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            For Matthew

            Thank you for being a wish come true.
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            Caraway Notes on Herbs

         

         
            Lavender raises the spirits. This herb is used for relaxation, to calm nerves, and to treat burns. A few fresh or dried flowers added to tea will have a cheering effect on a person.

            Rosemary, wonderful for remembrance, is often used to relieve cold headaches, tension, and forgetfulness.

            Rosebushes produce fruit named the rosehip. It can boost the immune system.

            Passionflower is used in sleeping blends and helps in addressing insomnia and restlessness. It will ease a racing mind.

            Honeysuckle is used to protect homes from evil spirits and thieves. Keep it by your front door to guard your safe space.

            Black pepper can be used to heat up any spell or root work. Be careful with this ingredient, as it can be used to make things hot and provoke change.

            Chamomile can be used to ease a nervous stomach when made into tea. Place dried chamomile flowers in boiling water, let it steep for seven minutes, and add honey.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A Brief History

of Freya Grove

            From the Freya Grove Historical Society website

         

         
            The seaside town of Freya Grove, New Jersey, was founded in 1871 during the boom of the nationwide spiritualist movement. It is known to have mystical roots and supernatural connections to the spiritual underworld. Freya Grove, located on the Jersey Shore, is famously known as one of the Shore Point towns on the Garden State Parkway. The legend and lore of Freya Grove has attracted and brought tourists, writers, dreamers, and anyone interested in otherworldly affairs. Remember, you’re only a stranger once in Freya Grove. The Grove always remembers.
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            Chapter One
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         Whenever it rained in Freya Grove, New Jersey, Nana Ruth Naomi Caraway, the matriarch witch of the family, said the same proverb to her eldest granddaughter, Lucy.

         “You don’t know how deep a puddle is until you step in it.”

         With her plastic barrettes and baby teeth, Lucy had nodded, awed by Nana’s never-ending words. They sounded so wise, but of course she, having only started kindergarten that year, didn’t know what Nana was talking about at all. Nana leaned on her cane, squinted at the downpour from the warmth of their communal living room, and nudged little Lucy with her bony elbow. Her eyes twinkled with mischief as she opened the door and ushered Lucy outside into the rain. Together, they splashed around in the puddles on the sidewalk, their joyful laughs echoing out onto Summerfield Street. Afterward, they came back inside, dried off, and had cookies and hot mugs of loose tea. Nana showed Lucy how to read endless possibilities in the bottom of a porcelain cup through tea leaves.

         That rainy afternoon was the first time Lucy learned that she, like everyone else in her family, was a very special person. Plants bloomed and opened under Nana’s attention and touch. Pots and pans bubbled with sweet and oily brews that were left to simmer for hours. Nana knew when the phone was about to ring before it made a sound and when visitors were coming over. Dressed in a pink calico house dress, she rolled the Mercury dime between her fingers while she scanned aged, stained pages of the ancestral spell book.

         Nana was with the ancestors now, but the lessons remained rooted in every spell Lucy completed. Now when it rained, Lucy felt a grief so deep and swift it cut across her chest. She might have jumped in the puddles back then, but now Lucy avoided all big and small waters. What was the point of messing up her shoes? Her weather app alerted her to any surprising thunderstorms headed to the Jersey Shore. She had collapsible umbrellas in both her purse and desk at school. She didn’t jump into bodies of water without looking, and she, as TLC warned years ago, didn’t go chasing waterfalls. Lucy avoided surprises by keeping her behind home and staying away from places she had no business being.

         No surprises. Just the way she liked it.

         That’s why she loved the Founders’ Day Festival.

         It took place the second week of May; it lasted for five days and was the unofficial start of the beach season in the Grove. All fun at the festival was structured and predictable. There was always the knockdown game, the Madame Zora fortune booth, funnel cake stands, and the Ferris wheel, which sparkled on the grounds. As she and her sisters drove to the festival from their family’s house in their beat-up car, giddiness bubbled within her. Amusement rides, food trucks, and booths set up in Grove Park were illuminated in the near distance. Lucy parked the car and practically sprinted over to the festival, her sisters trailing two blocks behind her.

         This event signaled the end of the school year and the beginning of summer vacation. She breathed in the fresh-cut grass and let out the stress of getting her final marking period grades in on time. The sun set, and the festival lights lit up the large park. Seagulls drifted on the thermals, searching for abandoned french fries. The ocean breeze, calm and inviting, wafted through the air. She stood at the edge of the fairgrounds, scanning the white and purple booths and smiling at the citizens—both human and non-human—who shared the same magic in their eyes. It was nice to see goblins and ghosts out on the prowl, rubbing shoulders with their fellow neighbors.

         The Grove was out to play.

         She smiled, but there was a sense of hesitancy inside that made her stand still. Tonight was her first time out in public since she and Marcus broke up over winter break. She’d used the cold season to recharge, drink huge cups of clove and cinnamon tea with honey, and prepare charms for the impending spring. But it was time. The seasons had changed, and she couldn’t hide away at home any longer. Once spring bloomed, so did she, so she ventured out into the Grove. Her soul mate and destiny waited.

         Cheers caught her attention like a forgotten song playing over the radio. Carnival barkers enticed people to try their luck. Squeals from passengers filled the air. The scent of delicious salty, buttery popcorn and fried dough eased her nerves. As a teacher, she wasn’t running toward the end of the school year but rather throwing herself over the line like an Olympic racer trying for a photo finish. There were only so many times she could deal with that one colleague asking the unnecessary, long-winded question after every staff meeting and being asked to cover another class during her lunch break.

         She wasn’t burnt out; she was burnt to a crisp.

         Summer was in her reach if she only held on for a little longer.

         “Hey!” Callie walked up to her, knocking her out of her musings. “You didn’t wait for us to pay the meter!”

         A small wedge of guilt hit her stomach. She gave her youngest sister a weak smile. “I didn’t want to miss anything.”

         “Were you trying to ditch us?” Callie looped an arm around Lucy’s shoulder and pulled her in for a quick side hug.

         “I thought about it.” Lucy held back a laugh. “All’s fair with festivals and funnel cake.”

         Callie pinched her arm. “Rude. Wait until I tell Sirena.”

         “Right.” Lucy glanced around, found Sirena, and sighed. “I don’t think she cares.”

         Sirena stood off on the sidewalk, catching up with a dapper-looking man.

         “Welp. She’s gone.” Callie looked in Sirena’s direction and let out a groan. “Is that Felix? Why am I not surprised?”

         Lucy sighed sarcastically. “Of course. He probably wanted to talk about catering.”

         She eyed them for a long moment. Her senses tingled her neck. From the way Sirena laughed and played with her two-tone goddess locs and how Felix leaned into her space, it was apparent that she wasn’t rushing to join them.

         Callie lowered her voice and nodded over at Felix. “No one laughs that loud when they’re talking about appetizers.”

         Lucy quietly agreed. Felix, with his constantly crooked smile, loved to talk to Sirena for “just a moment.” Despite the obvious chemistry between the two friends, neither of them had made a move to go out on a real adult date. Nana had a saying when it came to matters of adult life and love: Fish or cut bait. You either made a move or you left a person alone. Felix did nothing, even though Sirena was tossing bait his way. Lucy hoped for her sister’s sake that she’d stop chumming his waters.

         “I guess it’s just you and me tonight, kid,” Lucy said.

         She pulled Callie along to the ticket booth, where they stood in line for tickets. “Watch out for the satyrs. They always want to play you a song. Don’t fall for it.”

         Just then, a pair of furry satyrs, bare chested and wearing crowns of grape leaves, passed by, openly assessing them with interested glances. It was as if she’d conjured them with her words. Lucy rolled her eyes. Callie winked.

         “I can’t make any promises,” Callie said, giving the duo a flirty wave. “Can you imagine what you do with those horns?”

         “Listen, I have no time for pan pipes and rolls in meadows.”

         “There’s nothing wrong with having a friendly drink. That reminds me. Ursula’s coming over tonight.” Callie sighed. “She said she needed an emergency bridal party meeting.”

         “We just had a meeting on Tuesday,” Lucy said, rubbing her forehead in frustration. Everything is an emergency with Ursula. “She called a Zoom meeting over ordering edible gold lollipops for wedding favors. I don’t think she even ordered them!”

         All three sisters were members of Ursula’s bridal party, with Lucy being the maid of honor.

         Callie pouted. “I can’t believe she’s getting married. Yesterday we were brewing potions and wearing black eyeliner.”

         “No, I tried to keep you from burning off your eyebrows with a glamour spell,” Lucy said with a wince. Callie, with her penciled-in brows, had looked like Charlie Brown’s long-lost sister for three weeks in high school. Lucy did her best to protect her sisters and fellow witches from reckless spells, but sometimes she missed the mark.

         They moved up in the ticket line. “It would’ve worked if I hadn’t mixed up the salt with sugar,” Callie said. She grimaced in good humor. “Ursula finds the most interesting spells.”

         “You can’t always trust spells from YouTube or Pinterest,” Lucy warned.

         “Listen, I found that feta and tomato recipe online, and you liked it,” Callie pointed out. “Besides, whatever spell she cast on Lincoln got her a ring on her finger.”

         A feeling of melancholy flickered through Lucy. Ursula was the first of the Caraway cousins to get married. The unofficial fourth Caraway sister, Ursula, was the most polished of them all. She didn’t go anywhere without wearing her strand of pearls, a cardigan sweater, and a pastel dress, always looking like an aspiring country club member.

         “Dress for the life you want,” Ursula had once told them over their monthly brunch. But behind that polish was a wild streak that came out whenever she got her hands on a root or a charm. Too many times, Lucy’d had to make sure Ursula didn’t end up flashing half the town during the Siren Parade. They’d been there for each other no matter what, but their personal experiences and jobs had sent them in different directions. Soon Ursula would have her own home and children, and the growing gap of life would widen between them.

         Soon magic would be the only thing they’d have in common.

         Lucy brushed off her melancholy and greeted the ticket seller with a kind smile. “I’ll take a hundred tickets, please.”

         “I don’t think we’ll need that many,” Callie said with a laugh.

         “These tickets are good for the whole week. I’m getting my money’s worth.”

         Lucy paid for the tickets, then turned to Callie, who was busy scrolling on her phone. Ever since she was fourteen years old, she’d had the freaking thing in her hand, always illuminating her face like a makeup ring light.

         “Sorry, I got a text. My mini mason jar shot glasses just shipped.”

         Lucy sighed loudly. Callie didn’t look up from the screen. She kept typing, her thumbs flying over the phone. “This is my hustle. Don’t make that annoyed-teacher sound. I have a business to run. I’m not one of your students.”

         “Then stop acting like one of my students,” Lucy retorted. “Do you want to go on the Ferris wheel?”

         “I don’t like heights.”

         “Do you want to play the dart game?”

         “The balloons don’t pop! The game is rigged.”

         “Let’s go get some kettle corn.”

         Callie dropped her phone into her back pocket. “Eh, the kernels get caught in my teeth.”

         Lucy groaned. Callie never made up her mind about anything, which meant they did nothing when they were together. Well, she could make up her mind. She just didn’t like any of Lucy’s suggestions. It was her gift as the baby of the family to annoy her siblings with a smile. Sirena was usually the tiebreaker, but she wasn’t here. Lucy had resigned herself to lusting over the kettle corn booth when Callie slapped her arm.

         “Look.” Callie slapped Lucy’s arm again, excitedly.

         Lucy pulled her arm away and rubbed the stinging skin. “Ouch. Stop hitting me!”

         “There’s Mayor Walker!”

         “You know I can see her. I’m not blindfolded.”

         Mayor Walker stood over by the game with the stuffed animals. The mayor, the Honorable Des’ree Walker, dressed in a fashionable floral jumper, glanced around at the crowd with a superior air as if she were a queen visiting her lowly subjects. Her eyes flickered over the festival, and a pleased look flashed upon her face.

         “She hasn’t answered my email about the luncheon yet,” Callie grumbled.

         “Email her later. We’re having fun.”

         “It can’t wait. I’ll be right back,” Callie said. “Mayor Walker!”

         Callie rushed over to the mayor without another look back. It was clear from her animated hand motions and lively discussion with the mayor that Cal wasn’t coming back. Cal was a Boss Lady with a capital B, having started her own event planning business after dropping out of college. With her planning talent, she could even make a trip to the DMV something to look forward to by throwing glitter, giving out goody bags, and handing out flavored mocktails while drivers renewed their licenses.

         Lucy was filled half with dread, half with anxiousness as she glanced over at Mayor Walker and Callie. If she was here, then Marcus was probably nearby. The dread went up a notch at that thought. Marcus Walker, the town’s favorite son, was her ex and the mayor’s elder son. All she had to do was think of Marcus and he popped up in front of her. They’d always bump into each other at town events and celebrations, and he’d sweet-talk her into another conversation about the good days.

         He was comforting, like her favorite breakfast tea, which she drank every morning before work. Rich. Full-bodied. Basic. There wasn’t anything wrong with Marcus, but there wasn’t anything special about them being together. She’d seen the love between her grandparents. Their souls just clicked. Her parents, Vanessa and Isaac, married thirty-seven years, just fit together like missing puzzle pieces.

         She and Marcus didn’t click. She was searching for her soul mate, her personal click.

         It didn’t help that Marcus’s twin brother, Lincoln, was engaged to Ursula, which meant she ran into Marcus all the time. Even though their breakup was amicable, Marcus was a typical Taurus man and didn’t give up what he wanted—a second chance with her—without a fight. It’d gotten so awkward that she’d started finding silly-ass reasons not to go out with them for dinner, drinks, or happy hour. How many more times could she tell them she was cleaning her crystals and feeding their familiar, a gray cat named Shadow? She loved amethyst, but she needed to come up with another excuse. Oh well, at least the festival was a nice distraction from Marcus and everything else. Her phone buzzed. Spoke too soon. She glanced down at the incoming email. The subject line caught her attention, and she clicked it open with her thumb.

         
            Subject: Alumni Class Note Deadline Tomorrow!

            Hello Freya Grove Gladiators!

            It’s time to submit our class notes for the next edition of the In the Grove e-newsletter coming out this Sunday. Tell us what’s going on with you! New job? New relationship? Recent travels? Exciting news?

            It would be wonderful to hear from fellow alumni, even if not much is going on! Keep all class notes to ten sentences or less, and include your name!

            As always, please pass this message forward if you know a classmate who is not getting this information, and please make sure I have your most up-to-date contact information.

            If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me!

            Best wishes,

Quentin Jacobson

Class Secretary

            PS. Mark your calendar for our reunion weekend during the last week of August. We’d love to celebrate this moment with you.

         

         Well, that happened. All the funnel cake in the world couldn’t change how crappy she felt after reading that email. Her mind answered the questions.

         New job? She taught high school history and economics for the seventh year in a row, which was coming to an end soon.

         New relationship? She was single again. No follow-up questions.

         Recent travels? She hadn’t left the state since Nana passed away two years ago.

         Exciting news? Well, she’d inherited a hundred-year-old Victorian manor from Nana Ruth, along with a lot of spell books. That was nothing new. It happened a while ago…

         She could cut, copy, and paste the same class notes from the last two years, and no one would notice. The only thing new about Lucy was the booty-enhancing boy shorts underwear she’d gotten on sale at Circe’s Closet. A dull ache grew behind her eyes. Nana had trusted Lucy to watch over the Caraway witches’ legacy. No one protected her family legacy like she could, but it gave her pause. Who in their right witchy mind could follow in Ruth Naomi Caraway’s footsteps? No one. Ruth was a once-in-a-century witch who’d made an indelible mark on the Caraway family tree.

         She’d be remembered generations from now. Who’d remember Lucy?

         Her stomach churned. She was no longer in the mood for carnival junk food. She’d just be another random face in the family album, her life forgotten to time. Years from now people would narrow their eyes and tilt their heads in memory and say, Oh yes, Lucy, she drank a lot of tea, bathed in honeysuckle and vanilla oil, and she loved her crystals—a lot.

         Lucy toyed with the silver saint medallion on her charm bracelet, a sweet sixteen gift from Nana, while she gathered her thoughts. She racked her brain to come up with something—anything—special about her life. What was she going to talk to people about at the reunion? Her tea pantry? Her spell books? Her cat? She rubbed her temples gently with her fingers. All she could think of was she had a new tea blend—cucumber, mint, and melon—waiting to be tasted.

         Ugh, an annoyed voice said. Could you be any more boring?

         She wished she had a life worth writing about, worth being celebrated, but it was so ordinary. Her twenty-ninth birthday last month meant the return of Saturn, the time of great growth. Scrying into water bowls and reading tea leaves left her with more questions than answers. How was she going to grow where she was planted?

         How was she going to create a life that made her excited? A lucky paper fortune from Madame Zora would give her the answers she sought. She walked over to the familiar burgundy booth by the Ferris wheel. The machine, wheeled in from the local arcade and hooked up to a small generator, was a popular attraction. Her heart lifted seeing the finely dressed fortune-teller figure with the painted smile.

         It was magic time.

         Madame Zora never let her down, and this machine was rumored to be blessed by her great-granddaughter. Lucy got in line behind two others, her foot mindlessly tapping as she waited for her turn. More people got in line behind her. It took five minutes before it was her turn. She stood in front of the electric light sign proclaiming MADAME ZORA’S MYSTIC FORTUNE BOOTH. If she didn’t know what the future held, Madame Zora always had the answer for her.

         She fed the money slot and pressed the button to start the reading. Bells chimed and the machine emitted an eerie light. Energy buzzed from inside and sparked against her skin. It was happening. The crystal ball glowed, and the robot-puppet waved her bejeweled hand over said ball. The machinery whirled. Lucy rubbed her hands together and cupped them to receive her fortune. Come on, Madame Zora. Show me what you got.

         The machine grunted, then beeped. She watched the fortune dispenser slot for the yellow paper. Nothing appeared. Lucy took in a deep breath and calmed her nerves. It grunted and beeped twice again. No fortune popped out of the slot. She leaned down and reached into the slot with her fingers. The paper fortune was there—she could feel it with her fingertips—but it wasn’t moving. No. No. No. Despite all the tugging, the fortune wasn’t going anywhere.

         A line was forming behind her. There were a few disappointed sighs.

         She couldn’t be the person who broke the Madame Zora machine!

         Well, at least that would give her something to write about in the class notes.

         “Is everything okay?” a male voice asked behind her.

         She froze, her senses tingling. Why did that voice sound familiar?

         “No.” Lucy sighed. “My fortune got stuck.”

         “Hold on. I got you.” The mystery man came to her rescue. Lucy stepped back as he stood in front of the machine. Whoa. He was a big, broad man who looked as if he could lift and shake the fortunes out of Madame Zora’s machine without breaking a sweat. She studied his side profile. Her heart jumped in her throat. From where she was standing, with his high-top fade and strong chin, he looked a lot like Alex. Her spirit practically leaped out of her body.

         She shoved away that idea. No, that wasn’t possible. According to Alex’s social media posts, he was cliff jumping into clear blue water with gorgeous models cheering him on from the sidelines. No one—absolutely no one—gave up Hawaii for the Jersey Shore. But with every passing moment, her tingling senses weren’t tingling anymore. She had full-on goose bumps. Her eyes drank him in greedily, as if he were that last glass of iced tea and she’d just finished a long summer run. His presence cooled her inside. The thirsty parts of her rejoiced. She pressed her hand to her chest to make sure her heart hadn’t floated away from her like a lost balloon.

         Lucy stepped away. She was too close. The last time she’d seen Alex, he’d turned his back on the Grove and her. What in Earth’s oceans could’ve possibly brought him home?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
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         There was nothing in Freya Grove that surprised Alexander “Alex” Owen Dwyer anymore.

         He’d been back in town less than two days, and nothing had changed. As families oohed and aahed at the electric display, he merely blinked. A wave of recollection washed over him as he watched neon make the air sizzle with light. It was the same thing year in and year out. The tightness in his chest eased a fraction. He reluctantly embraced this feeling, as if he’d been given a heavy coat to wear in the middle of a rainstorm, to shield him from the cold. The feeling kept him in the moment. The town was predictable. Though a tiny part of him was comforted by the ebb and flow of the Grove, his family kept him checking his phone for random text messages detailing another Dwyer misadventure. The Dwyer merfolk were known for their…uh…interesting pursuits. Some relatives blamed the merfolk blood in their veins for influencing them to “go hard on all that weird whimsical shit,” as his college-age cousin Mariah would say in their family text chain.

         Alex thought it was just the risk merfolk took when they made the journey from ocean to land. It was hard to be human, and Dwyer folk were doing their best to find their rhythm on solid ground. If it wasn’t his cousin Tony searching for lost treasure off the Florida Keys, it was his aunt Maggie investing her retirement money in a pirate-themed bed-and-breakfast. His parents, Kia and Nathan Dwyer, weren’t immune to the Dwyer whims. His childhood, while stable in some parts, wasn’t without the controlled chaotic moments.

         It wasn’t unusual to wake up and have Mom and Pop declare at breakfast that they were moving to Alaska, then at dinnertime decide that they didn’t want to buy bear repellent. Their careers in the tourism and hospitality industry allowed them to move wherever the people and adventures were with ease. He’d lived in half of the country before his fourteenth birthday and had the T-shirts and mugs to prove it. Every school year, he was the new kid in town, until his family found a little bungalow apartment in Freya Grove. His last first day of school, he sat next to a girl wearing an overloaded charm bracelet, big brown eyes, and a sense of innate magic about her.

         He shook off the memory, not wanting to go there yet.

         Once he graduated from high school, he left Freya Grove and traveled the world, earning respect for his award-winning photography and social media posts. In the last decade, Alex made his biannual trip home like the good son he tried to be but then promptly left town before he could let the water dry off his scales. It wasn’t good to get too invested. He really didn’t want to get caught up in whatever his parents planned, but Mom could be very persistent. She used her exclamation key with reckless abandon. There wasn’t an emoji Mom didn’t use, conveying her bubbly personality through the phone. Mom kept sending cheerful messages closer to his birthday to get him to come home. With every incoming ping-ping, his nerves jumped up.

         
            It’s your 29th birthday! Let’s celebrate! [image: ]

         

         
            It’s the end of a great chapter in your life! We have to honor your Saturn year! [image: ]

         

         
            We got you something special. It’s too large to mail! You have to come home for it! [image: ] [image: ]

         

         
            It’ll be fun! We’ll go to Ad Astra. We’ll order a cake, the fancy one with the chocolate ganache. [image: ] [image: ]

         

         He was here for chocolate cake.

         Alex responded, I’ll be there.

         Mom immediately replied, Wooooo!! [image: ]

         He’d be home for a few days in time for the festival. He drove into town just yesterday, the night before his birthday, treating himself to a long weekend stay at the Tides Hotel on Ocean Avenue. He celebrated his special day by taking a swim in the Atlantic, letting his home waters cleanse his scales. Alex planned a stroll around the grounds before heading over to Ad Astra for his birthday dinner and dessert.

         Tomorrow morning he’d check out, birthday gift in hand, and head back on the road. The last year was…eventful. His apartment lease was up in less than a week, and whatever items he couldn’t sell, he gave away or donated. On New Year’s Day, Nahla had promptly ended their engagement by leaving her princess-cut ring on the kitchen counter with a follow-up text to his phone.

         
            Alex,

            Hurting you is the last thing I want to do. There needs to be more to a relationship than having fun. Our connection seems so shallow. I need something deeper and real. I wish that the future holds something much better for both of us. I hope you find what you’re searching for. I’m sorry.

            XOXO Nahla

         

         Damn. Those words haunted him, kept him up at night like a monster under his bed. She wanted to start the new year with a clean slate while cleaning him out of her life as well. He’d taken a sabbatical from photography, unable to find inspiration for his upcoming gallery showing. The potential of a good surprise, in the form of a gift from the parents, encouraged him to come home, if only for a few days. He’d be on a hunt for another apartment—or rather, another place to lay his head—soon enough. Once again, he was searching.

         Standing under the light of the Ferris wheel, Alex snapped a few candids on his phone. He wanted good memories of this place when he left tomorrow. Maybe being back in the Grove would entice his missing photography muse to return to him. In his opinion, he hadn’t snapped a good photo or image in months, unable to find that elusive perfect shot. Now, he couldn’t put his phone down, trying to capture the images before him at the festival. Everything was touched with unspoken magic. Not every place in the world held the magic that the Grove did, so he reveled in the moment. Balloons that threatened to fly away stayed wrapped around small, eager hands.

         Popcorn never spilled but stayed in its striped containers. Magic was an open secret in the Grove. Not everyone subscribed to the magic, but it was there in the atmosphere, ready for the picking like hanging flowers from a tree. He walked around, chuckling at the familiar entertainments. There was the knockdown game, the Madame Zora fortune booth, junk food stands, and the Ferris wheel, which had made the world glow and shine the same way so many years ago. This place had once been home but no longer. The Freya Grove Historical Society Founders’ Day Festival was a popular Jersey Shore attraction every single year. Magazines and travel blogs he sometimes freelanced for repeatedly highlighted the event as a “must go” and “once-in-a-lifetime experience.” Every late May, the Grove was descended upon by thousands of tourists who hoped to get a glimpse of a wayward witch or a ghoulish ghost. It was as if the town had been frozen by a timeless enchantment to remain changeless for years. The lights filled the darkening sky with animated colors. The Grove had once been his playground.

         Gargoyles roaming around by the library. Okay.

         Vampires bowling at the Grove Lanes at midnight? Fine.

         Witches and fauns gathering around in the West Grove party wearing nothing but smiles and daisy crowns in their hair. Sure.

         There was nothing exciting about the Grove. Period.

         He scanned the festival and noted where he could take a quick picture. In addition to his photography career, he worked as a social media manager. Clients from all over the world hired him to dazzle and pull people onto the websites and social media feeds with images that incite the imagination. This town, as charming as it seemed, hid a dark side that he’d seen too many times. Behind the lace curtains and closed doors of the Grove, people gossiped and cast hexes against their neighbors.

         Alex walked a few steps. The flash of a silver charm bracelet caught his attention and drew his focus. Like any merfolk, he loved shiny, beautiful things and often found himself coveting a vintage watch or an heirloom he spied on his adventures. His scales itched. No way. He knew that bracelet.

         He’d seen that bracelet on his last first day of school and had met its owner.

         He’d saved that bracelet from Grove Lake and been rewarded with the sweetest hug he’d ever been given. Years later, he still felt her soft body pressed against his—sending his thoughts spiraling out into the universe. He knew that wrist. He’d held that wrist and felt her pulse kick up under his palm when they danced under the tea lights on prom night.

         He knew her. Lucinda Lucy Caraway. Lu.

         He got in line behind her in the Madame Zora fortune booth line, where he stopped and studied her. Her hair, once long and braided, was short and natural, with ziggy curls that sprang out into the air. Her fitted pencil skirt showed off her thick, shapely legs, and her ballet flats tapped on the ground impatiently for the machine. He studied her full curves the way the first mapmakers did a map—with a sense of awe at the knowledge of a new world. The light-blue jean jacket she wore was covered in various pins and patches, including one circle patch that proudly said MY BROOMSTICK RUNS ON TEA.

         She turned momentarily away from the booth. He caught her profile. Hey now. He breathed in shallow, quick gasps, as if he were prepping himself to submerge into an ice bath. She looked, with her touches of silver and gemstone jewelry, more ethereal than ever. Sheer magic glowed from her skin. A thrill of anticipation touched his spine. He leaned in as she stepped forward, fed the Madame Zora machine, and waited. He couldn’t resist another glance. She’d starred in his dreams for so long, his brain didn’t believe that she was close enough to touch. He kept himself from blinking in case she vanished from sight. A light breeze kicked up the festival, and her perfume, a mix of sweet, floral scents, tickled his nose. She bent over and fumbled with the paper slot, giving him a view of her round behind. Hello. He stared but shielded her from view so anyone else wouldn’t get a look. He glanced over his shoulder. A line was forming behind them, and a few grumbles erupted from the growing crowd.

         “What’s the holdup?”

         “You didn’t break it, did you?”

         When did people get so precious about the machine? For their senior prank, their class had dressed up Madame Zora and posed with it for picture day. Even the principal got in on the fun and took an ill-advised selfie with Zora. Alex chuckled at the long-forgotten moment, then returned his focus to Lucy, who yanked at the machine slot. Alex hesitated. This wasn’t how he wanted to see her again—he hadn’t planned on seeing her again at all, but fate was forcing him to play his hand.

         “Is everything okay?” he asked.

         She stilled for a moment. He held his breath. She didn’t turn around.

         “No.” Lucy sighed. “My fortune got stuck.”

         “Hold on. I got you.”

         She moved back, and he stepped in. He knelt on the ground and reached into the dispensing slot. With a quick yank, he pulled the partially torn fortune out and then stood. He faced her, holding it in the palm of his hand. Their eyes connected. At that moment, everything crystallized. She’d grown into her beauty, her face rounded out by age and her curves lived in and fleshed out. Her charm bracelet jangled when she pressed a hand to her chest. Her open brown eyes were muted with distrust.

         “Alex?” she asked. Her voice sounded unsteady. Uncertain. His stomach clenched. Yeah, he’d earned that hesitancy.

         “Hey, Lucy.”

         She took the fortune from his hand, touching his scales with her fingertips. The brief contact sent an electric shock over his skin. It pulsed and charged every cell within him. Eleven years, eight months, three weeks, and twenty-seven days. That was how long it had been since he’d touched Lucy. And he’d sworn then that it would be the last time ever.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Shock hit Lucy like a quick, sharp pain when their eyes connected by the fortune-telling booth. It was like getting a paper cut, a quick slash to her senses, followed by a hurtful throbbing that kept her present. She’d accepted a long time ago that Alex Dwyer wasn’t made for life in the Grove, and she wasn’t seeing him again except for in her dreams. Once in a blue moon, she had one. She’d find herself magically transported into the middle of the ocean on a rowboat and surrounded by nothing but water and sky. There were no oars to help her row to shore. Just when she started to scream for help, Alex would pop up from under the surface. He’d peer at her, his face and chest covered in shimmering scales and shells. He’d look at her with a mixture of interest and wariness. It matched the look he was giving her right now, in real life. Unlike the dream, Lucy was very aware of the heat of his body and the subtle sea-salt scent of his skin. Stupid dream. She stepped to the side, away from the fortune-telling machine. Alex followed her.

         “Thanks for helping me out,” Lucy said. “I didn’t want to be the person who broke Madame Zora.”

         “No problem.” Alex waved her words away as if it were no big deal. He considered the machine for a moment. “I’m sure she’s seen worse.”

         She opened her mouth but then closed it. Her mind ping-ponged thoughts. Is he talking about the senior prank? No, he probably doesn’t ever think of the Grove. Neither of them moved. Lucy came up with various dismissals. It was nice seeing you. Have a good life. See you next lifetime. She wanted to snap those words at him, but good manners and the thought of Nana coming back and haunting her for being rude kept her quiet. Even so, being near him reminded her of the hurt she’d felt when he’d left town mere minutes after graduation ended. She’d eaten a whole bag of fun-size peanut butter cups with Ursula and sang to some indie heartbreak songs she heard on MTV. How did the song go? The first cut is the deepest. She’d written countless pages in her notebook and knew there were many words to describe Alexander Owen Dwyer.

         Social media demigod. Adventurer. Merman.

         But the one she found most fitting was “heartbreaker.”

         They’d never officially dated. Being sweet naive teenagers at the time, they weren’t brave enough to put out their bait. It was all the possibilities she saw in Alex that broke her heart. Much like the tea leaves in a cup, Lucy saw fluid visions of the romance that could have been if she had taken a risk with him. Sometimes, he stayed for a week. Other times he stayed until the end of the summer. She always ended up hurt when he left town, which he always did in the visions in her mind. What did Nana tell her constantly? You can’t keep a merman in a fishbowl. This wasn’t the night for regrets, so she pushed them out of her mind. She fixed a polite smile.

         “How have you been?” she asked.

         “Fine. How long has it been?”

         “It’s been a while.”

         Eleven years, but who was counting? Another silent, strained pause stretched on between them. They studied each other underneath the neon lights. His once boyish face was now rugged from being outside and in the sun chasing the perfect shot. Alex’s hazel eyes were still piercing, but now they held the coldness of the ocean depths. There were crinkles around them from where he probably squinted behind a camera or into a lens.

         His once-recognizable dark-green hair was now dyed black.

         His summer suit outlined his solid form, a body that was carved by the ocean’s waves.

         Her mind spun in quiet concern. What brought the merman home after all this time?

         The last news she’d heard about Alex—via a social media posting—a year ago, he was engaged to be married. The engagement photo had been the typical kiss and hug “she said yes” that populated her feed these days. Back then the news had shocked her. The merman who’d proudly declared to his entire senior class that he wasn’t meant for an ordinary, boring life like everyone else got engaged. Just like everyone else. She scanned his hands, then snapped her eyes up to his face. There was no wedding ring. There wasn’t even a tan line or indentation. Hmm. Apparently, no one had captured the slippery merman yet. He met her stare. Alex watched her carefully, as if he worried she’d disappear into thin air. Ha. She knew that he was probably the one who’d disappear. Mermen could swim an ocean’s length in a matter of a day.

         A flash of humor lit his eyes. “If you keep looking at me like that, I might think you like me,” he drawled.

         “Can’t have that.” Lucy waved her hand at his words. “Your ego is big enough. How many followers do you have now? Ten million?”

         “If only. The last time I checked it was reaching one million.”

         Lucy held back a groan. She didn’t have one million of anything—unless you were counting wishes. The gold flecks in his eyes caught the electric lights of the rides. He looked otherworldly, like a flashlight fish using bioluminescence to light its path in the darkness of the ocean. How had he grown more gorgeous over time? Lucky merman.

         She must have made an odd expression because Alex asked, “What’s going on in that mind of yours?”

         “Nothing.”

         “For some reason, I don’t believe you.”

         “Believe whatever you want,” she said.

         A strained pause went by. “So, how about this weather?” he asked.

         What kind of weak sauce was that? Her eyes twitched. “Really, Dwyer? You can do better than that. I believe in you.”

         “So, what should we talk about?” Alex asked, his brow furrowed. It was clear from the annoyed vibe he gave off that he wasn’t used to small talk.

         “Are you going to the alumni reunion?” she asked.

         His face went blank. His mouth opened and closed like a beached fish. He had no clue what the hell she was talking about. Lucy held up her phone, the alumni update email still open.

         “Alumni reunion? Quentin’s been sending, like, a dozen emails for the last two months about it.” Alex barely scanned the screen, then looked back at her.

         “Oh, those emails. I let those go to spam.”

         “You’re gonna miss out on some good times,” Lucy insisted, putting her phone away.

         “If anyone wants to know how I’m doing, they can follow me online,” Alex pointed out. “I don’t need my business being shared in the In the Grove newsletter.”

         “You put your business out there anyway. Why not share it with the Grove?” Lucy retorted.

         Alex gave her a “you got me there” single shoulder shrug. “I’m good. I’m honest with my followers. That’s enough for me.”

         “Yes, because everyone is being honest online.” There was defiance in her tone as well as subtle challenge. She saw him force his lips to part into a stiff curved smile. It seemed that she’d hit a nerve with that comment. Alex showed the merman he wanted the world to see, not necessarily who he was in reality. Once upon a time, she’d thought she’d seen a true glimpse of Alex. Maybe that glimpse of him was what her heart wanted to see.

         “You know, people do lie to your face,” he said sarcastically.

         “You know I’m a terrible liar,” Lucy said, mimicking his tone.

         “I remember.” He stuffed his hands in his pants pockets, looking away from her. She stared wordlessly at him, her heart picking up speed. Back in school, just before Valentine’s Day, Alex had innocently asked Lucy if she had a crush on anyone in their class. Lucy had taken one look at his gorgeous grin and felt like her chest was going to burst open like in a horror sci-fi alien film. Then she started babbling on about love charms and spells. She had tried to assess his unreadable features, but he was called away for a swim team meeting.

         He didn’t ask her again, and she never brought it up.

         Alex turned back to her. “Tell me what’s going on with you.”

         The email flashed in her mind. Alex didn’t want to hear about her job or…underwear. Or did he? Lucy batted that question down. “Nothing much has changed, really.”

         “I find that hard to believe.” Alex tilted his head. “Nothing changed in all these years?”

         Dissatisfaction flickered through her. Not everyone went cliff diving with swimsuit models in the summer. She had the Grove community pool and a thrift store coverall to keep her cool during their heat waves.

         “I’ve had the same phone number since junior year. Nothing’s changed,” she said.

         Alex pulled up his contacts on his phone and held it up. “Is this still yours?”

         Lucy worked her mouth to answer him, but only one word fell out. “Yeah.” He’d kept her number. The merman who didn’t keep the same address for more than a year had kept her number. Don’t read into that, a voice inside said. He probably forgot to delete it when he crossed the town limits.

         Her high school nickname, Lu, and a photo of a witch’s boots standing next to a pumpkin were displayed. A pumpkin? Lucy flicked a questioning glance at him.
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