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      Til death do us part…

      

      ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐

      

      Cendrine West and the Westwick witches look forward to an enchanting Valentine’s Day full of romance, secret admirers, and maybe even a marriage proposal or two. Love is in the air but Aunt Pearl doesn't care.

      Ruby's latest business venture brings unexpected guests and a mystery proposal sends Cen on a quest. Then Cupid's arrow catches a curse, and suddenly all hell breaks loose!
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      I come from a long line of accomplished witches. People think witches have all sorts of methods at their disposal to earn a nice living, but it’s simply not true. We follow a strict set of rules prohibiting the use of witchcraft for financial or material gain. Westwick Corners is a small town with very few jobs, so we needed ingenuity and creativity to make ends meet.

      The West family’s primary source of income is our Westwick Corners Inn, our boutique bed and breakfast, which keeps us afloat financially. In addition to multiple roles at the inn, I am also the publisher and sole employee of the Westwick Corners Weekly. I acquired the community newspaper from the retiring owner a few years ago, buying myself a job in the process. At the moment though, I was completely focused on my growling stomach that demanded to be fed.

      The aroma of freshly baked banana muffins wafted toward me as I pushed open the large door that separated our guest dining room from the kitchen. Entering the kitchen was a definite no-no for my diet. I was calorie watching and had met my daily muffin quota with a cranberry muffin at breakfast an hour ago. Mom’s daily baking was a constant occupational hazard. Regardless, I entered the kitchen with fresh resolve, determined not to let even a morsel of Mom’s baking pass through my lips.

      Mom opened the door of the large industrial stainless-steel oven with oversized oven mitts. She pulled out a heavy cast iron pan and held it out for me. “A muffin for your thoughts, Cen?”

      My mouth watered but I shook my head. “I can’t even zip up the dress I bought especially for Valentine’s Day. I need to lose five more pounds by tonight and another five pounds before dinnertime tomorrow.” My stomach growled in protest.

      Mom laughed and placed the muffin tin on a trivet on the counter to cool beside a second batch of blueberry muffins. “Five pounds is doable in a week or two, not a day. You can’t starve yourself, and you shouldn’t. You look lovely just the way you are.”

      Easy for Mom to say—she had been an athlete in her younger days, a star sprinter on the college track and field team. Nowadays, she burned calories managing the inn and tending the large vegetable garden that provided most of the inn’s food. Unlike me, she was disciplined and fit in a workout most days. She ate whatever she wanted and didn’t gain an ounce.

      Aunt Pearl did none of those things, but she effortlessly maintained her bony ninety-pound bodyweight. The West gene pool had somehow bypassed me. I packed on the pounds just by writing out my grocery list. I was fuller, taller, and fairer than any of my relatives. Even my straight blonde locks stood out from the family standard of brunette curls. Mom had always been vague about our family genealogy. If it weren’t for my spellcasting abilities, I would have thought I had been adopted.

      The kitchen door swung open so hard that it banged against the wall.

      “Geez, Ruby, what are you burning now?” Aunt Pearl scowled as she entered the kitchen. The age gap between Mom, the youngest, and Aunt Pearl, the oldest, was over a dozen years but you’d never know it. Aunt Pearl looked exceptionally young for her age due to her active running from the law lifestyle.

      When she wasn’t busy flouting laws or setting things on fire, she harassed the town sheriff for kicks. She was a one-woman crime wave and the most rebellious senior citizen you could ever imagine.

      Mom waved a hand in dismissal. “I was just encouraging Cen to try a muffin. I’ve got blueberry, banana, and chocolate chip. Want one?”

      Aunt Pearl’s eyes narrowed, primed for an argument. “Baking is a waste of time. Go buy the stuff. If you both spent more time casting spells instead of playing with cast iron pans, this world—and our town—would be a better place.”

      Mom shook her head. “Baking is cheaper and healthier than anything you get at the grocery store. The inn puts food on the table. Last I checked, Pearl’s Charm School was closed due to low enrolment. Even Cen’s newspaper makes money.” Mom glanced at me, her expression doubtful.

      I crossed my arms defensively. “Of course, my newspaper makes money. I’ve already sold a month’s worth of advertising for my special Valentine’s Day edition.” My family thought of my community newspaper as a hobby and it frustrated me to no end.

      “No need to get angry, Cen. I was just making a point,” Mom said.

      “I wasn’t get—”

      Aunt Pearl snorted. “Cen’s just mad because nobody reads her articles, Ruby. You know as well as I do that people buy it only for the flyers and coupons.”

      Aunt Pearl’s day job was the inn’s housekeeper, but she also operated Pearl’s Charm School, a school for witches. Her students never lasted more than a semester, driven away by her cantankerous temperament. But the slightest criticism of Aunt Pearl’s school sent her into such a tizzy that Mom and I generally kept our mouths shut. Who was she to doubt my business acumen?

      The inn, and our town, prospered whenever tourists came to town. The trick was attracting them to our hidden little hamlet that was off the beaten track. We had a few lean years at the beginning, but Mom’s idea of turning our family mansion into a boutique bed and breakfast several years ago had been a great success. We had recently added a bar and estate winery on our property and marketed our inn as a cozy little getaway from the hustle and bustle of city life.

      Despite our modest success, it was a constant battle to get Aunt Pearl to do her share of the work. Aunt Pearl hated the very idea of visitors. She devoted as much energy to driving away visitors as we did to attracting them. Our very existence depended on tourism, but Aunt Pearl couldn’t accept that.

      Aunt Pearl walked over to the counter and tore off a piece of freshly baked banana muffin. She popped the morsel into her mouth and grimaced. “This is terrible, Ruby! You can’t serve this crap to our guests.”

      “You don’t even like banana muffins. Why did you take one?” Mom wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and sighed.

      “Doesn’t matter. Nobody’s going to eat this garbage.” Aunt Pearl raised her hand to her mouth and spit the muffin morsel into her palm. She walked over to the garbage and brushed the crumbs off her palm and into the garbage.

      I scowled. “You wasted that muffin on purpose.”

      Aunt Pearl sniffed. “Too sweet for my liking.”

      “Our guests love my baking, even if you don’t,” Mom said. “Not that you care. You barely clean the rooms anymore, and that new bartender you hired is terrible. He over-pours and under-serves.”

      Aunt Pearl rolled her eyes. “The customers love Lucky. I told you, Ruby, I can’t spend any more time in this tourist trap. I’ve got to manage Pearl’s Charm School.”

      Mom sighed. “The inn is your business too, Pearl. You’ve got to do something about Lucky. He’s costing us all our profits.”

      “You could bartend again, Aunt Pearl. That would save us some money.” People were more accepting of a cranky bartender than a cranky housekeeper. Alcohol seemed to smooth the tension.

      “Nope. Too busy.” Aunt Pearl shook her head. “Why don’t you do it?”

      I shook my head. “I already check in the guests, keep the books, and do all the laundry. I can’t possibly do more. Besides, you don’t even have any students right now.”

      “That’s just temporary while I update the curriculum.” Aunt Pearl’s eyes narrowed as she studied me. “You know, Cen, I could use some spell beta testers. You help me, I help you. You could use a few spell refreshers yourself.”

      “Stop changing the subject, Aunt Pearl. My spellcasting is just fine.” My witchcraft could use a little polish, but I practised regularly with what little spare time I had. Mom was right, though. The inn was our number one priority. It fed us, clothed us, and kept a roof over our heads. Witchcraft was a nice extra, but it didn’t pay the bills.

      Mom stood at the sink, washing and rinsing dishes. “Pearl, if business doesn’t pick up soon, you’ll have to get rid of Lucky. We can’t afford his wages.”

      “You can’t do that,” Aunt Pearl protested. “I promised his mom that I’d give him a job.”

      “You shouldn’t make commitments without asking me first,” Mom said. “Lucky doesn’t even show up half the time. When he does, he’s late. If it was up to me, I would have let him go after his first day on the job. It’s almost like you want our business to fail.”

      Aunt Pearl pouted. “Lucky is a fantastic bartender. He makes amazing drinks. He’s perfect for the job.”

      “Only if money’s no object,” I said. “Every drink he mixes is a double. I doubt that Lucky is even his real name.” Aunt Pearl had hired Lucky three weeks ago without any resume or references when he moved to town. He was a man with no past that had seemingly arrived out of nowhere. We knew nothing about him, and he knew next to nothing about bartending. He would bankrupt us if we weren’t careful.

      Mom sighed. “He dresses like a gangster. I know you can’t judge people by their appearances but why does he need those flashy suits? Why does he have to change clothes two or three times in a single shift? He’s always arriving late and leaving early. Face it, Pearl, he’s not employee material. He’s got other things on his mind besides tending bar.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll talk to him. In the meantime, just cut him some slack. Everybody deserves a second chance.” Aunt Pearl helped herself to another muffin, a blueberry one this time. She tore off a chunk of muffin and held it between her fingers. She held it up to her nose and sniffed it. She dropped it on the counter with a grimace. “Well, maybe not everyone.”

      I frowned. “Mom spends a lot of time baking everything fresh for our guests. Now, because of you, she needs to bake another batch.”

      Aunt Pearl crossed her arms in defiance. A smug smile spread across her face as she looked at the muffin on the counter and then me. “If the muffins are so great, Cen, why aren’t you having any?”

      “I’m on a diet.” I looked longingly at what was left of the muffin. Blueberry was my second favorite after banana. Aunt Pearl was purposely taunting me, and I felt my resolve waver.

      “You’re going to let it go to waste?” Aunt Pearl grinned mischievously.

      I gave in and reached for the muffin. I broke off a piece and tasted it. “Yum…it’s delicious, Mom.”

      Mom smiled and then turned back toward the oven. She removed yet another muffin pan from the oven and placed it on the stovetop to cool.

      Mom oversaw the inn’s daily operations. She also prepared breakfast, lunch, and dinner and baked delicious treats daily. Aunt Pearl only had to clean eight guestrooms, most of which were only occupied on weekends. Yet she did her level best to create a poor guest experience in her own sly way. While the rooms always had fresh linens and toiletries, guests often awoke to strange noises at night, windows that suddenly opened or closed, and other mysterious shenanigans. She was literally haunting our guests. Sometimes they were spooked enough to check out early.

      Aunt Pearl always blamed Grandma Vi. My ghostly grandmother passed away several years ago but had never left her beloved home. Our resident ghost was a benign spirit who mostly kept to herself. She simply enjoyed our company and the cozy ambience of the inn. She would never drive away our paying guests.

      Aunt Pearl’s spells and shenanigans hurt business, which was exactly her intention.

      Which brings me to yet another of my inn duties: cleaning up my aunt’s messes with secret counter-spells of my own. That job I didn’t mind so much since it had a side benefit of further honing my witchcraft. I was now a better witch than Aunt Pearl, though she would never admit it.

      I kept tabs on Aunt Pearl’s whereabouts and deescalated any run-ins with the town’s law enforcement. They happened often, and our sheriffs came and went with astonishing frequency. Until the latest sheriff, that is. The one positive thing to come of Aunt Pearl’s law-breaking was that it had introduced me to my wonderful sheriff boyfriend, Tyler Gates.

      The thought of Tyler’s warm brown eyes and infectious smile made my heart melt. Maybe he’d be more than just a boyfriend soon, maybe even as soon as tomorrow night. We had Valentine’s Day dinner reservations at the fanciest restaurant in nearby Shady Creek. We’d talked about marriage casually before, but lately Tyler had been dropping hints.

      When that unmentionable thing that was about to happen, actually happened, I wanted to be dressed for the occasion, wearing my sparkly new red Valentine’s Day dress. I would look spectacular when I accepted his proposal, even if I had to squeeze my chubby self into my slightly too-small dress. I had to basically starve myself between now and then, but I was up for it. All that wouldn’t be ruined with a calorie-dense muffin.

      I glanced down and gasped. All that was left in my hand were crumbs. I had eaten an entire muffin without even realizing!

      Aunt Pearl eyed Mom suspiciously. “Who exactly are you baking for, Ruby? Our last guests checked out yesterday morning.”

      I had wondered too, because I wasn’t aware of any reservations at the inn. That was also odd. We were usually fully booked for Valentine’s Day weekend.

      Mom’s face flushed as she placed a large wicker basket lined with a linen napkin onto the countertop. She lifted one of the muffin pans and carefully flipped it over. The muffins tumbled into the basket and the aroma of baked banana wafted through the air. “I, uh… can’t talk now. I’ve got more cooking and baking to finish.”

      I salivated at the aroma as my stomach growled for more. “Who did you say—?”

      Mom didn’t answer.

      Grandma Vi’s transparent form suddenly materialized. She floated through the wall that separated the kitchen from the dining room. My ghostly grandma was still very much part of our daily life. Thankfully, she could be seen only by family members.

      She hovered across from me and said in a sing-song voice, “Mmm…mufffffins! Your favorites, Cen!”

      I shook my head no. “I’m on a diet, remember?”

      Grandma Vi snorted. “You’ve blown the diet, Cen. In fact, you’re looking rather plump lately.”

      “You think I’m fat?” My shoulders slumped in defeat. What had possessed me to buy a dress two sizes too small? Dumb, dumb, dumb. Losing a few pounds a month had sounded easy enough last fall when I still had months to achieve my goal. But Valentines’ Day was tomorrow. Instead of losing weight, I had even gained a few more pounds over Christmas. I had helped myself a little too much to Mom’s holiday baking and our family’s newly launched line of Witching Hour estate wines. In the meantime, Valentine’s Day had drawn closer and closer, and now it was tomorrow.

      Grandma Vi hovered in front of me, her transparent body a barrier of sorts between me and the counter. “Just telling you the honest truth, Cen. Even if you starve yourself, there’s no way that dress will fit you by tomorrow.”

      Aunt Pearl snorted. “Cast a spell, Cen. Upsize that silly dress.”

      I crossed my arms. “You know I can’t do that. That’s an abuse of power and against WICCA rules.” Frivolous use of magic was frowned upon by the Witches International Community Craft Association. Fitting into the dress was important, but not WICCA-ban level important.

      Aunt Pearl rolled her eyes. “You’re so ridiculous. Just bend the rules a little. Nobody’s ever going to know.”

      That was a lie. If I broke any rule, no matter how slight, Aunt Pearl would tattle to Aunt Amber, who was a top WICCA executive. Aunt Amber would insist on holding up her rule-breaking niece as an example to the entire WICCA membership. I would be publicly humiliated in front of the whole witch community. Not a chance I was willing to take.

      I was mad at myself more than anything. I’d had plenty of time to lose the weight and I had blown it. My time was up.

      Unless I lost something like a pound an hour, it simply wasn’t going to happen.

      I flashed back to the gorgeous red dress that hung in my closet, a sleeveless red silk number with a mid-calf hem that hugged my curves in all the right places. At least it had when I had tried it on before Christmas with the back zipper undone. I hadn’t been able to zip it up then, and now it was even tighter. In fact, it barely slid over my hips. The dress was one of those timeless pieces that would look fashionable in any decade. The round neckline was adorned with tiny handsewn crystal beads that reflected the light and complemented my fair complexion.

      My impulse purchase at Bunny’s Key to Fashion, Westwick Corners’ only women’s clothing store, had been a mistake. I now realized that Bunny’s compliments were simply a ploy to move her inventory. I couldn’t possibly look incredibly gorgeous in a dress that I couldn’t even zip up. Bunny lied. But like it or not, the dress was now mine. It was also the only proposal-worthy dress I owned, and I was dead-set on wearing it. For that to happen, I needed either magical alterations or a non-magical backup plan.

      Grandma Vi broke into my thoughts. “Cen! Any special news to share?”

      “Nope.” I stared at the floor. hoping that Mom and Aunt Pearl didn’t pick up on Grandma Vi’s hint. Her mindreading abilities were annoying at the best of times, and I really resented her intruding into my secret thoughts. I would reveal my life-changing news after tomorrow night, when Tyler proposed.

      I couldn’t imagine spending my life with anyone else. Tyler and I were made for each other, and for me at least, it had been love at first sight. An added bonus was that Tyler completely accepted my wacky family, even if Aunt Pearl considered him her sworn enemy.

      Mom covered the muffin basket with a tea towel and carried it to the back door. She slipped her feet into clogs and reached for the door handle.

      Grandma Vi floated in front of Mom, blocking her path. She pointed in the opposite direction. “The dining room is that way, Ruby. Where are you going with those muffins?”

      Mom cleared her throat and looked around nervously. “I’m, uh…taking them to the Rocklin Mansion.”

      Grandma Vi gasped. “Why? That place is abandoned. Nobody’s lived there for decades.”

      Mom sucked in her breath. “Well, that’s about to change.”

      “Did someone buy the place?” The Rocklin Mansion had sat empty for as long as I could remember, long before our real estate market had collapsed for good. Rumors had circulated for years that it was haunted, and most people in town went out of their way to avoid the place. Whether it was or wasn’t haunted, new arrivals in town was always big news, so why was Mom so secretive?

      Mom’s hand tightened on the door handle, but she didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. Her eyes were downcast, like she had been caught in a lie.

      Grandma Vi’s aura turned a dark crimson, a sure sign she was angry. “Why would anyone want to stay there?”

      Mom glanced down at her watch. “Come with me, Cen. I’ll explain everything once we’re there.”

      Aunt Pearl’s eyes narrowed. “Explain what, Ruby? You know that place is cursed.”

      Mom opened the door a crack. “I’m running late. Cen, are you coming?”

      “I can’t, Mom. I have to get out the Valentine’s Day edition of the newspaper.” I had a couple of last-minute tasks before I published the special issue. It was chock-full of romance, recipes, and secret valentines.

      This year there were twice as many valentine messages as last year, making it one of my most profitable editions. There were messages from secret admirers, current and wannabe girlfriends and boyfriends, and the cutest of all, a full page spread of valentines drawn by kids at the local elementary school. But one very special valentine stood out above the others. An anonymous person—I suspected it was a man—had taken out a full-page advertisement for his as yet unnamed secret sweetheart.

      His wasn’t the only anonymous valentine’s wish. There were plenty of others, and people enjoyed guessing who the senders and the recipients were. But I always knew who paid for the ads. Except for the buyer of this year’s full-page ad, who remained a mystery to me. The only clues were an envelope slipped under my office door with the Valentine’s day wish and a very generous cash payment enclosed.

      Too generous, in fact. The money was enough to cover my expenses for the entire month and part of the next. While I was grateful to be in the black for another few months, I worried that my anonymous customer had mistakenly overpaid, and I wanted to make things right. More than anything though, I really wanted to know who this sweet, romantic well-wisher was.

      The wish was sentimental but too general to guess who the sender was, and my curiosity was piqued.

      Aunt Pearl snorted. “Nobody reads your paper, Cen. Stop wasting your time.”

      “You’re wrong. You’d be surprised at how popular my newspaper actually is.” I was tired of Aunt Pearl’s constant putdowns. One of the valentine’s messages came from Aunt Pearl’s boyfriend, Earl. I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when I proved her wrong.

      “The only surprise is how long you’ve kept that money-losing rag solvent. Waste of time and money if you ask me.”

      “Well, nobody asked you, and you won’t want to miss my Valentine’s Day issue.” As much as I loved my aunt, I couldn’t fathom what that sweet man saw in her. He was polite, laid-back, and kind to everyone. In other words, Earl was Aunt Pearl’s polar opposite.

      “Not gonna happen, Cen.” Aunt Pearl dismissed me with a hand wave. “I don’t have time for that sentimental nonsense.”

      I’d spent extra hours this week rereading all the valentine messages, not because I had to, but simply because they made me smile. There really is an abundance of love in this world. It swirls all around us, invisible unless we listen and look for it. Bad luck, bad moods, and misunderstandings are just temporary roadblocks. But too often, we don’t push through the barriers and love is lost. I truly believe that kindness and goodness wins, as long as we allow it in. The valentine messages only reaffirmed my belief.

      Most people are good at heart, but some need a nudge, even a shove, to express their love. There’s nothing like a valentine’s wish to get your heart back on track. I imagined many smiling faces tomorrow, as people sipped their morning coffees and discovered the one special valentine message meant especially for them. Sometimes life was crappy, but love always got you through. As long as you let it, that is.

      “Okay, Mom, let’s go.” Arguing with Aunt Pearl was pointless, and I had no time to spare. It conveniently delayed my dress try-on a little longer and delayed my dread at what I knew was true. My dress wasn’t going to fit no matter what I did.

      “Good, because we’re already late.” Mom ushered me through the back door.

      We walked around to the front of the property just in time to see Lucky slide out of the passenger seat of his rusty, dented green Ford pickup truck. He staggered a few steps before he stopped and stared at us. His hair was tousled as if he had just woken up. He was dressed formally in a tux that was disheveled and slept in. His jacket was unbuttoned, and his shirt was untucked.

      “Hello, ladies.” He saluted us and stumbled forward toward the Witching Post Bar and Grill at the opposite end of the parking lot.

      “That man’s got to go,” Mom muttered as she waved half-heartedly.

      “He’s already drunk,” I whispered. “He should not be driving.”

      Mom sighed. “We can’t go on like this. One of these days—”

      “Happy hour at noon—don’t forget!” Lucky swayed on his feet as he pointed a finger at us. “Did you say something?”

      “Nope,” I said.

      He nodded and continued on his trek across the parking lot until he reached the bar’s front entrance. He turned the handle without using his key first. He turned and waved before heading inside.

      An unlocked bar with booze, free for the taking, was a sure way to bankruptcy. Lucky was a liability and Mom was right about something else too. We needed new ways to make money, even if Aunt Pearl and Grandma Vi disagreed. How the Rocklin mansion factored into Mom’s plans was a mystery. I had no idea why Grandma Vi and Aunt Pearl were so opposed to our visit, but I was about to find out.
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