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To Anna and Darcie, my magical sisters










Chapter 1


JUST SAY THE MAGIC WORD


Effie


Bong.


The ornate clock tower on Yellowbrick Grove’s town hall tolled six, jerking Effie Chalmers out of a quaint imaginary world in which alarming electric bills and dead mothers did not exist.


Alas, back in reality, such things were omnipresent. Even Effie’s book-lined bedroom, with its cosy striped reading chair and magnificent pothos plant, was haunted with memories of her mother’s quick smile, her careful way with a watering can, and the bedtime stories that had kept a young Effie and her younger sister Bonnie bespelled for weeks at a time. So too was the household to-do list, written on a starry notepad that read From the Escritoire (and Heart) of Lyra Chalmers. Effie knew it was silly, but using her mother’s stationery made her feel like Mom was still there: that when Effie jotted out a note or a particularly captivating passage from a book, it was actually her mother doing the transcribing. And after the year she’d had navigating wills and funeral arrangements and pitying, prying conversations from the townsfolk, Effie needed that presence. Even if it was one that shimmered, just out of sight, at the corner of her bespectacled eye.


A leaf-blower, courtesy of three-time Yellowbrick Grove Garden of Perfection winner Freddie Noonan five doors down, revved in time with the clock tower. Effie’s book, a marble-edged edition she’d snuck from the rare books room of the library where she worked, slipped from her hand. Its pages flapped in consternation – and in warning of a book restoration bill that was about to join the electric one.


No. Unexpected expenses (exhibit A: the aforementioned electric bill) were Bonnie’s remit, not Effie’s. Effie did not abide the unplanned, the spontaneous, the ill-considered. Certainly not since the weight of the entire household had come to rest upon her shoulders like a leaden cloak of responsibility. She knew she could never replace their mother. But she did have to walk in her shoes if the sisters were to keep their childhood home safe from opportunistic property developers – and if Bonnie were to make it to thirty without a divorce, a bankruptcy or a flirtation with cult membership (it was not looking good).


A snap of her fingers, and an emerald stream of magic righted the book, setting it back on the side table and tucking in Effie’s favourite bookmark, a faded photo collage of her mother that a younger, more carefree Effie had carefully printed and laminated.


Mom’s smile – oh, how Effie missed that kind, generous smile – poked out from the top of the book, watching with love as Effie gathered her outfit for her evening library shift, one of the many extras she’d taken on to avoid being at home alone with Bonnie. Not that her wardrobe required much gathering. Effie’s habitual attire consisted of a rotating series of cardigans, high-waisted pants, and T-shirts with literary quotes on them that drew approving nods from the library patrons and exasperated sighs from her sister, a perfectly put-together blonde who had tried numerous times to turn the drably brunette Effie into someone more photogenic and outgoing. Effie, who did have an appreciation for fashion, albeit one mostly shaped by her favourite books – Anne of Green Gables’ puffed sleeves, Miss Marple’s knitwear – had pushed back. None of it had felt right. And now, as the polite face of the family’s grief, Effie simply wanted to go through life without being perceived. The less you stood out, the fewer questions you got about how you were doing or how long it had been or whether you had anything planned for the upcoming anniversary of your mother’s constantly whispered-about demise.


In the bathroom, Effie spun the faucet and stepped beneath the temperamental flow of water – then stepped straight back out again, muttering every expletive that came to mind. (Given that a young Effie had read the dictionary cover to cover for fun, this was quite a few.)


The water was positively arctic, as it so often was after Bonnie yelled those three fateful words: getting ready, Eff! Bonnie’s magic wasn’t as strong as Effie’s, but she was certainly able to inflict the curse of a freezing cold shower upon her sister with a regularity that suggested that if she actually put her mind to spellcasting instead of reality TV bingeing, she might be a force to be reckoned with.


But for now, Effie – freezing cold Effie who was aghast thinking about just how much electricity was used to heat a whole boiler of water – was the one to be reckoned with.


Grumbling, Effie pulled Mom’s embroidered dressing gown from the hook on the back of the bathroom door and grabbed an armful of clothes. Then she stalked, shivering, down the photo-lined hallway to Bonnie’s bedroom, a profusion of pink that the two sisters had mutually dubbed ‘the Flamingo Room’ back when they were teens and their completely different interests hadn’t yet caused the rift between them to widen into a gulf. There’d been a time when Effie had been the aspirational sister simply by virtue of being older – and therefore trusted with things like choosing which chocolates to buy from the corner store or being the de facto adult supervision when their mother had volunteered to cover yet another shift at the Toto Hotel. (She’d never mentioned the bills, although looking back, Effie could see that Mom’s shoulders had drooped under the same existential cloak that she now found herself draped in.) But that had promptly faded when, at fourteen, Bonnie had made a rapid transition from freckly, gangly kid into the pretty one, and had quickly distanced herself from her sister’s introversion and embarrassing glasses-and-braces aesthetic.


Now, ten years later, Bonnie was still the pretty one, and Effie, well, she was the other one.


The distance between the sisters had broadened over the past year, with Effie trying so hard to fill the gap that their mother had left, and Bonnie bristling at her every attempt. Effie knew that she could never replace Mom, that she couldn’t come close to her warmth and generosity. But someone had to be the adult in the room, the one who kept up with the Jeep’s oil changes, who replaced the smoke detector batteries, who did the taxes. Even if sometimes after work Effie drove to the outlook at the top of the tallest hill in town and screamed, Not me! Can it for once not be me!


Tonight, Effie suspected, was going to be such a night.


‘Hey, babe. You’re dripping water on my rug.’ Bonnie was perched on a fluffy pink chair, clad in a sequinned minidress that involved about as much fabric as a dish towel. The long blonde hair draped over her shoulders was the only thing that kept her from looking utterly indecent. She was midway through painting her toenails, something she always seemed to be midway through. Especially when Effie needed her help taking out the trash or returning Pickles, the wayward French bulldog who apparently wished he lived on their side of the street.


Effie pulled on her pants, scowling as she caught her reflection in Bonnie’s full-length mirror: with her wet hair slicked back around her cat’s-eye glasses, she looked like a drowned rat. ‘How do you manage to use up an entire boiler of hot water every time?’


‘Want me to warm it up again?’ Shrugging, Bonnie rubbed her thumb and finger together as though about to cast one of her disastrous spells. Her hand glowed faintly purple beneath the swirl of floral tattoos she’d splurged on for her eighteenth birthday. Effie was not a tattoo hater by any means, having a few secret bookish tattoos of her own, but she’d never understood that decision. Bonnie’s magic was weak, but it still made her special. It made her a Chalmers sister. It was one of the few things that the two of them shared, and seeing it blotted over with meaningless irises and lilies had hurt Effie in a way she hadn’t been able to articulate.


‘With your magic? Only if you plan on shelling out for the insurance deductible,’ said Effie drily as she pulled on her favourite Booktrovert T-shirt.


Bonnie dropped her hand, now rubbing at a spot on her toe where she’d overshot with her sparkly nail polish. Effie knew the jab about her sister’s magic had landed, and she felt a twinge of guilt. But Bonnie had everything else going for her. The effervescent personality, the ability to worm her way out of speeding tickets, the constant job offers for things she was clearly unqualified for, and the sheer freedom of being the younger, carefree sister. Effie, who, at twenty-eight had a white streak in her dark hair and some alarming frown lines appearing between her brows, deserved to have something. Even if she had to keep that something under wraps to avoid the attention of the town, which exhibited a deep and annoying interest in the comings and goings of the Chalmers sisters.


Bonnie had social charms. Effie had magical ones. It was only fair.


‘I figured you weren’t going out, so the hot water was fair game.’ Bonnie returned her nail polish to an overflowing drawer, then picked up her hair curler – which Effie demanded she keep on a ceramic plate after the time she’d almost burned down their sprawling Queen Anne home. Times, plural.


‘Your reading chair isn’t going to judge you if your hair’s a bit oily,’ Bonnie added as she admired her own gleaming golden hair. ‘Or you’ve got a case of BO.’


Now fully cardiganed and therefore imbued with her librarian superpowers – which mostly involved doing excellent story-time voices and resetting wi-fi connections – Effie grabbed a fluffy, googly-eyed pillow and flung it at her sister. Half-heartedly, but the kind of half that Bonnie would give herself when slicing up a pizza to share.


Bonnie caught it easily, hence why she’d been basketball captain and Effie had been, well, a familiar face in the Yellowbrick Grove High School library.


‘Not Mr Fluffles!’ exclaimed Bonnie, giving the pillow a hug. She sighed, then held up a pinkie finger stacked with tiny chevron-shaped rings. ‘I promise to warn you next time I need all the hot water. Which will probably be when I get home from my shift. We’re hosting a welcome party for that new guy in town tonight.’ She waggled a perfectly shaped eyebrow with practised sultriness. ‘Maybe I’ll need a cold shower instead.’


Effie lifted her glasses to rub at the bridge of her nose. Fabulous. She couldn’t wait to help pick up the pieces when the inexorable love affair inevitably went awry. ‘Well, I for one have a date with the circulation desk.’


‘Sounds dusty.’ Bonnie grimaced, then extended an olive branch the only way she knew how: with a pout and a finger waggle that served as an alternative to a hug. Effie, of course, did not do hugs, unless the warm embrace of a book counted. ‘Sorry, I didn’t realize you were leaving the house.’


‘I always work Thursdays.’ Effie knew that her tone sounded cold, but rightly so! She was cold. Literally cold, all thanks to her sister’s lack of consideration, which was an ongoing theme in the book of their lives.


‘Oh, right.’ This appeared to be breaking news to Bonnie.


‘I’m not a hermit. I have a job. And friends.’ All right, just the one friend, Tessa, but an excellent friend.


‘I know, I know.’ Bonnie ran her fingers through the perfect golden waves of her hair. ‘This whole bar thing – it’s taken up so much more of my energy than I thought. And my money.’


Absolutely not. They were not having this conversation. It was not Effie’s fault that Bonnie had spent her entire inheritance on a bar instead of investing it carefully in a three-fund account that would return seven per cent in compounding returns over a lifetime. Or that she’d had four years of back taxes to reckon with. Or that she’d financed a vintage Cadillac at an interest rate straight out of The Sopranos.


And still, Effie was expected to put down her book and offer guidance and commiseration every single day.


But not this day. Not this freezing-shower, late-to-work, mildly-jealous-that-Bonnie-might-meet-the-hot-neighbour-first day. Especially without a please or a thank you in the mix.


Muttering a quick excuse about a library emergency, Effie snapped her fingers, lightly increasing the humidity in the room just enough to make her sister’s hair frizz.


‘Wait, what? No!’ moaned Bonnie, reaching for a bottle of hair serum.


Biting back a smile, Effie grabbed her bag and ran downstairs to her second-favourite place after her beloved reading chair: the Yellowbrick Grove Public Library.










Chapter 2


UNDER A STRANGER’S SPELL


Bonnie


The bar was Bonnie’s happy place. Although to be fair, for most of her life, Bonnie’s happy place had been all of Yellowbrick Grove. She’d lived a charmed existence, and she was well aware of it. Mostly because Effie had made a point of making her aware. But it wasn’t Bonnie’s fault that she had a natural charisma, or that Effie made a concerted effort to exist on the periphery of her own life. Their town might be small, but it was home, and it came with all the wonderful things that home delivered when you made the tiniest bit of an effort. Yes, Bonnie was popular, but that was because she actively worked to be part of the community. She’d played (and coached) basketball for years. She’d been on the dance team, the improv team and the entrepreneurship team. She’d hosted bake sales, car washes, pep rallies, everything. It wasn’t as though she’d just been sitting around watching soap operas and eating Girl Scout cookies (she’d also topped the Girl Scout cookie-seller leader board) while Effie had shouldered the weight of the family.


Besides, Effie had decided to take on that role. And frankly, Bonnie resented her for it. It suggested that Mom hadn’t done enough to support and look after them, when she’d worked herself to the bone to give them a wonderful childhood. Leaf-kicking trips through the autumnal parks, stomach-wrenching turns around the fairground rides, family movie nights in front of the ancient TV, all of it. Effie had become even more insufferable in the wake of their mom’s death. Instead of letting Bonnie grieve, instead of respecting the special space that Mom had held in their lives, she’d tried to fill it with all of her fussing and fastidiousness and admin. Bonnie, frankly, couldn’t give a shit about admin. Especially after this past year, which had demanded she reprioritize her entire life.


Bonnie squared her shoulders and swanned into The Silver Slipper, which she’d bought using her inheritance. It still remained her greatest accomplishment. Unlike Effie, who’d thrown her half of the life insurance pay-out into something called an index, Bonnie wanted to create something that would help remember their mother.


The bar was exactly the sort of place that Lyra would have enjoyed visiting on her days off from the hotel or on the nights when her shifts let out early enough: a former corner-block diner with green-tinged windows and globe-shaped pendant lights that somehow captured everyone’s best possible angle. The main action took place on the ground floor, but there was a private area upstairs for parties or special occasions (on Sunday nights the local tango dancers gathered for a milonga, and they’d burn through the bar’s entire allotment of Quilmes beer and Torrontés wine). Not to mention the upstairs attic that Bonnie eventually planned to turn into an apartment. Out front, set against a backdrop of ivy and well-fed flower baskets, were half a dozen cosy benches overhung by Moroccan-style lanterns that cast starry light over the streets as they twisted in the breeze.


Unsurprisingly, the townsfolk had flocked to the bar since its grand opening four months earlier, and Bonnie couldn’t be prouder. She could tell from her sister’s huffy looks that Effie thought it was all luck, or perhaps the Bonnie glamour she was so jealous of, but the bar’s success had been the result of sheer blood, sweat and tears. (All right, only a bit of blood – that time she’d gashed her toe while helping with the tiling – and not so many tears. Most of those had been for Mom, really. But the sweat was real. Hence all the showers Effie was so opposed to.)


‘Bonnie, babe!’ chorused Hannah, Kirsty and Alana, Bonnie’s own personal Greek chorus. According to Effie, anyway. Bonnie hadn’t paid that much attention in literature class at school. She’d been focused on more pragmatic things, like building her social networks and jostling for personal references. Besides, what was a deep understanding of Medea going to get you other than some trauma and maybe a gig at a museum?


‘Babes!’ Bonnie swept in for a cheek-kissing extravaganza. ‘How’s the party shaping up? Sorry I’m late. Effie issues.’


‘The worst,’ groaned Kirsty, a svelte brunette who had an impressively negative opinion of just about everyone. Which worked for Bonnie as it gave her a chance to freely unload whenever her sister did something to irritate her, which was most days.


‘Tell me our guest of honour isn’t here yet?’ asked Bonnie, glancing around.


She wasn’t quite sure how she wanted them to answer. Obviously, as the bar owner, it was good form for her to be ready and waiting for when recent arrival-from-the-city Theo Carmel, the subject of much gossip among the townsfolk, darkened the bar’s already dimly lit doors. But the other part of Bonnie desperately wanted to be fashionably late. To be the one that everyone saw making an entrance. To be beheld rather than the one doing the beholding.


‘No sightings yet, babe. Although we’re prepared.’ Prim Hannah, who was indeed always prepared, ran her fingers through her perfectly straight hair as her enormous eyes scanned the bar for fresh blood. This was, of course, one of the downsides of living in a small town: you knew everyone, and the pool of eligible partners was vanishingly small. Especially when you had to excise people from your list of possibilities based on their prior dalliances with anyone in your immediate friendship group.


Thankfully Yellowbrick Grove was still close to the city, and picturesque enough to be a popular tourist destination for people looking for something between a staycation and an actual getaway. During the on-season weekends (fall, when the trees turned an astonishing combination of fiery colours, and spring, when the blossoms ran riot), the streets were packed with visitors looking to spend their hard-earned cash at the bar, and their precious time off with Bonnie, who needed a warm body every now and then.


‘According to my research, he comes from a prominent banking family,’ said Kirsty, whose social media stalking skills were unrivalled. In another lifetime, Kirsty would have been a Pulitzer-winning investigative journalist, but in this one she ran a moderately successful blog about life in Yellowbrick Grove, with some social media consulting on the side. She’d stopped just short of becoming an influencer, thankfully, because Bonnie could only afford to give away so much free booze before the bar’s bank account started making warning sounds.


‘And there was a breakup,’ added Alana, a fashionable bohemian whose heavily pierced ears had a preternatural ability to absorb gossip, and a job as a yoga instructor that was extremely conducive to hearing it. ‘His childhood sweetheart ripped his heart in two. On their anniversary, would you believe?’


Bonnie filed this away for future use. She’d never personally been in a relationship long enough to be able to mark an anniversary, but she was sure that would hurt. Actually, she’d never been the dumpee, either, something she was quite proud of. It took a lot to reach the grand old age of twenty-five without having had someone throw your heart to the crows. She always made it a point to get in first and do the dumping, usually when the uncomfortable reality of feelings was starting to set in.


‘We could do with a top-up on table four, sweets,’ said Winston Wakefield, head of the Yellowbrick Grove Old Darts team, and who always wore a hat advertising this fact. Winston was so ancient and so well known that it felt as though the entire town had grown up around him. He was like one of those 200-year-old tortoises that you hear about a family passing down through the generations, its startled, wrinkly face privy to decades of change. (Shelby, the turtle who lived in the town fountain, was the closest Yellowbrick Grove came to this particular phenomenon.) Winston and his similarly wrinkly friends had been keeping the place in business since its diner days, and Bonnie was grateful they were creatures of habit. Even if they did have annoying superstitions like keeping anyone in green away from their board, and forcing anyone who’d played a nine-darter to sit at the next table for the following week (which meant they ended up doing shots with students from the college – never a good idea).


But Yellowbrick Grove was full of odd superstitions and proclivities. You learned to roll with them, or you’d spend your days like Effie: huffing and puffing at every little thing that didn’t make sense. Uncle Oswald sure had – he ran a revoltingly overpriced shop down an alleyway off the square catering to every occult-like and spiritual whim you might have. Even if you didn’t have such whims, Uncle Oswald, who’d graduated with honours from the School of Pushy Sales Tactics, would definitely help you whip some up. But given that right now Bonnie could spot a moon-phase pendant, an electromagnetic field-blocking phone cover, a bouquet of rosemary poking out of a purse, and a set of tarot cards being pored over on a nearby table, it was fair to say that the whims in this town were plentiful. And why not? In a world where things grew ever more complicated, people could hardly be faulted for seeking solace in magic.


Especially in a town like this, where half the buildings were supposedly haunted (including the apartment upstairs), where the moon hung a tad too low in the sky, and where black cats lurked skittishly in every dark corner. The Chalmers sisters might be the only two individuals in town with real magic – something they hid carefully – but everyone else was trying to find their own, and the internet made that easy. Every day, Bonnie would hand over a drink to a girl scrolling through videos of palm readings, or she’d clear the plates of someone who’d clearly been trying to discern their future in the sauce of their home-made chocolate brownie.


Effie might judge them for their efforts (dilettantes was the term she used), but Bonnie didn’t mind it at all: it made it easier for Bonnie and Effie to hide their true selves.


Besides, she enjoyed reading the horoscopes in the Yellowbrick Grove Gazette. Especially since they’d been taken over by the mysterious Madame Destinée, whose identity remained secret, no matter how much begging the locals did. Which reminded her: she hadn’t read today’s. Fortunately, Winston had a copy of the paper sticking out from one of the huge pockets of his faded jeans.


‘Beers coming up, just so long as you read me my horoscope. I’m a Leo.’


‘Leo, huh?’ Winston rattled through the paper, pausing to share some of the more fascinating headlines. ‘Ooh, sale on barbecues this week. And Edna Furling is doing an art show in Emerald. I liked her work with the circles. Very circle-y. And your uncle has some new cat statues in from Egypt! La-di-da! Ah, here we go! Leo. Business unusual is more interesting than business as usual. Meanwhile, love is closer than it seems. Always has been. Always will be. Well, that’s a bit enigmatic, isn’t it?’


‘Sounds like I need to watch out for someone peeping in my bedroom window,’ said Bonnie, pouring half a dozen pilsners for Winston’s friends, and a shandy for Gerald Ho, who was from New Zealand, where they did things just slightly, annoyingly differently from here. And apparently called flip-flops jandals, which Bonnie wasn’t sure was a real thing, or whether Gerald was just, as he put it, ‘having a lark’.


‘Ah, this is a safe town – no one’s going to be doing that. I don’t know how Officer Brigsley isn’t bored out of his brains. Do you want me to read mine? What’s the sheep again?’


‘Aries. The ram.’


‘That’s the one! Aries. Keep your eye on the target, or sharp disappointment awaits.’


Bonnie chuckled. ‘That could’ve been written for you specifically.’


‘Maybe I’ve got my own peeper, eh?’ Winston waggled his thick eyebrows as he cast a look around the room for said peeping Tom, before jamming a fistful of bills in the tip jar on the counter. ‘Thanks, sweets. I’ll be back in an hour or so.’


Winston hurried off with his tray, which he clutched to his chest as though it were the Sid Waddell darts trophy.


‘My god, that man can talk,’ droned Hannah in her famous monotone, which was so persistent that during high school the orchestra conductor would bring her in to help tune the brass instruments.


Bonnie grinned. ‘Some people try to get their ten thousand steps in daily. Winston aims for ten thousand words.’


‘So, how are we liking the decorations?’ Hannah gestured with long, manicured fingers. At Bonnie’s request, Hannah had spent the afternoon hanging colourful bunting and blowing up balloons. She’d even sourced confetti cannons from her mom’s impressive wedding-planner arsenal. Bonnie suspected that this might be overdoing it. But could you really overdo it at a party? Especially when you were dealing with someone from the city, where things were bigger and brighter just by their very nature?


‘Very demure, very mindful,’ said Bonnie appreciatively.


‘And I grabbed a welcome agate heart from Behind the Curtain.’ Hannah flashed a dramatically gilded cardboard giftbox from Uncle Oswald’s shop. ‘Oswald said it’s really important to start a new journey with the right kind of energy. I’m going to start buying these for my clients as housewarming gifts. Money trees are so passé.’


Bonnie nodded along, because that was safer than opening her mouth. Uncle Oswald was what some might generously call a grifter, and others, less generously, a conman. Mom had called him a charlatan, and a few other choice names. They’d never really got along, in large part because they viewed the responsibilities of magic in entirely divergent ways. Lyra had always considered magic a great privilege that should be used sparingly and for good. Oswald, on the other hand, saw it as an opportunity for personal enrichment – and since the family magic had a tendency to bypass its men, he’d spent most of his life pressing Mom for insight into her spells or begging for a quick enchantment to support his latest trick.


In fairness, Uncle Oswald lived in a gorgeous storybook house overlooking the town’s Botanic Gardens and had never complained about the electric bill, so, magic or not, he was doing something right.


Kirsty, who’d been keeping a close eye on the smart doorbell, waved her Lululemon-clad arms frantically. (Kirsty was always dressed in athleisure, citing the need for freedom of movement before the front-facing camera that formed the bulk of her career.) ‘Here he is!’


Here he was indeed. Bonnie had only met Theo once before, but her first impression of him had been, well, a bit of a tingly one. Theo was tall and well built – so much so that Bonnie wondered whether she needed to invest in a taller, wider front door. He wore casually expensive pants, a pair of leather loafers Bonnie associated with Wall Street, and had the kind of disarming smile that suggested he knew precisely the kind of impression he made on people when he entered a room.


Bonnie was all too familiar with that expression. It was the smile of someone who knew that the world was on their side, who experienced only pleasant interactions, because when you looked a certain way, doors opened for you. Bonnie knew that expression, because it was her own.


‘Theo!’ She hurried up with an Old Fashioned in hand, figuring it was hard to go wrong with a classic. ‘Welcome to The Silver Slipper, and to our charming little town! Are you feeling all settled in?’


She passed him the drink, ensuring their hands brushed just so.


Theo sipped his Old Fashioned – a bit nervously, it seemed. Was she having the same impact on him he’d had on her? Hopefully she was, and even more so.


‘Getting there. I’ve got a few boxes left to unpack.’


Theo cast his green-eyed gaze around the bustling bar, which Bonnie was pleased to note was packed with cheerful revellers dressed up to the nines. (She had a strict look-your-best dress code that she rarely relaxed. Well, except for the darts players. Their shlubbiness was grandfathered in.)


‘Nice place. It’s yours, right?’


‘All mine,’ said Bonnie, her tone betraying her subtext: just like you’ll be. And, of course, he would eventually be. It was how things went in town.


‘Hi,’ drawled Hannah, appearing beside Bonnie, the very picture of a wide-eyed ingenue. Hannah wasn’t a threat, though – between her realtor’s schedule and caring for her dad, who’d been diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s a year earlier, she’d decided that dating was a hobby she didn’t particularly need to invest in. ‘Yellowbrick Grove is going to love having you. What we lack in size we make up for in charm. And property values.’


‘And don’t worry. Whatever happens here stays here,’ added Alana, meaningfully. This was true, since gossipy though she was, she never left town long enough to share said gossip beyond the hills that bordered it.


‘Sorry, can I get through? Don’t mind me . . .’ Bobby, the Chalmers sisters’ floppy-haired, soft-eyed next-door neighbour, awkwardly wheeled a keg through the front door, despite the fact that Bonnie had requested multiple times that he go around the back.


‘Hey, Bonnie! Where do you want this?’ he asked, mopping his brow with the back of his wrist, around which he wore the friendship bracelet his little brother Kevvie had made several months back.


‘Ugh,’ muttered Kirsty, as she did every time Bobby made an appearance.


Bonnie felt a pang of sympathy. Yes, Bobby was far from the coolest guy in town, and he was way too interested in tabletop gaming and birdwatching. But he was kind, and he always brought over cookies when his dad, who owned The Golden Hour Bakery, was testing out a new recipe. And, most importantly of all, he did Bonnie’s bidding without complaint and without expectation of payment, which was a decent asset when you were trying to get a new business off the ground.


‘Behind the bar. Can you hook it up?’


‘Can do, boss.’ He smiled affably, flashing a chipped tooth that had been a teenage Bonnie’s fault – she’d dared him to climb the largest tree at the Botanic Gardens on a particularly rainy day. ‘Anything else while I’m there?’


‘I’ll take a top-up,’ said Kirsty, waving her glass at him.


‘Same,’ droned Hannah, squeezing her half-empty glass into the crook of his elbow.


‘Cucumber water, with extra ice, but only if it’s distilled,’ said Alana, who was constantly detoxing from one thing or another. Although, for someone who made a point of not drinking, she was quite helpful behind the bar.


Hannah tapped Bonnie’s shoulder with a glimmering nail. ‘Babe, you’d better get your claws in before Winston does.’


Theo had strolled over to the darts board and was now affably shaking hands with the darts team, who were merrily recounting the time they’d won a rotisserie chicken package after beating out The Chairmen of the Board, their competitors from the neighbouring town of Emerald.


Oh goddess, they were going to scare him right back to the city.


‘Do you need rescuing there?’ she whispered in his ear.


‘Sorry, what was that?’ Theo turned, his brows furrowed over his emerald eyes. Jensen Ackles’ eyes, thought Bonnie, who’d watched Supernatural an unhealthy number of times. But that was something that would forever remain in the diary she kept under her mattress.


‘How about a tour?’


Theo looked suspiciously as though this was the last thing in the world he wanted. ‘Um, sure.’


Bonnie shot him an irresistible grin, then invoked her murder weapon. A curl of hair twisted around her perfectly manicured finger.


Theo seemed to falter. Success.


With a well-practised Marilyn Monroe sway to her hips, Bonnie walked Theo through her tour of The Silver Slipper.


‘Downstairs is pretty self-explanatory,’ she said, also evoking Marilyn’s breathy way of speaking for good measure. ‘Amazing cocktails, a solid beer and wine list, darts – not my choice, but it was a contingency when I bought the place. Through this door we have the pool table and pinball machines. You should see the lines for those after about 10 p.m. They single-handedly pay the staff.’


‘You pay your staff in quarters?’


‘Sure, it’s how we do things here.’


Theo frowned, as though he wasn’t sure if she was serious. This, thought Bonnie, was one of the hardest parts of looking a certain way. Guys never expected you to be funny. In fact, they never expected you to be anything else, really. Personally, Bonnie thought that her sense of humour was one of the best things she had going for her. She’d spent a lot of time cultivating it to survive life with Effie.


‘Ready for some stairs?’ She gave him an assessing up-and-down look. He passed with buff, flying colours. ‘You look like you can handle them.’


Bonnie grabbed the banister, a glorious knot of antique wood studded with a brass sculpture of a griffin, and led Theo upstairs.


‘Interesting art,’ he mused, taking in the framed paintings that covered the walls in an explosion of abstract colour – mostly greens, golds and purples, the colours of their family magic, their auras.


‘My mom painted them,’ said Bonnie, trying to suppress the hesitation in her voice that always threatened to arise every time she brought up her mother. She rubbed at her tattooed wrist, where a floral explosion of lilies and tulips hid the purple marks that flared beneath her skin when she drew upon her magic. She’d raced out to Clock Heart Tattoos the day she turned eighteen, desperate to hide the thing that made her different from everyone else. And not even in a good way; not like Effie’s magic, which actually did what her sister asked. Bonnie, meanwhile, was lucky if she could charm the wrinkles out of a shirt or bespell that thing on the top shelf within reaching range. More often than not, this would result in scorch marks on said shirt or that thing on the top shelf smashing on the floor. Magic was an imprecise art.


‘This one’s my favourite,’ she said, pausing before a small canvas where swirls of green, gold and purple all melded together in a gorgeous, calming swirl. Lyra, Effie and Bonnie’s magic, all together as equals. It made Bonnie think of better times, when the three of them had been inseparable, an arm-in-arm gang of joy and daisy crowns and pizza so deep-dish it might as well be lasagne, and black-and-white movie marathons that they’d talked over, inventing their own terrible dialogue. Of before Effie had abruptly distanced herself when Bonnie had turned fourteen, shutting her out like there was something wrong with her, like she was . . . unserious. Of before Mom’s death had ripped their lives in two, leaving something too painful to even consider in its wake. Something that Bonnie had done her best to plaster over with endless activities and events and Boss Babe goals.


Theo folded his muscular arms, contemplating. He’d clearly realized that the vibes were suddenly off and was trying to get things back on track. ‘Not this weird brownish one over here?’


Bonnie recoiled. ‘Definitely not that one.’


Bonnie had never known why Mom had painted this particular one. It was Uncle Oswald, through and through, but not his magic – he had no magic as far as she knew – but rather a representation of how Mom saw his aura. Why paint such an unsettling brown? Why let it live on for ever on a canvas?


And yet it was one of Mom’s paintings. Bonnie couldn’t just throw it away or hide it. It had lived for a while above the downstairs toilet, until the patrons had complained of feeling ill while peeing.


Theo tapped a finger against the painting’s frame. ‘I guess the value of a piece of art is in the eye of the beholder. Or the gallery owner.’


Bonnie chuckled. She was liking this new addition to their town. He was hot, if a bit acerbic.


‘That’s enough art criticism for now,’ she said, leading him up to the second floor. She pushed open the door to the private events room, which was being prepared for an engagement party being hosted tomorrow.


‘Congratulations?’ mused Theo. ‘It’s a bit early for that, isn’t it?’


‘I would’ve given you your own space, but Devon and Amanda have had a save the date for months. And I’d rather risk your ire than theirs.’


‘You say that, but I’m going to leave a one-star review admonishing you for the lack of personal attention.’


‘Should’ve given me more notice you were moving to town, then.’


‘Next time. Wow, vintage.’


Beneath all the balloons and streamers, the room was rich with antique wood from the local mill, and stained-glass windows crafted by the former hippie artist lover of Mom’s best friend Sabine. Bonnie loved every inch of it, and never could resist showing it off: the massive hanging light fixture sourced from a factory up in Maine, the higgledy-piggledy hammered-tin ceiling, the grooved floorboards that had been loved, and abused, by generations of high heels and rolling carts.


‘Really cool space though. This is all yours?’ Theo brushed his fingers over a retro light switch. Bonnie didn’t blame him. She fiddled with the brass toggles every time she came in as well. Although they did kind of look like boobs, now that she thought of it. Was Theo a boobs man? Bonnie hoisted hers up in her bra, even though it was already doing a fair bit of hoisting. There was more suspension going on here than in your typical garage door.


‘Since about four months ago. But this place has been an institution since before I was a twinkle in my mom’s eye.’


‘Your dad’s, don’t you mean?’


Bonnie shook her head. ‘Mom raised us. If my dad didn’t have the good sense to stick around to raise a human being as excellent as I am, I don’t want anything to do with him.’


‘Noted. It’s good to have boundaries. Trust me.’ Theo looked as though he were about to add something, but changed his mind. Bonnie leaned suggestively against the railing, inviting him to make the inevitable move. And yet, much to Bonnie’s utter confusion, he did not.


Usually by now, especially after one of Bonnie’s extremely strong drinks, a guy would be all over her. Or if not then at least in her personal space. He’d certainly be pressing further about the third level of the building, which wasn’t yet a proper apartment, but could do in a pinch if you weren’t too concerned about splinters or asbestos. It was still better than the Flamingo Room back at the house, from which many a gentleman caller had done the walk of shame at five in the morning before Effie, always an early riser, started knocking on the door and asking whether Bonnie had heard the poltergeist banging away last night.


‘Should we . . . head downstairs?’ suggested Theo. ‘I’m worried that if I get much deeper into this Old Fashioned I’ll trip over the diamond ring piñata or stumble into a balloon display that someone’s definitely spent a solid day working on.’


Bonnie tried not to frown. Was he immune to her charms? This was not how things worked.


Her wrists were growing warm and she could feel magic sparking inside her. Her wayward, infuriating magic was the only thing in her life other than Effie that refused to bend to her bidding. Maybe this time it would do what she intended it to.


C’mon, Mom, she thought, focusing on the swirling paintings in the hallway, the lilac patterns twirling and flaring like smoke. Help me out here with some mood lighting.


Bonnie’s wrists glowed lavender beneath her tattoos, and magic crackled from her fingers. Not towards the light fixture as she’d hoped, but rather in the direction of the balloon display, popping each one in rapid turn, like a series of rubbery firecrackers.


Then, in a horrifying cascade of dominoes, the candles lying on the table next to the balloon display spontaneously caught fire, in turn setting alight the paper tablecloth. Acrid smoke filled the air as the smoke alarm started shrieking like a banshee.


Theo sprang into action.


‘Shit!’ he exclaimed. He grabbed a fire extinguisher and pulled the pin, spraying foam all around the room – including over Bonnie, whose brand-new sequinned dress would never be the same.


Shit indeed, she thought, staring down at her ruined ensemble. She had planned on returning it tomorrow and exchanging it for a fresh dress to wear the next night. But that was hardly going to happen now. And her hair, she thought, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirrored edging of one of the leadlight windows. She’d curled it twice, for this?


‘Tissue?’ Theo grabbed a saturated napkin from a stack that had been sitting next to an array of paper plates, ready to be used for cake. Not for horrendous, magically precipitated wardrobe malfunctions.


‘No, no, I’m good,’ said Bonnie with a brave smile. ‘Luckily the shaving foam convention is coming to town on Sunday. I’ll be right on trend.’


‘You can have my jacket.’ Theo doffed it and held it out. She hesitated, then accepted it gratefully.


‘Do you mind if I roll up the sleeves?’ The jacket arms were so long that she felt like one of the sky dancers outside the local car dealership.


‘Roll away. And let me pay for the dry cleaning. I feel terrible.’ He did indeed sound mortified. Rightly so, especially because mortification suited him. The flush brought out his cheekbones, and the way he was cringing in his tight shirt highlighted the outline of his biceps.


‘Don’t, don’t. These things happen,’ she said airily. ‘Especially owning a place like this. We like to keep things interesting. If you stop by tomorrow, you might spot me in a chicken costume. Or dancing on the bar.’


‘Careful, I hear health and safety frowns on that.’


‘Could you turn around for a moment?’


Bonnie made a twirling motion with her finger, indicating that Theo should avert his eyes. Then, keeping his jacket on, she wriggled out of her dress, grateful that there hadn’t been much to it in the first place. It hardly took being a magician to worm your way out of some spaghetti straps and a handkerchief’s-worth of stretchy fabric.


‘All right. You can turn back now.’


‘Oh,’ said Theo. ‘Um.’


‘Just call me Houdini!’


Scraping her hair back into a slightly foamy ponytail, Bonnie led Theo back downstairs, where things were starting to get rambunctious.


Hannah, spying Bonnie’s dishevelled appearance and change of outfit, wasted no time in jumping to conclusions. ‘Look at you.’


Alana, who’d been helping Bobby out behind the bar, thoughtfully tapped a sprig of mint to her cheek. ‘I see you’ve made our guest welcome.’


Kirsty’s eyes narrowed slightly, and Bonnie inwardly preened. She loved Kirsty, she did. But the girl was so competitive. It was refreshing to put her in her place, which Bonnie strove to do at least once every day. It was what made a healthy relationship, of course.


And then there was Bobby. Dear, sweet, innocent Bobby. Bobby, who never turned her in for cheating during every pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey game of their childhood. Who’d happily corroborated the excuses she fabricated for the countless exams she’d missed during high school. Who, over the years, had escorted no fewer than three possums out of their house after Bonnie had left the back door propped open during her late-night exploits.


What would she do without him?


Get in a lot more trouble, probably.


‘Everything all right, Bon?’ Bobby hurried out from behind the counter, still polishing the glass he’d been cleaning. ‘I thought I heard the fire alarm, but these three said it was just figurative smoke.’


‘Rawr,’ purred Hannah, making a clawing motion with her extremely sharp, glittery nails.


‘More than fine.’ Bonnie grabbed an Old Fashioned off the counter – Alana was a solid helper – then passed it to Theo with a wink. ‘Isn’t that so?’










Chapter 3


YOU PUT A SPELL ON ME


Effie


The upstairs reading room at the library had an excellent view of the downtown area, and Effie, who was preparing to close up for the night, could see that the party was still going strong at The Silver Slipper – of course. Bonnie had an innate capacity for stretching any social gathering to its limit. She was the queen of after-parties, and after-after parties, and all too often those parties came with her to the Chalmers family home, keeping Effie up all night and forcing her to fabricate pointed stories about poltergeist infestations to avoid addressing her sister’s shenanigans and how they disrupted her sleep. Not that Effie was shaming her sister. Bonnie was welcome to do what she wanted with whom she wanted, so long as it was consensual (and legal). But did she have to be quite so loud about it? Frankly, if you were able to be heard through double-brick walls, you were being a bit much.


‘Any good reading plans tonight, love?’ asked Bowow Walker, who was sitting at the large central table, her heavily made-up face – and habitually clashing attire – aglow under one of the green banker’s lamps. Bowow was not her real name, obviously, or anything even close to it. Effie wasn’t entirely sure where the nickname had come from, but it probably had something to do with the fact that Bowow was a founding member of the Yellowbrick Kennel Society, and also the local dog whisperer. If you had a problem pup, Bowow was your girl. Although not girl, really, given she was probably as old as the library, which was showing its years in the temperamental plumbing in the downstairs bathroom, and the ‘butterfly enclosure’, which, far from being a zoological wonder just meant that moths had got into the ancient periodicals. Thankfully, Effie’s magic had kept most of the more expensive problems at bay. Why, she’d won an award just this year for her fiscal stewardship and record number of days without a pigeon incursion. Which she could also thank her magic for.


Heading over to the side table by the window, Effie gathered a stack of discarded National Geographic volumes. She grimaced as she realized someone had cut out half the images. Great. The college kids were doing summoning circles again. ‘Always. I have a fabulous murder mystery series on the go – the protagonist is a cheesemaker. And yourself?’


Bowow’s eyes twinkled behind her reading glasses as she patted her usual foot-high stack of cowboy romance novels. ‘A night in with my boys. And the Pomeranians.’


‘Those yappy things,’ muttered Bruce Dickens, an old rocker type who seemed to think he was Bruce Dickinson, the frontman of Iron Maiden. Every now and then a tourist would mistake the two, and the non-famous Bruce would lean heavily into the fallacy, affecting a British accent and talking about his cosy little spot in Paris. Needless to say, Bowow had absolutely no interest in anything Bruce had to say. Especially since he did not actually own a cosy little spot in Paris, France, although he did own a dilapidated cabin outside Paris, Tennessee. Which was almost the same thing. ‘Don’t know what you see in a dog like that. Cats. Now cats are where it’s at. Cats have boundaries.’


‘Unlike some,’ muttered Bowow, gathering her stack of books and setting them down in her wheelie basket (another of Effie’s additions to library operations). ‘Can I borrow these, love? Ooh, was that lightning?’


No, not lightning. Rather, a flash of purple magic from The Silver Slipper, reflecting off the library window. Effie groaned inwardly. Bonnie was at it again, trying to magic her way out of a situation – or worse, into one. Surely her sister had figured out by now that nothing good ever came of using magic on people (mild hair-frizzing spells aside). Magic was safest used sparingly, surreptitiously and as a process efficiency helper.


‘Just some bright headlights,’ Effie told Bowow. ‘All right, everyone. Fifteen minutes until closing. Could you return any books and periodicals to the cart and bring anything you want to borrow down to the front counter?’


She turned to Derek and George, the library’s resident chess obsessives, then Tammi, the library’s resident snacker. ‘Derek and George, I promise no one will touch your board until tomorrow. And Tammi, do you need a napkin for those crumbs?’


‘No, boss,’ whispered Tammi, swiping the crumbs off the table and into her voluminous purse. Effie closed her eyes, counted to three, then opened them again. At least Tammi had resolved the situation, even if it had been in a particularly unappealing way. And on the plus side, Tammi carried a separate bag for books, so the crumbs weren’t going to ruin any library volumes.


Waving goodbye to the stragglers and making sure that old Thomas who slept in the parking lot was warm and had charged his phone, Effie closed up for the night.


Her giant tote bag of books swung as she tried to drag the massive front doors closed, failing the first time, as she always did. The carved stone gargoyles on either side of the door regarded her disdainfully, the same way Bonnie would whenever she went to haul a box of books from the Jeep.


‘A little bit of core strength goes a long way,’ she’d say, tapping her perfect midsection.


Well, so did a little bit of magic. Glancing around to make sure she couldn’t be seen, Effie clenched her fists. A thin stream of green flared from her wrists, pulling the doors closed and yanking the lock firmly into place.


Then, clomping down the lengthy stone front steps – the library was a charming Carnegie one, and predated accessibility laws – she ensured that the side entrance with the lift, a fundraising effort from the Friends of the Library group she’d chaired for several years, was properly closed.


The chairs were tidied, the lights off and the doors locked. There was no more procrastinating. It was time to go by Bonnie’s bar and put in an appearance at the welcome party for the town’s newest resident.


The night around the stone-walled library was cool and crisp, and Effie drank in the autumnal feeling of it all as she made her way along the winding path that led back to the quiet road.


All around, the trees wore shaggy coats of amber and red, and cheerful chrysanthemums formed bright potted pompoms along garden paths and outside quiet garages. Pigeons pecked merrily at scraps and seeds, and cats’ eyes flashed as the car lights and street lamps reached out to pet them.


Soon enough, the shops of the downtown square came into view: Pawsitively Purrfect Pet Grooming, the Tough as Nails salon, Cooking the Books (a cookbook shop), Plant Food (a vegan bakery), and down the alleyway, Uncle Oswald’s shop, Behind the Curtain. Which Bonnie, who admittedly had her witty moments, called the ‘Griftertorium’.


Effie approached The Silver Slipper apprehensively, already overwhelmed by the thudding bass and warblings of something that might have been karaoke or just someone loudly lamenting their partner’s texting etiquette. The flagstones outside smelt yeasty with spilled beer, and Effie didn’t want to know the provenance of that puddle of . . . ugh, carrots and corn.


Turning her head as she always did to avoid eye contact with Pete the Plumber, who liked to sit in the patio area and show anyone who’d listen the latest and greatest moments from the parts catalogue he’d put together, Effie and her overstuffed book bag collided with a flower basket someone had left sitting on the wall.


Sunflowers, dianthus, lilies and fern fronds landed with a botanical thud, inviting some amused finger-pointing from a few kids Effie recognized as the local supermarket staff poring over dream journals around a mountain of half-empty beer glasses. Were they even old enough to drink, or had Effie just reached the point where anyone under the age of twenty-five looked like a baby?


‘Rats,’ Effie whispered, stooping to regard the damaged basket. Hiding her wrists behind her book bag, she coaxed forward a thin stream of green magic, enticing it to return the uprooted plants to their rightful places.


‘Not a plant lady, huh?’ came a voice with the sharp cadence of someone from the city. Effie glanced up to see a tall guy with tousled hair and piercing green eyes – eyes the same colour as her magic – taking her in. He visibly shivered. It must have been much warmer inside because he was wearing only a thin shirt and jeans. Well, and designer shoes, and a watch so clearly expensive it looked as if it had been made from the smelted contents of Fort Knox.


Drink in hand, he stepped out into the same part of the patio that Effie always made a beeline for when Bonnie demanded that she show her face in the name of sisterly solidarity – the bit where the music never quite reached, and the lighting was just right to pull out a paperback on the Balinese love seat if you needed to. Bonnie didn’t know this, but Effie had a perpetual charm running on this particular spot, just in case.


‘I brought that,’ admitted the guy, helping Effie pick it back up and place it on the patio ledge. It teetered, then found its footing. ‘A thanks-for-having-me gift.’


‘Ah. You must be Theo,’ said Effie. He did fit the bill: he looked exactly how she imagined a rich banking heir from the city would look. Right down to the perfect teeth and the starched collar of his shirt – a professional job, not the half-hearted effort with the iron and the quick charm that the Chalmers sisters made do with.


Theo picked up the drink he’d set down on the wall and took a sip. ‘Guilty.’


Effie plopped her bag at her feet and gestured around at the quirky, low-rise buildings with their thatched roofs and decorative tiles, some of which were presently being captured in night-time tourist selfies. ‘Welcome to Yellowbrick Grove. I hope the town isn’t too much of a disappointment after the city.’


‘No, no, it’s great. I love the skyline. Very restrained.’


‘We do have some great stargazing here. I love watching the Pleiades emerge in their cluster and jostle for attention. It hits close to home.’


Theo chuckled – he must have siblings of his own. ‘Ah. Personally, I’m a fan of Sirius. I have a soft spot for dogs.’


‘You should talk to Bowow Walker, head of our kennel association.’


‘Bowow, huh? Is she related to the rapper?’


‘Second cousin, twice removed,’ said Effie, deadpan. ‘Nice flowers, by the way. Did you get those from A Pocket Full of Posies?’


‘I did. I’m a bit disappointed they didn’t fit in my pocket, though. Misleading advertising,’ he replied, with a touch of sarcasm.


‘You just need bigger pockets.’ Effie showed off the voluminous pockets on her skirt.


‘You could smuggle a whole pie in those things.’


‘I can, and have. You should see me over the holidays.’


Theo looked impressed. ‘I try not to arrive empty-handed, but it’s not like you can bring a bottle of wine to a bar. Well, you can, depending on the venue, and the wine. But I was worried that a place called The Silver Slipper might be more about chugging beer from shoes than cellaring fancy vintages.’


Effie chuckled in spite of herself. Was she actually enjoying conversing with this handsome stranger? Bonnie usually had the gift of the gab around men, while Effie hid away, caught up in her anxieties about how she was being perceived and whether she’d be found wanting. It was different at the library, though. That was her realm, where her knowledge and her skills (and her secret, magical ability to get books from the top shelves) mattered.


‘You would be correct,’ she said. ‘The only type of vintage my sister has room for is 90s fashion from Etsy.’


‘Your sister?’ Theo looked confused, as though he were trying to connect Effie to any of the party animals he’d met tonight.


Effie sighed: the does-not-compute moment was imminent. Every time a newcomer learned that she and Bonnie were related, you could hear the mental record scratch as they tried to figure it out. Did they have different parents? Was one adopted? Had one been raised in a basement and the other at Disneyland?


‘Bonnie,’ she said, defeated. ‘The one in the sequinned dress with the entourage of harpies.’


Theo blinked. ‘But you’re nothing like—’


Ah, there it was. The admission that she was the lesser sister, the one that charisma had overlooked, the one whose headstone would eventually read ‘Survived by her seventeen cats’.


‘Yes. I know,’ she said irritably, grabbing her book bag, which was now damp at the bottom. Fabulous. She could only hope the lining had held up, and that spilled beer wasn’t seeping up through the stack of mystery novels she was carrying. Not to mention the googly-eyed frog cosy, courtesy of Tessa, that encased her favourite lunchbox.


A blast of music roared as the bar’s door swung open and Bonnie emerged, wearing nothing but a man’s jacket and a pair of high heels. The jacket was buttoned, at least, making the overall ensemble quite tame by Bonnie’s standards.


‘Theo, babe, are you hiding out here?’ called Bonnie. ‘It’s no fun without the guest of the hour.’


Theo flinched, but only slightly. Forcing a smile, he turned, waving with his glass. ‘Sure. I was just talking to . . . Hey, wait up!’


But Effie and her books were already on their way back home.
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