel because her favorite fungus was super expensive. She slapped down her credit card and bought the porcini mushrooms, packed up her plastic tub of culinary items, and drove over to the premier beachfront eatery. After Ad Astra let her go as their head chef months ago, Sirena worked two part-time jobs to make ends meet. It was her goal to lead another world-class kitchen one day, and it was going to happen for her. Last month, Ursula helped Sirena make a whole vision board, and she even wrote her intention in permanent gold marker—the color that invited success and prosperity into one’s life. Even now, she envisioned her intention, Find Your Path, in her mind, guiding like a shining neon sign. Sirena pushed away the wiggle of doubt in her stomach as she parked outside Lighthouse. So, her dishes were a little off, and her food didn’t quite hit right the way it used to. It would be fine. She had magic on her side. Kitchen witches always brought the heat.


Third event: Sirena completely fumbled the big interview at Lighthouse.


Anyone could make an egg explode, but it took a special talent to make the hiring manager spit out their food into a napkin. Her stomach jumped into her throat the moment the entire dish was scraped into the plastic bin. Her second chance to run a professional kitchen just went up in flames—or rather went into the trash. Goodbye to another dream.


The manager spoke gently as she walked Sirena out after the interview.


“Your dish was… interesting. We’re still looking at candidates. We’ll call you.”


Fourth event: Sirena went semi-viral after a Halloween prank at work went bonkers.


It wasn’t her fault that she accidentally punched that terrifying trash clown; she just instinctively reacted to someone jumping out at her from behind the dumpster. What hurt more than Sirena’s fist was the fact that her coworker Beckett set her up and filmed the entire thing on his phone. As the clown screamed and clutched their big red nose, Sirena demanded Beckett explain why he would do something so pointless. So unkind.


He just shrugged. “I thought you could use a laugh.”


Sirena clutched her casting hand to her chest to keep from throwing an itchy underwear hex on him. She glared at Beckett and returned to work in the bistro. An odd blend of foolishness and hurt roiled in her gut. Here she thought she was getting along with her coworkers, but apparently, she wasn’t fun enough for them.


She finished her shift at Night Sky, then went home to get ready for the party of the year.


Fifth event: Sirena embarrassed herself in front of half the Grove.


When the Diane Dearworth personally invited the Caraways to the famous Halloween celebration at the historical society to benefit the Freya Grove Historical Society, Sirena was beyond geeked out to attend. Lucy had plans with Alex, and Callie was working with a high-profile bride. Ursula was handing out candy with Xavier at the shop, so Sirena was left to go alone. She spent weeks piecing her outfit together, sourcing her coastal granddaughter costume from thrift stores and attic finds. Sirena drank two cups of ginger and lemon tea to calm her nerves and listened to her party-prep music as she did her makeup. By the time Sirena arrived at the Dearworths’ in her cheerful blue floral dress, floppy bag, and wedge sandals, she was ready to party. The house was decorated with touches of black lace and Gothic decorations. She made small talk with a pixie, ate mini brownies, and awkwardly tried to flirt with a vampire while drinking punch.


Buzzy magic tickled her skin as she danced and swayed to the pop hit playlist.


She was attempting to drop it down low when she knocked into a bookshelf and ended up covered in a bucket of translucent goo. Several guests took out their phones while others cringed at the image of Sirena looking as if she had gotten handsy with a lusty ghost. There was a talk of calling the Ghostbusters, and someone even cued up the classic theme song from the movie. Sirena rushed to the kitchen to find baking soda and vinegar in a vain attempt to save the costume.


But instead, she found Gus Dearworth. Their eyes met.


For an instant, time ceased, and they were suspended in that space together. Her steps halted once she stared up into the richest brown eyes she’d ever seen on a magician. Sirena’s brain automatically began comparing them to all the foods she loved to taste and cook with. Melted chocolate. Hazelnuts. No, he was cinnamon, strong and unmistakable.


Behind the beauty of those eyes, there was a shadow of trepidation. He shifted his weight from foot to foot as if he was going to make a choice he didn’t feel comfortable with.


Time started again. She blinked and took in the situation before her.


Sixth event: Sirena caught Gus Dearworth wearing a custom-made tuxedo and holding an open velvet box. It held a sparkly piece of jewelry that might have been a ring. She let out a shocked gasp. Was he proposing?! He shoved it into his pocket so quickly that Sirena wondered whether she saw anything in his hand. Out of sight, out of mind.


Gus retreated into his jovial demeanor, flashing her a smile that seemed a little too sharp. What were the odds of her running into Gus Dearworth now, when she looked like a slime monster? They’d seen each other around town over the last few years. Ursula, her cousin, went to school with Diane, his sister, so they knew of each other. They attended the same backyard cookouts and holiday parties but rarely spoke. Tonight, Gus stood before Sirena by the sink, with his thick frame and big shoulders emitting an air of playfulness.


She half expected him to pull a rabbit out of his tux.


He gave her a quick once-over. His smile softened. “You look absolutely frightening.”


She grinned at his compliment, noting the hint of concern in his voice.


“Do you need a towel—or the bathroom?” he offered.


“No, I need a hot shower,” she said, gesturing to her outfit. “The slime is everywhere.”


She shivered as the icy substance trickled down her back and into her underwear. Ugh. Gus eased out of his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders.


Sirena gently protested this action. “No, Gus. Don’t ruin your outfit.”


“Hush,” he said. “I know a good dry cleaner.”


She took the oversized jacket and burrowed herself into it. The spicy scent of cloves and teakwood oil remained in his fabric, easing her nerves. Instantly, she was warm. Gus went over to a cabinet, took out a tea towel, and handed it to her. Their fingertips brushed briefly, sending a light tickle of bright magic over her hand and causing her heart to sprint. She wiped her face with the terry cloth and felt a little less sticky. It wasn’t enough, and she would still need to leave.


“Pivot and change your costume,” Gus advised.


Sirena gestured to her soaked floral dress. “Who am I supposed to be now?”


“You’re a ghost-hunting tourist who got a little too close to the ghost,” he said. “Anything can happen tonight.”


Sirena snorted. “Anything did happen.”


He narrowed his eyes at her. “I can’t tempt you into staying?”


“You can try,” she said dryly.


He paused for a second, as if weighing his options, and reached into his pants pocket. Sirena eyed him. Magicians were unpredictable. Was he offering her a trick or a treat?


Gus pulled out a coin. “Let’s ask fate. Heads, you stay. Tails, you go home.”


It was the size of a half-dollar and had a profile of a woman looking off into the distance. The coin sparkled in the overhead light. They shared a look. It was probably better for Sirena to go home, but she saw a quiet longing in his eyes. He didn’t want her to leave. For an instant she was tempted to pivot and just stay the night. To see what was building between them. To ask him about that ring he had in his pocket. To learn whether his touch would make her heart race again. Gus was about to toss the coin when two party guests dressed as twins ambled into the room, swaying as one unit.


“There’s the birthday boy! We’re looking for you to blow out the candles.”


“I’m here,” he said, that sharp smile resurfacing on his face.


“You are the guest of honor!” the other twin sang.


A feeling of hot guilt washed through her at those words. He had a whole houseful of guests, but he was in here entertaining her. She needed to leave now and stop taking up his time. He glanced at her, his eyes hopeful that she would continue playing this game. Oh, how she hated to let him down. Sirena eased out of the jacket and placed it on the kitchen table.


“Thanks, Gus, for everything, but I’m heading out.”


His shoulders lowered and the hope in his eyes dimmed.


He palmed his coin, then nodded. “Get home safe.”


They exchanged good nights, and she went out the back kitchen door, giving a final glance over her shoulder. The magician was gone. Her heart ached in his absence.


Once Sirena got home, she undressed and stepped into the shower. She let the water run over her skin. The constant feeling of sticky embarrassment and shame filled her chest and made it hard to think. She stood under the spray until she felt clean. Sirena dried off, changed into her pajamas and robe, and went down to the kitchen. As she stared at the starry wall clock ticking down to midnight, one question kept echoing in her brain.


Why hadn’t she made better choices? All the bad decisions Sirena made over the last month had led her to this night of complete failure. Here she stood in the family kitchen alone with an aching hand to match her heart. If Sirena had the power, she’d throw the entire whole month of October in the trash with her slime-covered costume.


The electric kettle clicked off as steam wafted out of the spout.


Sirena went to the tea pantry and studied the rows of brand-new labeled loose teas. She let out a baffled laugh at the new labels taped to the glass jars. Lucy, the family tea witch, must have reorganized the tea closet while Sirena was at work.


Sirena scanned the labels for the words “Sweet Dreamer,” her favorite tea, but that container was missing. Add another disappointment to the day. She was about to settle for a nice cup of pure chamomile when she saw the tall jar next to it. The label was written in a delicate script Sirena hadn’t seen in years but knew by heart. It was Nana Ruth’s spidery handwriting, the same writing that filled the cookbooks and spellbooks Sirena cherished.


She took the jar in her hand, then read the label. “Wish Tea. That’s new.”


Hmm. Maybe Lucy found an old recipe of Nana’s and refilled the jar.


Sirena unscrewed the top and breathed in the strong, distinct aroma.


Goose bumps rose on her skin. As a kitchen witch, she was gifted with the ability to separate the different herbs and ingredients by tasting or smelling a dish. She sniffed deeply, differentiating the scents from each other. Chamomile. Lemon balm. Rosehips. Lavender. There was another herb she couldn’t define, but it smelled heavenly. Like baked sunshine on a fall afternoon. Sirena took the jar over to the counter, scooped two spoonfuls of loose tea leaves into the mug, and then poured the water. She drizzled in honey and let the leaves steep for a few minutes.


The water turned a pleasing golden shade. Sirena gently blew on the tea to cool it down and then took a sip. The floral taste of the brew flooded her mouth, and she relished the hotness it delivered. A good cup of tea could make you feel at peace for a precious minute. As Sirena drank, she thought about yesteryear’s spells.


When Sirena cast the wish spell that fateful May night, she assumed that her wish would be granted first. It was simple. All she wished was to regain her cooking career that she put on pause when Nana got sick and needed a live-in caregiver. Bittersweet joy fluttered through Sirena as she recalled Nana’s last year of life. It was a time of tears and small moments of laughter. On her good days, Nana rattled off rules for kitchen witches from her memory while Sirena wrote them down. They took their afternoon tea in the garden. Nana, in her pink floral housedress, slowly walked on the path, caressing her herbs and plants with an unsteady hand. Nana lamented her regrets on her bad days when it was too difficult for her to get out of bed. Sirena called out of work on those days, not wanting to leave her alone in case she needed anything.


Nana blinked at her, those large brown eyes filled with remorse.


Her usually strong voice was wobbly and thin with exhaustion.


“I had so many plans. There wasn’t enough time to make them come true. You blink your eyes, and your entire life has passed you by. I was looking at my photo albums the other day and I couldn’t believe time went by so fast. If I could do it all over again, I’d do things differently. I’d be braver. I’d have more fun and eat more cake.”


Sirena blinked rapidly, trying to keep her tears at bay. Make a joke. Don’t cry. Be fun.


“What kind of cake?”


Nana gave a small grin. “I think maybe a chocolate harvest cake with rainbow sprinkles. You’ve got to have sprinkles. Remember that rule. That’s rule ninety-nine.”


She clutched Sirena’s hand in hers and gripped it with the last of her strength. “Promise me, my sweet child, you won’t wish away your time. Live your life today, not tomorrow.”


Sirena simply nodded, unable to talk through her falling tears. When Nana passed away and joined the ancestors shortly after that conversation, Sirena sought to keep her promise.


She’d made plans to move back to New York and jump right back where she left off once the memorial was over. She bought the train ticket on her phone, had a travel bag in hand, and was literally on her way to the transportation center when she found Lucy sitting at the kitchen table. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of her big sister. Lucy, still in her black dress, stared vacantly off into space, no light in her eyes. Her face was gaunt, and she was pale, covered in sorrow. What was the last meal she had?


Sirena dropped her bag on the table and went to the stove. “Have you eaten?”


Lucy blinked, then cast her eyes downward. “I don’t know.”


Sirena took out a pan and searched the fridge for cheese, milk, and eggs. She knew how to whip up a quick, tasty omelet that she knew Lucy would love.


Rule one: Kitchen witches always cook for their families.


Lucy glanced at Sirena’s travel bag in front of her. “You’ll miss your train,” she said, her voice small.


“I’ll catch the next one,” Sirena said. “Do we have any parsley?”


“Check the cabinet.”


Four years later, Sirena still hadn’t caught the next train, and she didn’t know if she would ever leave the Grove. Eventually, she outgrew her old city life the way a child outgrew a beloved sweater, but she still held on to the hope that it might fit her if she just folded her body enough.


It was this desperate hope that would be her undoing.


She pressed her lips together to keep herself from sobbing.


Rule forty-three: Kitchen witches only cry when cutting onions.


Sadness crept into her blood and rooted into her bones. Once upon a time, she delighted in picking fresh herbs, tasting samples, and scribbling down recipes on junk mail envelopes. Now all she cared about was getting the next job and the next gig that would get her to the next day. Her inner fire was quickly dying, and nothing she did stoked the embers in among the ashes. Tonight she didn’t feel like cooking anymore. A kitchen witch who didn’t want to cook was like a shark that didn’t want to swim. It went against her very nature, and she couldn’t imagine who she was without her gifts. Getting the head chef job at Lighthouse was supposed to reignite her culinary career. It was her chance to make her wish come true, but she failed.


If only she could hit a Restart button on this entire month.


For the first time in years, Sirena allowed herself to make a request from the universe.


“I wish I had a second chance,” she said.


A thrilling tingle of magic strummed through her hands as the mug’s warmth lulled her. A deep feeling of sleepiness entered her body and made everything in the kitchen look fuzzy.


Sirena put the almost empty mug in the sink. She’d clean everything up in the morning.


“You’ll start fresh tomorrow,” Sirena said. She ran her fingers through her braids and studied the fraying ends once more. She could either reseal them with hot water or take them out after work, but she’d decide in the morning. Everything would look better in the light of day. Sirena took one last look at the kitchen. Hopefully, one day soon she’d feel like she belonged here again. She went upstairs.


Bright red and orange mist bubbled out of the cup from the sink and drifted onto the floor. The mist, fueled by the spoken wish, crept up the wall and seeped into the clock. Two minutes before midnight the clock paused, the hands frozen in place.


After an instant, the hands clicked backward.


Like they say in the Grove, midnight is the best time for magic.















Chapter Two
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Is that the smell of burning pumpkins?


Sirena, half awake and confused, jumped up from her bed clad in a ratty athletic T-shirt and black-cat-printed pajamas. Possible situations floated through her tired mind as the burning smell intensified in her room. Did a hungry ghost come over for a treat? Maybe Herbie, one of the neighborhood gnomes, found the Caraway hide-a-key and wanted to cook up a third breakfast.


Sirena yanked her phone from the charger and sprinted out of her bedroom to rescue her griddle. With every hurried step she took downstairs, a murky haze, almost like incense smoke, wafted in the air. Jazzy music and off-key singing filled the air, so her nerves eased a little. Maybe things weren’t as dire as she first assumed. Lucy and Callie usually turned on their cooking playlist to signal to Sirena that the kitchen was in safe hands. Hearing Nina Simone croon with her unmistakable voice meant that Lucy was currently working the stove. Lucy probably heard about the Halloween clown prank and decided to make her breakfast before work. Once Sirena hit the bottom stair, she breathed in, trying to figure out what exactly was being cooked—or rather, burned. Sirena, in addition to instilling dishes with magic and emotion, had the uncanny ability to know just from a good whiff what was being made.


She lifted her nose. Brown sugar. Pumpkin puree. Raw magic. Buttermilk.


She reeled back. “Why is Lu making pumpkin pancakes again?”


Sirena loved pumpkins just as much as any other witch, but there was a limit to the gourd madness. Once fall started, Lucy and Callie doubled down on everything pumpkin spiced and pumpkin flavored. Callie even gifted Sirena a body wash set that made her smell like a whole bakery.


When Halloween finally arrived, Sirena had so many pumpkin-flavored muffins, treats, and drinks that she needed a year to recover from the taste. Why was Lucy extending the madness into November? There was mystic trouble brewing in the Caraway kitchen. Sirena walked into the living room and instantly froze.


“What the what?” she said in a horrified whisper. She gripped her phone in her hand.


Fake spiderwebs dripped from every corner and shelf. An orange and white flag banner saying “Keep It Creepy” hung crookedly on the wall. Thick black and orange pillar candles were clustered together on a mirrored chafing dish in the center of the table. Shadow, their ash-gray Chartreux cat, excitedly played with a discarded ball of webbing on the floor. He rolled on his back and meowed gleefully. She jerked back from the huge glittery papier-mâché spider perched on the chair back. Hopefully, it wasn’t enchanted with an animated charm to start crawling around the house. The sultry notes of “I Put a Spell on You” played from the pillbox speaker on the mantel, giving the space haunted vibes. Callie, her little sister, tried to hit a note and missed, her voice cracking like a broken mirror. She, with her styled bob, was dressed in an orange and black polka-dot jumpsuit that showed off her curvy figure.


“Hey there, ghoul-friend! Check it out!” she sang.


Sirena blinked rapidly as if trying to make all the living room decorations disappear with just the power of her mind. She blinked several times. Nope. It was all still here. Who was going to clean all this whimsical crap up—again?


Callie stood in the middle of this fancy storm. “Wow. I’ve stunned you into silence.”


Exasperation skittered through Sirena. “Why did you put everything back up?”


They took the decorations down last night before Sirena went to the party, not wanting to come home to clean up a big mess. She was the only witch living in the Caraway house since Lucy lived with Alex and Callie lived in Meadowdale. Therefore, Sirena was the only Caraway left cleaning up the house after holidays. Not today, spider!


Sirena reached for the rhinestone spider, but Callie jumped up and waved her away.


Her sister’s face furrowed in surprise. “I just finished. Don’t take it down. I need photos for my website.”


Sirena bit back a sigh and dropped her hands. Of course. Callie made her money event planning for events all over New Jersey and often used their house to show off her decorating skills. Sirena couldn’t deny the truth that the living room looked as gorgeous as it did—a month ago.


“You had plenty of time to take photos,” Sirena reminded her.


“I’m not an illusionist! Give me a moment,” Callie said briskly. “We can take them down before Halloween, but let me have some time with them. They’re so pretty!”


Sirena glanced around the living space, not seeing the pumpkins in the corner. Wait. Where were the pumpkins she accidentally kicked? Sirena zeroed in on Callie’s words while her still-sleepy brain tried to process what was going on.


Wait. What did she just say? “Did you say ‘before Halloween’?”


Callie fist pumped the air. “Yes, I did! We’ve got thirty-one days to creep it real!”


Sirena scrambled to turn on her phone. The digital display turned on and flashed the month and day. She stared at the date. It was October first. Um. That was suspicious. She flipped the phone over again, noticing the faded sticker-covered case. This one wasn’t her new phone—it was the one she had dropped. This was weird. She checked her hand; the ache was gone from her clown misadventure. She took her braids into her hand, letting out a shocked squeak. They were sealed and done up. That thrilling tingle of magic strummed on her skin, just like it had the night before—or in the past? She clicked open her Empty Fridge app and checked her delivery list. The last delivery was made on September 30—it was a new month.


Realization dawned on her. I got my wish.


Callie reorganized a handful of pillar candles. “So, what are your plans for today?”


“I worked,” Sirena mumbled.


Callie groaned. “You never take a day off. Have fun. Eat. Drink. Be witchy.”


Sirena licked her lips, trying to collect herself. “Having fun costs money. I’m on a budget.” Those words felt so familiar on her lips. She’d said them before—she knew it in her heart she said them last month.


Callie took her hands off the candles. “Today’s the Harvest Festival. That’s free if you don’t play any games or buy any food.”


“Then it’s not free,” Sirena said. “Besides, how can our town afford so many festivals?”


Callie shrugged. “I thought we had a werewolf millionaire or faery godmother footing the bill for everything. I stopped asking questions years ago. Anyway, you’re welcome to join me at the festival. I need fresh pumpkins to complete this whole vibe.”


Sirena blinked. “That’s right. It’s Saturday.”


Callie fussed with the faux spiderwebs, extending them out on the corners. The Harvest Festival was held every Saturday in October in the grassy town square and city hall parking lot in the center of Freya Grove. Sirena never found the time to attend the Harvest Festival since she worked Empty Fridge every Saturday, delivering brunch. Her stomach had grumbled in disapproval whenever she caught a hint of the funnel cake and popcorn.


Lucy came out of the kitchen holding a serving dish filled with pumpkin pancakes.


“Morning, peeps!” Lucy sang with a happy trill. She brought the plate over to the living room table and set it down. “Eat up, my loves. I’m sorry I have to reschedule brunch this afternoon.”


Sirena studied her big sister. She wore a candy-patterned apron with the words “Trick or Treat” sewn on the front over a swing dress. Her curly Afro was teased out, and a polka-dot bow was pinned in her hair. There was a delightful shimmer to her rich brown skin that made her look like an autumnal princess. Lucy looked lovelier the second time around.


“I loved this outfit,” Sirena said, then backpedaled. “I mean, I love it.”


“Oh, thanks. I just bought it,” Lucy said, doing a little spin. She gave Sirena a quick look. “Are you feeling okay, Si?”


“Yes, I just need to wake up.” Sirena bit the inside of her cheek.


She’d have to be careful and not give away the fact that she’d cast a time spell. Who knew how long it would last, and she couldn’t risk her second chance on an accidental misstep. Callie took a pancake in her hand and ate it like a bagel. Sirena peered down at the pancakes; her stomach hurt at the idea of another month of pumpkin treats. Last time around, Lucy spent her free time and weekends on traveling all over the county looking at wedding venues. Eventually, Lucy and Alex stopped looking at venues because they were all out of their price range and planned on getting married in the backyard this coming spring. But that decision hadn’t happened yet. Maybe Sirena could help them find an affordable place this month.


Callie finished her pancake. “Lucy, you can go with me to the festival!”


Lucy gave a small pout. “I wish. I can’t go. I’m looking at wedding venues with Alex. I swear, it’s all so expensive. I might just get married in the ocean.”


“Déjà vu,” Sirena muttered.


Lucy faced her. “What’s that, Sirena?”


“Nothing. I need a lot of caffeine.”


Lucy let out an annoyed grunt. “If I’m not wedding planning, I’m lesson planning or trying to save money. Why did I join the curriculum team this year?! Make a unit plan, they said; you’ll have fun, they said. I barely have enough time to work with my seniors because I have so many meetings. Most of the meetings could be emails! If I have one more conversation about rigor, I’m going to quit teaching and sell saltwater taffy on the boardwalk.”


“No, Lucy,” Callie said. “At least you have the wedding to cheer you up.”


Lucy grumbled. “Don’t get me started on that stress fest. I can’t decide what type of flowers we want. Do you know how many types of roses exist in the world? It’s more than five! I’ve started drinking coffee because I have so much wedding planning to get done after work.”


Sirena held back a gasp. Lucy rarely drank coffee because she lived for her cup of tea. She had to be seriously exhausted if she was relying on java rather than her jasmine to help her get through the day.


“I’m this close to eloping,” Lucy groaned.


Callie cheered. “Do it, please. I can finally break out my new elopement binder. No one’s ever eloped in our family. Let’s viva Las Vegas.”


“Do you want Mom to hex me into next year?” Lucy demanded with a dry laugh. “I’m not going to be the first witch to do it. We want to take our time. I don’t want to rush. Next subject. You’re working today, right, Sirena?”


Indecision kept her from answering. She glanced down at her phone in her hand. The Empty Fridge app was still open and waiting for her to accept a delivery request. How many times had she had this same conversation with Lucy and Callie? She clenched her jaw, knowing her answer would be yes—because it never changed. Sirena worked and cooked, because that was all she felt that she was good at doing.


She looked to Lucy. “Maybe. I haven’t decided.”


Lucy and Callie exchanged surprised looks.


Callie let out a gasp. “Are you… playing hooky today?”


“Maybe,” she sighed.


“Sirena Caraway’s day off,” Lucy quipped. “I like the sound of that.”


Callie trilled happily. “There are so many things to do! Zombie walk, Poe’s ghost story hour. What about the haunted house? I want to be scared!”


“If I wanted to scare myself, I’ll look at my student loans,” Lucy said faintly.


Callie rolled her eyes. “Okay, Lu. I hear you. There’s the Farmers Square giving out food samples at the festival. That’s free. We can get there before they run out of kettle corn!”


The familiar urge to turn Callie down bubbled up in Sirena’s mouth, but she said nothing. She claimed that she couldn’t take a day off, but—Sirena knew now—taking one day from responsibility might do her some good. It’d motivate her to work a bit harder and give her a chance to relax. It was time to change her fate.


She’ll work tonight on Empty Fridge and cover for an extra shift at Night Sky next week.


“Let’s go,” Sirena said, turning off her phone.


“Seriously? Yes!” Callie clapped her hands and bounced on her heels. “I’m borrowing your infinity scarf!”


She squealed and ran upstairs, singing along with the music. Sirena noticed Lucy was staring carefully at her as if she just turned into a she wolf. Her lips were twisted to the side in disbelief. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”


Sirena squirmed under her attention. “Fix your face. I’m capable of having fun.”


Lucy raised a single brow. “Yeah, but you’re always on your grind. What’s changed?”


“It is the season of the witch,” Sirena said with a chuckle. She had heard that tune played over so many witchy layouts and photos online, but now she reconsidered the trippy song. Maybe this second chance was the best time to be a little strange.


Lucy nodded, seeming to accept this answer. “Well, I’ll wrap up the pancakes while you get ready. Reheat them when you get back from the festival.”


Sirena kissed her cheek. “Thanks for the food. I’ll pick up some maple syrup.”


“Buy some kettle corn,” Lucy said. “If they have any harvest tea for sale, get me a bag.”


Something clicked in Sirena’s mind. “Did you restock the tea pantry recently?”


Lucy’s brow rose in surprise. “Whoa, that’s freaky. I’m restocking it next week. I found something cool I wanted to make.”


“Yeah. What did you find?” Sirena knew the answer, but she needed to know exactly where this magic tea came from for her own peace of mind. Time travel wasn’t for the faint of heart and she needed to know that she was meant to have this second chance.


Lucy pointed over to the stock of photo albums. “I was looking in Nana’s wedding album for inspiration and found a handwritten label and recipe for Wish Tea. I mean, she never wrote down her special blends, but she was using it as a bookmark! It was kismet. We’re lucky she left this last spell for us.”


Sirena’s spirit lifted at Lucy’s story. Nana had given her one last gift with this wish tea and there was no way in the world she was going to waste it.


Sirena dipped her chin. “You haven’t made the tea blend yet?”


“I need golden rosehips to complete it,” Lucy said. “I’ll let you know when it’s done.”


Sirena hugged Lucy, then went back upstairs to get dressed. As Sirena picked through her cardigan pile, sniffed out a clean shirt, and found her best pair of booty-hugging jeans, she considered her role in their witchy family. Lucy was the stay-at-home academic, Callie was the live-out-loud party girl, and, of course, Sirena was the kitchen witch. Everyone remained in their own zone and didn’t step into each other’s domains very often. Callie planned birthday parties, but Sirena cooked the menus and ordered the cakes. Lucy might have cooked breakfast for the family once in a while, but Sirena hosted the holiday dinners and large events.


Rule thirteen: Kitchen witches make sure everyone leaves with a plate after a family dinner.


But lately, with everyone else’s wishes coming true, their roles transformed and shifted, right before her eyes. Lucy went to scholarly conferences and weekend retreats, coming back with massive binders filled with cool materials. Callie finished her degree and graduated from college last year and had plans to expand her premier event-planning business. But Sirena merely hustled and cooked. In the end, she ended up with nothing tangible in her life that truly belonged to her and no one else. Not this time around. Sirena was getting out of the kitchen and seeing what waited for her at the festival.
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Time was never on August “Gus” Dearworth’s side. He was overdue by a full week and was born exactly at 12:12 p.m. on Halloween. Of course, his family, the remarkable Dearworth magicians, took his fortuitous birth as a sign that he was destined for spectacular things. As he grew, Gus was always last: he got the last lunch; he caught the late bus and did homework on the way to school; he was the final kid picked for basketball or a science project. While he was in college, Gus set three alarms and reminders for everything. He even asked his sister Diane to call him to make sure that he didn’t miss his graduation.


He was constantly on time’s bad side, no matter what he did.


When Gus joined the family business of mesmerizing audiences all over the world with their magic act, he was last to perform. As nervous as he was to close the entire show, Gus had decided to give the audience an experience to remember. He rode in on a sleek motorcycle onstage while they played Grandpa Dearworth’s favorite song, “Let the Good Times Roll,” over the speakers. Gus jumped off, produced two cash cannons from his pockets, and sent dollar bills out into the waiting crowd. The audience went wild before he presented a single illusion. He became Good-Time Gus, because it wasn’t a good time until he showed up on the stage or in the club. His jaw-dropping act took him from a sold-out Vegas residency to performing for literal royalty. Bottle service and reserved booths were his MO, and his tight entourage was well known for its party-until-the-sun-comes-up lifestyle. His misadventures were filmed and shared for his family’s hit reality television show, Dealing with the Dearworths.


But, after a brief yet intense marriage and a long divorce, his party days were long over. He tried to recapture the fun of his former magic act when he fought to get out of bed each morning. Every time Gus went to pull a tiger out from thin air, it felt like he was trying to light a wet match, and he could barely complete his full act.


It was hard to perform magic when you lived with a broken heart.


Gus put his magician act on indefinite hiatus, left the reality show, and moved to Freya Grove. He even sold off his engraved cash cannons and donated the money to charity. He dusted off his history and economics degree from Pennbrooke University and applied to be the official steward of the Freya Grove Historical Society. For the last two and a half years, Gus stayed in the Grove, through seasons and holidays, safekeeping the town’s magical legacy and advising young students on their next magic research. His current entourage consisted of Nicolas, a vampire who loved vintage photographs, and Beryl, a gnome who wrote very colorful sea shanties about merfolk.


He built a tight routine to make sure the organization ran smoothly.


Record donations. Unhex spellbooks. Feed the gargoyles on the roof.


Yes, his schedule was a bit boring, but it was safe. He’d had enough enjoyment for two lifetimes, and he wasn’t looking to revisit his past. When Gus woke up at dawn before the morning alarm blared, he felt off. He’d had the strangest dream. Vague dreams of his impending Halloween birthday party lingered on the edge of his memory. Blurry faces surrounding him as he stood in front of a cake aglow with candles. Remnants of fresh cinnamon and apple punch remained on his tongue. But the most vivid part of his dream was Sirena, covered in slime and looking like a curvaceous specter. It felt so real that he could still smell her perfume. She smelled fresh and woody, like shredded ginger and lemon slices. Her brown eyes filled with interest, peered up at Gus, and kept him rooted.


For an instant, he didn’t know what day it was.


Gus grabbed the phone from the nightstand and checked the date on the screen.


It was October 1.


He dropped the phone and scrubbed a hand over his beard. “Déjà vu.”


Man. He really needed to get out of his head. As Gus dressed and got ready for his day out, he tried to shake off this strange feeling. It annoyed him like a price tag dangling off his shirt and tickling his skin. Something was missing, but he didn’t know what he was overlooking. He met Diane, his little sister, at the entrance of the Harvest Festival.


Diane’s ebony locs were tied in two buns on her head that made her look like a Goth teddy bear. Her dark brown skin was illuminated by the onyx-black sweater, long plaid skirt, and burnt-orange ballet flats she wore.


She checked her phone, then lifted a brow. “You’re early. What’s up?”


Gus gave her an easy smile, but his gut tightened into a knot. If Diane noticed immediately that he was early, then something strange was going on in town. His sister had the strongest intuition in the Dearworth family and left an area quickly if the vibes were off. Please, he begged, I don’t want to start this month off cursed. Did he get accidentally charmed by a donated item? He hadn’t handled anything new recently, but he’d cleanse himself with a balm of dandelions and ginger root when he got home.


“I must have gotten the time wrong,” he joked, hiding his concern.


Diane stared at him for a second, then chuckled. “Yeah. You’re right. Let’s go.”


Gus walked with Diane, making a note to pick up ginger root from the Farmers Square.


The Freya Grove Harvest Festival was going all-out for the first weekend, with jugglers, carnival games, and plenty of food options. The scent of fresh hay bales and dirt hit Gus’s nostrils as he passed by the makeshift photobooth decorated with scarecrow props and raven puppets. Gus and Diane strolled past the rows of green tables and booths filled with seasonal produce. Vendors called out to customers who wove in between tables, trying to find the best price. Food trucks were lined up in the parking lot, and tables were filled with diners eating their meals from paper bowls and plates. There were wrapped bundles of vivid green herbs and craft tables with knitted and crocheted shawls available for purchase.


Gus stilled when he saw the Weisz Market stand surrounded by tall white coolers filled to the brim with bottles of apple cider in ice. He rubbed his hands together. Anticipation ballooned in his chest, and he smiled deeply. It was on. For Gus, the first taste of apple cider at the Harvest Festival was the best one, and he reveled in it. He didn’t indulge in many things during this indefinite hiatus from his magic career, but he loved to grub and feast on only the best food.


Gus paid the capped vendor and took two bottles from the cooler. He handed one to Diane, twisted off the cap, and then drank. The spiced drink went down cold and chilled him all the way to his knees. Instead of the heartfelt feeling of coziness the first taste of apple cider usually gave him, he felt queasy. He took another sip, but his stomach churned. Nothing was wrong with the cider; the problem was with him.


This moment wasn’t new. His smile faded, dimmed by confusion.


Diane watched him. “Are you good?”


He lowered his voice. “Something feels off.”


Diane took a sip of hers and shrugged. “My bottle tastes fine. Did you get a bad batch?”


Of course, Diane, being the actor in the family, had a voice that carried, and the capped vendor overheard them. A troubled frown flittered over her features.


Gus held up his hand. “No, it’s perfect.”


The vendor beamed at him. “Thank you. It’s an old family recipe.”


“It’s great. It’s me. I’m… probably congested or have some weird taste buds.”


Gus heard the words come out of his mouth and winced. Stop talking. Could he be any more awkward? The vendor gave Diane a look that said Is he feeling okay?


She eased Gus away from the Weisz Market booth. “My sweet, nerdy brother, you need to get out of the house more. That was rough. Maybe you should stick to talking to books.”


He bristled a bit at her comment. There hadn’t been a haunted book in the library in months, and he worked hard to make sure it stayed that way.


“I don’t talk to books,” Gus said. “I listen to what they’re trying to tell me.”


Diane spoke in a low, calm voice. “You’re throwing off major woo-woo vibes. You show up early, don’t like your cider, and you’re… wobbly. What’s going on?”


Gus opened and then closed his mouth, unable to explain just yet what he was feeling. He looked around at the Harvest Festival, watching people biting into caramel apples and kids playing tag with their friends. I’ve been here before. An icy tremor of recognition spread over his chest the longer he watched the scene before him. He just knew that the carnival games had been moved from the east to the west this year, even though the map said otherwise. It was a last-minute change due to the generators being delivered late. He looked to Diane, who was checking her phone and letting out a small groan at a message on the screen.


“We’ve been here before,” he said.


Diane dropped her phone into her purse. She eyed him. “Yeah. We were here last year and the year before.”


“It’s different,” he insisted. “I had a strange dream.”


Diane smiled hopefully. “Please tell me you dreamed of tomorrow’s lottery numbers.”


Gus scratched his beard. “I dreamed it was Halloween. You threw me a party and invited everyone in town. Ma called me. She asked me to come back on the show, and I said—” He interrupted himself. What did he say to her? His brain drew a blank.


“It felt so real.”


Diane leaned back on her heels. “Maybe your subconscious is nervous to celebrate your birthday. It’s not every day you turn twenty-eight for the sixth time.”


“You could just say I’m turning thirty-three.”


“Where’s the fun in that?” Diane asked. “Maybe you’re feeling excited about this magical age. My hairdresser says that thirty-three is the age of great love and creativity. The universe is going to shine light and wonder into your life.”


“Hmm.” Gus gave her a nod, but that odd feeling remained.


“So, if it was your birthday, what did you wish for?” she asked. “Tell me about the cake.”


What did he wish for? His mind went empty, and he couldn’t recall that part of the dream. As if his brain didn’t want him to know a truth just yet. “I don’t remember.”


Diane patted his shoulder. “I get it, brother. Keep your secrets. Speaking of secrets—”


“Great transition. Real smooth,” he interjected.


“Did you get Jess’s wedding invitation?”


“I did.” Gus sipped his apple cider without another word, the tartness of the apple mixed in with the sourness he felt inside. His ex-wife, the world-famous singer Jessalyn “Jess” Clarke, was getting married to Igor, his former magician’s apprentice, in Freya Grove this December. His ex was hydrated, blessed, and not looking to talk about him or their short-lived marriage. She wrote an entire album about their relationship. Whenever the song Jess wrote about him, “The Love I Can’t Keep,” played over an online video, Gus logged off for the rest of the afternoon and took a walk to the beach.


Truthfully, he had never heard the full song and didn’t plan on listening to it.


“Not everyone was lucky enough to have their heartbreak be an entire bop,” Diane had said after she listened to the entire song.


Jess and Igor had their own new reality show called Love Magic. The wedding was airing live on the Telly Channel for their fans. He hoped that no one from his family had pressured Jess to extend an invite to Gus. The Dearworths, with their persuasive skills, could talk a troll out of living near a channel. Seriously, he once watched Auntie Charlene convince a troll that having a beach house would be better than living under a bridge.


Diane pressed her hands together; a scheming look entered her eyes. “Tell me what you are wearing. Would it be too weird if we matched?”


Gus met Diane’s expectant stare. “I’m not going.”


Diane gave a little frown. “Oh, come on. I don’t think that it would be that bad.”


Gus cocked his head to the side. “I can already feel the cameras zooming in on me and the sad royalty-free music playing under my entrance into the reception. Why do you want to attend?”


A secret look crossed her face. His stomach tightened.


“Jess asked you to be a bridesmaid,” he guessed.


She wrinkled her nose. “What do you think?”


“I think my family likes my ex-wife more than they like me,” Gus jested quietly.


He peered at Diane. “You want to say yes, or you’ve already said yes.”


She rocked back and forth. “Jess doesn’t have any close family.”


Diane always had his back, but she also had a massive heart. Underneath all her Goth clothes and snark, she was a sweet person who loved sending care packages and cards. She’d cared for Jessalyn as a sister and had stayed in contact even after the divorce.


“You don’t need my permission. I’m good. Go and have a great time.”


“So does that mean you’re bringing a date?”


“I’m not going. And I don’t date,” he said.


Hadn’t they talked about this before? Why did he feel like he was repeating himself?


“You don’t have one friend who can be your date?”


“I can bring a gnome who loves to sing very raunchy songs about the ocean,” he said.


Diane laughed. “Stop playing around. Bro, you’ve been alone for a long time. I mean, I even bought you an EnChant subscription you barely used.”


He gave her a sharp glance that said Are you kidding me? “Have you been on EnChant lately? It’s horrific. Everyone’s there for a hookup. I deleted my account once I got very explicit messages about my wand from a very persistent zombie.”


Gus shivered at the thought of his previous DMs. He wanted to pour a vanishing potion in his eyes so he’d forget every terrible photo that he saw online. EnChant was the dating website for the weird, sexy, and supernatural singles of Freya Grove and beyond. The freaks came out at night and logged into the website to find their match.


Diane made a face. “Yikes. I forgot how terrifying internet dating can be. Do you mean you’re ready for something serious again?”


“I guess you don’t have a wedding date,” he teased.


“No, but I might see if Zeke’s available. He texted me.” Diane weighed him with a serious squint.


“Oh, really.” Gus stayed as chill as possible, keeping his voice steady. “How is he?”


Diane kept looking at him. “He’s fine. His phone number hasn’t changed.”


Gus shrugged. His chest burned. “That’s good to know.”


Zeke, the head of his former entourage and the man he once considered his best friend. Seriously, if it weren’t for Zeke, Gus would have stayed trapped in that bank vault for the entire weekend after a vanishing stunt went wrong. When Gus walked away from his career, he left Zeke behind as well, unable to be the fun-loving magician his friend had known for years. He didn’t have the heart to explain to Zeke that the fun times were making him miserable. There were times when Google Photos would pull up collages of him and Zeke, acting and laughing like fools. He couldn’t bring himself to delete the memories, but rather flicked through them without another thought. Zeke, who had texted and called him the other day. Gus couldn’t bring himself to answer, not ready to talk to him just yet.


Put it behind you.


Diane nodded, seemingly ready to move on from the topic. “Does Ma know you were invited to the wedding, too?”


Gus made a no way sound. “Does Ma know you’re going?”


She sipped her cider and avoided eye contact with him. Even though Diane had left their reality show to study theater and playwriting overseas, she was still a Dearworth. That fact meant that Ma would always find ways to stir up a little drama so that she and her children were the center of attention. To quote Ma, Dearworths deserved to stand on the stage and in the spotlight.


“I’m done with performing,” he said.


Diane grunted. “You’re a true performer behind that corduroy docent outfit.”


Ouch. Tweed and bow ties were cool. Gus pressed a hand to his sweater, which Ms. Alice, his mentor and a society member, had personally knitted for him. It was rainbow tweed, not corduroy, but he wasn’t going to correct her mistake.


Diane poked his arm. “You don’t play sold-out shows anymore, but you still like being onstage. I mean, who gets a standing ovation at a historians’ conference?”


He did. Gus felt his face grow hot. “I wish they hadn’t posted that video.”


“I’m glad they did,” she said. “You did the damn thing, Gus. It was impressive.”


Pride filled him from the inside out at her compliment.


He went semi-viral when the Historical Association conference posted his talk about seeking out and preserving the forgotten or sidelined voices of history, especially in the creative arts and entertainment. Gus spoke of the Lincoln Motion Picture Company, which had sought to make films that celebrated the Black experience at the start of the twentieth century; they made five films before they eventually shuttered. Despite their short existence, the company inspired others to create their own enterprises. For Gus, the past had the potential to be an encouragement for those living in the present, and he felt honored to keep that history alive. Due to the video’s popularity, he received fan mail, was encouraged to submit grant applications, and built professional relationships with scholars. When Diane saw the video, she had immediately called him up and shouted how proud she was of his nerdy self.


She offered to share it with Ma and Pop Dearworth, but he said it wasn’t necessary.


He knew what Ma would say to him if she saw the video.


That’s cute, dear, but Dearworths entertain. We don’t inform. We’re not the internet.


Diane rubbed her forehead. “Ma still doesn’t know about the offer.”


He bowed his head. The Freya Grove Historical Society Committee, the group who hired him, had offered to extend his position another three years and increase his current salary. It was a generous deal, but Gus couldn’t immediately accept it without talking to his manager—Ma.
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> “A fresh voice . . . with all the swoony feels.”
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