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CHAPTER ONE




I DUSTED MY HANDS OFF on my apron and blew an errant curl out of my face before setting the oven timer for thirteen minutes, the exact time it would take for the last batch of pumpkin-shaped cookies to bake to golden perfection. Apropos since it was Halloween, I know, but there are some things even magic can't change, and how long it takes to bake a cookie is one of them. 
A quick glance at the clock on the stove confirmed what I already knew: I was running out of time much faster than I was running out of things to do.
The Flynn Farm Halloween party had been a family tradition for over forty years, and this year, I was holding the reins. Or at least I was supposed to be; at this point, I felt like I was failing spectacularly. The house was only half-decorated, and I was still in my sweats. I shoved my hair off my forehead and pulled out dried flecks of cupcake batter left over from an unfortunate mishap with the mixer earlier.
I touched one of the kazillion gleaming red candy apples arranged in rows on wax paper and left a fingerprint. That meant they weren't cool enough to wrap yet, so I poured two glasses of iced tea and stepped onto the front porch. I sighed and closed my eyes; the cool fall breeze felt like heaven after the heat of the kitchen. 
"It's about time you came out to help," my little sister Shelby said as she plucked one of the glasses from my hand. We plopped down on the front step and she leaned over and bumped shoulders with me. "It sure seemed easier when all we had to do was carve pumpkins and eat candy, didn't it?" 
Until this year, our Aunt Adelaide had been the one to pull all this together, and I'm not going to lie: I felt like the shoes I was trying to fill were way too big. This shindig was just one of many traditions that had fallen in my lap when Addy passed away several months ago.
"It sure did,” I said. “I have no idea how she managed to do it. We're scaling it way down, and we'll still be lucky to have everything done before people start showing up. My feet are killing me already." I took a long pull from my glass, savoring the cool, sweet liquid that was a staple in our fridge. But I only had about a second and a half to enjoy the break before a ball of self-righteous energy in transparent muck boots burst through the wall, hands on hips. 
Remember when I said Addy passed away? Well, she did—but she chose not to cross over. Imagine my surprise when she showed up a couple of weeks after her death to comfort me during one of my crying sessions. Who knew you had a choice when it came to staying or going? But apparently, some of us do; the proof was currently hovering several feet off the ground, hands on hips and tapping her toe in mid-air. If you've never seen the ghost of a southern woman with a mood on, count yourself lucky. I cringed. 
"Oh, good," she snarked. "I'm glad to see you're comfortable. We only have a hundred or so guests showing up here in less than five hours. You two just go ahead and sit there like a couple of lumps on a log. So what if the lights aren't hung or the hay bales aren't out. Oh, this is going to be a disaster!" 
Seeing Addy in a tizzy was, thankfully, a rare thing. She was typically rock-steady, and had more or less settled into the post-life lifestyle without a fuss. But this Halloween party was her pride and joy; it was her thing. She was there to offer advice—translation: boss me around—but she couldn't be hands-on, which was driving her batty. 
The way the party worked was, we’d open up the farm to the public for a few hours, then we’d have a smaller, invite-only costume party afterward. We gave spooky hay rides and handed out candy— 
Oh holy crap on a cracker—I forgot to pick up the candy!
While I was having an internal meltdown over what was sure to set off another round of ghostly histrionics, Shelby was trying her best to talk Addy off the cliff. "We've got it covered, Addy. Just look—I've almost got the outside done, and here comes Cody with the bales of hay. He's already got the hay ride route decorated and the scarecrows made, and we have some friends coming over to haunt the route, figuratively and literally. And Noelle has the inside under control and the food covered, right?" 
They both looked expectantly at me.
"Of course I do," I lied, and then the cookie timer went off. Talk about being saved by the bell. "That's the final batch of cookies now." Lying was a skill I've never managed to master, so evade and avoid was my modus operandi. I ducked back into the kitchen, trying to figure out how in the name of all that was holy I was going to sneak into town to get the candy.
While I was thinking, I grabbed an armful of decorations and headed to the salon—a pretentious term for the huge living area in the front of the house. I threw the orange tablecloths over the three long plastic tables Cody had brought up from the barn, then began arranging the plates, napkins, cutlery, and table pop-ups. We'd draped fake spiderwebs in the corners and over the windows, and had strategically placed giant spiders, bats, and lights around the room. There were even a few Styrofoam tombstones and giant animated witches positioned to block little fingers from reaching the curio cabinets and TV. 
I was just about to confess to Shelby that I'd forgotten the candy and needed to go to town to get it when my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket and was relieved to see it was my cousin, and business partner, Raeann.
"Thank god, Rae! Please tell me you're closing up early and coming out to help." 
"Actually, that was my plan, sugar, but my car won't start. I hate to interrupt, but can you come fetch me?"
"Of course I can come get you, Rae," I said, a little louder than was strictly necessary.
"What on earth are you hollering for?" 
I whispered, "I forgot the candy, and Addy's knickers are already in a serious knot. I need a reason to come to town!" 
She burst out laughing. "Girl, I swear you'd forget your head if it wasn't attached."
I scowled and would have argued, except she was right.  "I'll be down in twenty." 
I ended the call and grabbed my car keys, then looked down to make sure I was moderately presentable in case I broke down or ran into somebody I knew at the store. My sweats were covered in crusty bits of dried dough, and I had a big splotch of orange food coloring on my shirt right over my left boob. 
Yeah, maybe I should change first. And put on a ball cap.
It only took me a minute to pull on fresh clothes and rush out the door, calling over my shoulder to Shelby. I waved to her boyfriend Cody, who was hanging ghostie lights in the low-hanging branches of the trees in the yard as I headed toward my salvation.
Rae was ready to go when I pulled up in front of Brew4U, her kitschy little coffee and sandwich shop. The crisp weather was a welcome respite from the hellfire heatwave we'd had only a couple of weeks before, so we decided to walk the couple of blocks to Things Forgotten, a vintage store that offered everything from Victorian hats to flapper dresses. Its owner, Anna Mae, was donating all the candy for tonight.
On the way, we ran into Angus, another of the town's resident ghosts. Calling him the former town drunk is mean, so let’s just say he had a close relationship with cans wrapped in brown paper bags and enjoyed sleeping in the gazebo in the park pre-death.
He was a kind soul though, and part of the fabric of the town; he'd always helped decorate the town for different holidays, and he played Santa for the kids every year. Most of the time, he even showed up sober. He also helped out the elderly or the poor whenever they needed a loose railing fixed or a porch board tacked down. 
I’d never understood exactly how he came to be what he was, except I knew he'd experienced some sort of tragedy when he was young. It was sad, but I guess fate has a plan for us all. 
"Hey, Angus," Rae said.
"Hey, girls! What's doin'?"
"Just getting ready for the Halloween party tonight," I said. "You're still going to be there to haunt the hay ride route, right?"
He took off his battered fedora and scratched his whiskered, transparent jaw as he floated along ahead of us. "Oh yeah! I'm glad you reminded me. Time gets away from me worse now than it did after I'd had a few too many nips of George Wilson's home brew. I'll head that way now." 
"Good deal. See you in a bit. Oh, and can you remind Belle, too?" Belle was the former owner—and current resident ghost—of Clip N Curl, the town's go-to beauty parlor and the hub of Keyhole Lake gossip. If you forgot what you did the night before, you could just go ask the girls.
"Sure thing, Noelle." 
We waved at him and continued on up the street to Anna Mae's. I admired an old lace wedding dress hanging in the window of the shop, which she'd opened with the insurance money she got when her husband was murdered a few months before. Don't feel sorry for her, though; keeling over dead in his coleslaw was the nicest thing Hank ever did for her—or for the town, for that matter. 
When the tinkle of the little brass bell above the door announced our arrival, she popped her head out from the room behind the register. 
"Hey Anna Mae," I said. "How goes it?"
"Hey, y'all," she replied, her words muffled by the straight pins between her lips. "Come on in. I'm mending and altering this poodle skirt. It's sold, but I need to finish it up so she'll have it for a 50s-themed party tonight. It's been a little challenging because she's quite a bit ... girthier than the original owner.” She nodded toward a couple of large boxes sitting on the counter. “The candy's right over there." 
When we went to fetch them, the sun glinted off a pendant nestled in the jewelry case—a large turquoise crystal wrapped in gold filigree. I paused to take a closer look.
"Hey, Anna Mae. What's up with this turquoise pendant? It would be perfect for my fortune-teller costume for tonight." 
She looked at me over the rims of her glasses and took the pins out of her mouth. "A fortune teller," she said flatly. "You're kidding, right?" She knew about my gifts, so the irony wasn't lost on her. “You know that beach down by the boat launch? I bought it from a girl who said she found it down there after the last storm."
Keyhole Lake covers about ninety square miles. As the name implies, it’s shaped like a keyhole, with the town wrapping around the circular end of it. We attract tourists from as far as a hundred miles away, so it's not uncommon to find jewelry and other trinkets on the shores.
"How much do you want for it?" 
"I paid twenty bucks, so cover that and it's yours." 
Since my fledgling bakery wasn't making quite enough to cover my bills yet, I still had to make up the difference by waitressing at Bobbie Sue's BBQ. Twenty bucks was more than I should spend on a piece of costume jewelry, but I was drawn to it. 
"I'll take it." 
"Okay. Just be a peach and grab it yourself. If I let go of this fabric now, I'll lose my measurements." 
I slid the glass door at the back of the case open and pulled out the pendant. As soon as I did, it seemed to warm against my palm. When I held it up by its long herringbone chain, the sun gleamed through the semi-translucent stone, bouncing off the gold filigree so the whole crystal seemed to glow.
Rae stepped to my side to get a closer look at it and raised her brows. "That's really weird. Pretty, but weird." 
I shrugged and slipped it around my neck so I wouldn't lose it, then slipped a twenty through the crack in the register drawer. 
Rae slid one of the boxes of candy off the counter and I picked up the other, nearly dropping it when it turned out to be twice as heavy as I expected. Never let it be said that Anna Mae doesn't do everything in spades. Rae's lips moved, and my box lightened up considerably. She smiled and winked at me.
Sometimes it was really nice being witches. 
"Thanks a ton, Anna," I called as we pushed out the door. "We gotta get back; Addy's probably fit to be tied because I've been gone this long." 
"No problem, sugar. I'll see you tonight." 
We crossed the street, admiring all the Halloween decorations in the storefronts. As we passed the front of Rae's shop, I glanced in to look for the telltale green light on the espresso machine; she was bad about leaving it on. 
The light was off, but when I did the requisite skinny check of my reflection, the person staring back at me wasn't ... well, wasn’t me. 



		
	




CHAPTER TWO




I JUMPED SIDEWAYS AND dropped the box, but the girl staring back at me stood still, her eyes wide with surprise. She was probably about my age, with long, wavy blond hair—the kind most of us would kill for—and she was rocking a bathing suit that looked like something from the 70s.
"What the hell, Noe?" 
I'd slammed into Rae when I jumped back, and she'd barely managed to hold onto her box. I glanced at her, then pointed to the window. "Look—" I began, but the girl was gone; the only people in the reflection were an uber-pale me and a scowling Rae. 
"Yeah, yeah. Those jeans make your butt look great. Will you please unlock the truck now? This box is awkward, and my hands are going numb." 
I shook my head, but snapped my mouth shut. I'd only caught a quick glimpse of the girl, and since she was gone, Rae would probably accuse me of smoking some of her medicinal herbs anyway.
We slid the boxes onto the back seat of the truck and headed back to the farm. She was firing questions at me about what-all still needed to be done for the party. By the time I'd listed the score of tasks still on the list, I was about to have an anxiety attack.
By the time we pulled up in front of the house, I had shoved the hallucination-in-the-window incident to the back of my mind. 
Addy was on us like white on rice, barking orders like a drill sergeant as soon as we stepped from the truck. 
I was pleasantly surprised by how great the porch looked. Jack-o-lanterns sat on either side of each stair and on hay bales around the yard, and lights were strewn around the railings. Spider webs and the little cloth ghosts we'd made by tying scraps of sheet around Styrofoam balls hung from the trees and porch, and Halloween crepe paper hung from the fans and rafters. Shelby was putting the finishing touches on the scarecrow that sat in a chair by the front door.
"Wow, Shel! You've outdone yourself!" 
She grinned broadly. "I'm not a complete slacker, sister." She narrowed her eyes when she saw the boxes of candy. "I knew there was a reason you lit out of here like your tail was on fire. You're lucky she's torturing Cody instead of me right now, because I'd totally throw you under the bus to Aunt Addy to get her off my back. She's a hot mess!" 
I looked over to where Addy was barking orders at Cody. When he offered to help, the poor beleaguered boy probably hadn't known he was volunteering to be verbally flogged by a tyrannical seventy-year-old ghost. "Be grateful for him," I said, motioning discreetly toward them with my chin to avoid drawing her attention to us. "Nothing says I love you more than that."
She got that stupid, sappy, puppy-love grin on her face, then actually sighed. For real. All she needed was little hearts coming out of her eyes. If that happened, I'd probably throw up.
"Speaking of good men," Rae asked as I balanced the candy on my hip and pulled the screen door open, "where's Hunter?" She was referring to my boyfriend, the sheriff of our fine little berg. 
"He's been working on something, but I'm not sure what. I think maybe he's still tying up some loose ends from the whole Lucia thing last month." 
"Ah. Yeah, I can see where that would be an issue. Poor guy." She shook her head. 
We'd had an incident involving a rogue witch during the fall equinox celebration, and we were having a tough time finding a logical, mortal explanation. There are just some details you can't put in a police report if you expect to stay on this side of the asylum bars.
"Yeah. But he promised to be here early to help harness the horses and finish things up." Though we have a tractor, everybody looked forward to our horse-drawn hay rides at Halloween and Christmas; it was one of those little details that made us unique. 
Hunter had been learning to drive the team for weeks in preparation for this, and he was as excited as the kids were. When I had taken him on a horseback ride on one of our first dates, he was hooked. The horses loved him and, to be truthful, it was nice to have somebody who considered mucking stalls an acceptable precursor to dinner plans.
Rae and I slid the boxes of candy onto the long oak kitchen table, and I pulled out another box that held two hundred little Halloween treat bags Shelby and I had filled with party favors a few days ago. All they needed was the candy.
"Why don't I do this and you can go wrap things up in the salon," Rae said. “That way we're accomplishing two things at once.”
She was right. "Okay, but we need to wrap the candy apples before they start to get sticky. They're kind of a pain to get in the bags." 
She raised a brow at me. "Honey, that's why the good lord gave me wrists." She no sooner flicked a hand toward the shiny red globes than they were all wrapped and twist-tied. For the most part, I enjoy cooking and doing things with my hands—and so does Rae—but there's definitely a time when magic comes in handy. 
I hefted the steam pans and the box of Sterno cans out of the pantry and hauled them to the tables I'd covered in the salon earlier. The public activities would take place outside, but the private party would be in here. 
In addition to several different themed finger foods, I'd made spiced peach crisp. My boss, Bobbie Sue, was bringing pulled pork and coleslaw for sliders. Rae, who's an amazing mixologist, made mulled cider for us big kids to enjoy after the little kids crashed from their sugar highs. 
I finished wrapping lights around the banister and looked around at my handiwork. Even if I did say so myself, it looked pretty darned good except for the hearth; it was still way too cheery. I didn't want to cover the front of it in case we decided to build a fire later, but I had to do something with it. 
I was draping crepe paper off the corner of the mantle when a picture caught my eye. I did a double-take. It was a photograph of the reopening of the courthouse after a fire gutted the building in 1975. Pretty much the whole town had attended the ribbon-cutting ceremony.  
I'd looked at that snapshot a thousand times—it had been on the mantle since before I was born—and I'd never noticed the woman standing beside Uncle Calvin. Of course, I’d never paid much attention to it, except to marvel at how young some of the local old-timers were in it. 
I didn't recognize her though. I snatched the picture up to get a closer look, squinting to try to make out her features. She was wearing a tie-dyed bohemian skirt and a white peasant blouse, and had a daisy chain in her hair. And she wasn't just a woman—she was the woman, the one I’d seen in the window of Rae’s shop, and she was wearing the turquoise crystal.
I flipped the picture over and clawed the cardboard back off; Addy was a stickler for labeling and dating pictures, and this one was no exception. She'd scrawled the date—September 15, 1976—and a list of the people in the photo. In addition to her and Uncle Calvin, the mayor was there, along with Belle, Angus, Rae's mama and daddy, and a man apparently named Robert Kingsley, whom I'd never met. But there was no name for the girl.
"Aunt Addy!" I bellowed, grasping the picture so tight it was almost cutting my hand. "Where are you? Come to the front salon right now!" 
She appeared before me with a loud pop. "What? Did you burn the crisp? Please tell me you didn't forget to buy the Sterno cans. It's just not the same cold, and Bobbie Sue is counting on us!" 
I rolled my eyes. I could seriously have been standing there with blood gushing from an artery, and she wouldn't have noticed. "No," I snapped. "The crisp is fine. I haven't even put it in the oven yet, but it's made and in the fridge. And I didn't forget the stupid Sterno." 
"Then why on earth are you standing in here screeching for me? Those boys are making a mess of everything. Angus is out there trying to help, but those teenagers are running amok with their phony face gashes and fake chainsaws." 
I ran my tongue along the front of my teeth, reining in my irritation. Every year, I forgot what a basket case she became over this party. For the fall equinox and the winter solstice, we hosted fifty or so temperamental witches, and she didn’t skip a beat. But this innocent little get-together, the sole purpose of which was to show people—mostly little kids—a good time, completely unhinged her. I didn't get it.
"I'm sure the boys are doing just fine." I held the picture out so she could see it. "I need to know who the girl is in this picture. The one standing beside Uncle Calvin."
She looked utterly befuddled. "Why, that's me, Noelle." She lowered her eyebrows. "Have you already been in the cider?" 
"No, of course not! And I'm not talking about you; I mean the girl standing on the end, on Cal's other side."
Raeann, who had come running when I had yelled for Addy, peered at the picture I was still holding up, then back at me, concern etched on her face. "Honey, nobody's standing beside Cal. He's at the end of the row, like he has been since the first time I laid eyes on that picture." 
I flipped it back around and stared at it. That couldn't be. But, sure enough, the girl who had been in the picture just moments before was gone.  



		
	




CHAPTER THREE




AFTER THEY WERE SEMI-convinced I hadn't gone ’round the bend, Addy popped back out to find something new to complain about and Rae returned to the kitchen. I set the picture back on the mantle and dropped my head for a minute, trying to figure out what the heck was going on. Yes, I'd been stressed for the last few days, but hardly enough to cause hallucinations. 
I couldn't do anything about it right then, though, so I did what all good southern girls do: I had a glass of tea and postponed my nervous breakdown for later.
I still needed to ice the cupcakes and cookies, so I pulled everything I'd need to the end of the table and sank into a chair, savoring the iced tea and doing my best not to worry about the fact that I was losing my marbles.
I'd just picked up the icing bag and swirled black frosting onto a red-velvet cupcake when Rae and Addy swooped in. Neither of them said a word, but they stared holes into my forehead until I sighed and dropped the bag on that table.
"Look, I'm not crazy, okay?" I leaned back in my chair and ran a hand through my hair. "I guess it's been a rough day and my mind is messing with me." I didn't believe that any more than they did, but it was the best I had.
Addy—the real one, not the psycho, party-planning one who had tormented me endlessly for three days—hovered down so she was sitting in the chair to my right. Rae took the one on my left.
"Sugar, you know coincidences rarely happen in the life of a witch." My aunt's tone was gentle, but chiding. "I need you to tell me everything about the girl in the picture. You were way too upset for that to have been the first incident, and it's not good to let things like this slide. Start talking, from the beginning." 
I pushed the cupcakes away and put my elbows on the table. "Well, I guess it started at Anna Mae's shop. I found this pendant." I held the crystal up so she could see it. “She said she bought it from a girl who found it on the beach by the boat ramp after the last storm. And it sort of got all warm and glowy when I picked it up. " 
Raeann nodded. "I saw the glowy part, but I just thought it was a trick of the light." 
I nodded. "So did I. Then when we were walking back to the truck with the boxes of candy—"
"Wait, what? What candy?" Adelaide's eyes narrowed. "I knew it! You said you had everything under control, but you forgot—of all possible things—the candy." 
I huffed out an exasperated sigh. "Okay, yes, I forgot the stupid candy!" 
She shook her head and made to swat me on the arm, except her hand passed through me. If you've never felt that, it's kind of creepy. The best way I can describe it is that it feels like somebody passes an ice cube through your bone. 
"It's okay," she said, pursing her lips. "You've done your best, I reckon. And I haven't exactly been helpful, what with all my bossin'. Now finish your story." 
"As I said, we were carrying the candy from Anna Mae's back to Brew because we'd walked from there. I looked inside to make sure Rae had turned off the espresso machine."
Rae glared at me.
"What? You leave it on half the time. Anyway, I looked at my reflection in the window, only instead of my reflection, this girl was standing there staring at me. She looked as surprised as I felt." I paused for a breath and a drink of tea. "Then, just now, when I looked in that picture, she was standing next to Uncle Cal. Then she wasn't. Oh, and she was wearing the pendant." 
I picked up the icing bag and continued to work on the cupcakes. Rae pulled each one toward her as I finished, and stuck a little plastic pumpkin or spider ring down into the icing.
"Okay." Addy was rubbing her forehead, a thinking habit she'd had for as long as I could remember. "So this girl first appeared in a reflection, then in a picture. Was she wearing the pendant in the reflection?" 
I thought about that as I switched icing bags and started twirling orange cream cheese icing onto carrot cake cupcakes. "I honestly can't remember. I do remember she was wearing a bikini, and the style was pretty dated. If I had to say, I guess like the 70s because of the strings and the color." 
"And was she wearing a bathing suit in the picture, too?"
I shook my head and described how she'd looked.
"Hmph,” Addy said. “If we can't narrow it down any further than a blonde dressed like a hippie in the 70s, we're pretty much SOL. Can you think of anything else that might give us a clue?" 
I racked my brain, but couldn't come up with anything. I shrugged, frustrated. "Just the crystal." 
Addy scooted closer to look at it and laid her arm on top of mine, which meant her wrist was actually through mine. I yelped and pulled my arm back, rubbing the warmth back into it. "Hey! A little consideration for the non-living-impaired, please!" 
One side of Addy’s mouth tipped up. "Sorry, honey. Sometimes I don't think." She leaned forward again, this time being careful to avoid shoving her limbs through mine. After a few seconds, she leaned back. "I feel like I've seen it somewhere before, but that could just be because I've seen a million turquoise necklaces. It's pretty, but it's not much different than any other crystal. If anything else happens, you let me know straight away, you hear me?"
I bobbed my head. "Yes, ma'am." 
We finished the cupcakes and started on the cookies. I smeared a layer of orange icing on the pumpkins, then added candy-corn facial features, while Rae decorated the ghosts using white frosting and M&Ms. Addy disappeared, probably to torment the boys some more.
We were finishing up when boots thunked across the front porch, and the screen door creaked open then slapped shut. "Hey, hot stuff! Where you at?" a warm, buttery voice called.  
Rae smirked. "Hey yourself. I'm in here, with your girlfriend." 
Hunter, my very own slice of tall, dark, and handsome, crossed the room and leaned down to peck me on the cheek, then flicked Rae's ear. In the short span of time since he’d moved here from Indiana, he'd managed to make himself part of the family rather than just some guy I was dating. Of course, nearly being murdered with someone makes for a unique bonding experience.
He flipped a chair around backwards and had the head bitten off a ghost cookie before I could smack his fingers. He winked at me and grinned, making his dimples pop. There should be a law against those. Of course, since he's the sheriff, who'd arrest him? Though, the handcuffs... 
The dimples didn't do anything for Rae. She swept the cookies away from him—but not before grabbing a pumpkin one for herself. 
"Dang, Noe," she mumbled with her mouth full, “I always forget how good these are until I bite into one. It's a good thing you don't make them very often, else I'd need to drive a pickup to haul around my backside."
I gave up trying to save them and grabbed one for myself, too, before Addy blew back into the kitchen and lit us up for slacking again. Well, lit me and Rae up; for some reason, she believed butter wouldn't melt in Hunter's mouth.
"So what else do we need to do?" Hunter asked, taking a swig of my tea to wash down his cookie. 
I licked the icing off my fingers and flipped on my phone to check the time: almost four. 
Addy swept in right at that moment. "I'm glad you asked. The horses still need fed and those young’uns can't seem to get the lights working. It's just the breaker box, but lord help me, molasses moves faster than they do." 
He quirked an eyebrow at her. "Ms. Addy, are you flustered? You never get flustered," he said in wonder. "I had no idea it was possible. You live through death, but a few Halloween lights have your feathers all ruffled." 
I smiled to myself; in just a few short months, he'd gone from stiff-shirted city slicker to down-home country boy, language and all. Or at least he was as close to countrified as I wanted him to get. 
Addy frowned and pointed a gnarled finger at him. "Don't you go gettin' too big for your britches. Take that smart mouth and get on down to the barn. I expect those lights to be fixed by the time I get back down there. And do it without burning my barn down." 
He smothered a smile as he got up and headed toward the door. “Yes, ma’am. I’m all over it.”  
Belle popped in and watched out the window as he ambled down the yard. "I declare, Addy! Leave the boy alone. Poor Noelle hasn't had the best luck findin' herself a good man; don't run off the best chance she's got." 
I raised my brows and waved at them. "Hello? Sitting right here!"
"Of course you are, dear." Belle cleared her throat. "I didn't mean anything by it, you know that. It's just that you two are so cute together, and seem to have such a ... promising future. I'd hate to see that ruined."  
I narrowed my eyes at her. "Do y'all have a pool going on how long we'll be together?" I'd only recently found out the old hens at the Clip N Curl kept running wagers on everything from when somebody was going to mow their overgrown yard to when—and how—somebody was going to die.
She averted her eyes. "No." 
I crossed my arms and let the silence do her in.
"Oh, all right," she huffed. “It's not on how long you'll be together, though. It's on when you'll get hitched." She studied her fingernails. "Spring weddings are beautiful, you know. The temperature is just right in April—" 
"Did you know about this?" I asked Addy.
Unlike Belle, Addy had no shame. "Course I did. Since you're my niece, they didn't want to let me in. Claimed I had undue influence, but I sang every song I knew at the top of my lungs ’til they gave in. And you're having a June wedding." 
If I hadn’t been so irritated to be the target of their gambling problem, I'd have felt sorry for the girls; Addy couldn't carry a tune in a bucket.
"It's too hot in June," Belle snapped. 
"It's still raining in April," Addy fired back.
I now had the two most hard-headed people in the entire county glaring back and forth between me and each other. I glanced through Addy out the window. "Is that smoke I see down behind the barn?" 
She whipped around. "Oh, I knew this was going to happen! Now they've gone and done it for sure." 
As she shot through the wall toward the barn with Belle right behind her, Rae grinned at me. "That was kinda mean, but creative. I'm proud of you."
I blew out a breath and pinched the bridge of my nose. "I swear, Rae, it's their fault the preacher drinks." I refilled my tea glass and grabbed another cookie. "I've gotta jump in the shower. Did you bring your costume?" 
"Oh, crap! It's in the trunk of my car." 
I smirked. "Yeah, now who's the one who'd forget her head?" 
"Nobody likes a smartass, Noelle," she said as she plucked my keys off the table. "I'll be right back." 
I headed upstairs and turned to get a bird’s-eye view of the salon while everything was neat, and was proud of myself for pulling it together—with plenty of help, of course—then went into my bedroom and began laying out what I'd need for my costume.
As I was pulling a couple of towels out of the closet, the distant rumble of thunder interrupted my thoughts. I peeked out my window and was pleasantly surprised to find blue skies. Weird. Hopefully there wasn't a storm blowing in.
I cranked the water to a few degrees below boiling and stepped in. The delicious feel of the water beating down on the back of my neck and pouring over my shoulders was like an instant massage.
You'd think that since Addy was still there in spirit—literally—things wouldn't have changed much, but they had. I was the one responsible for everything from these silly parties to Shelby's parent-teacher conferences. If she failed, it was my fault. If the lights got shut off, it was my fault. If something broke, it was my place to either fix it or pay somebody to do it. Addy could offer advice—which was great, don't get me wrong—but she couldn't make money or do anything that required a corporeal form, including wrapping me up in one of her everything's-going-to-be-okay hugs. 
That was the part that sucked the most.  
Try as I might, I couldn't keep myself from running through my mental checklist one more time while I shampooed the dried cookie dough from my hair. Satisfied that I hadn't missed anything critical, I stepped back into the spray and just existed for a few minutes.
When the water started to turn cold, I shut it off and pulled my towel off its hook. Twenty minutes of hot water and peace had done wonders for both my body and my head; for the first time in a week, I was looking forward to the party.
I pulled the shower curtain back and flipped my head forward to wrap my hair in the towel. I was tucking another one around my body when I turned toward the mirror—and about had a heart attack.
I jumped back and my feet slid on the wet tile, sending me crashing into the door as I fumbled for the doorknob. The word TROUBLE was scrawled in the steam across the mirror, and rivulets of water were starting to run from the bottoms of each letter, as if they had just been written. 



		
	




CHAPTER FOUR




AFTER A COUPLE OF ATTEMPTS, I managed to shove the door open and fall backwards into my bedroom, screaming bloody murder for Addy as I did. 
She popped in, eyes darting around in search of whatever was trying to kill me. Being the big bad witch that I am, I was hyperventilating and crab walking away from the bathroom like a dingbat in a bad horror flick. All I could do when she got there was point and babble, but it was enough; she whipped around an instant before the last vestiges of the word evaporated along with the steam. 
Rae and Shelby burst through my bedroom door just in time to see it, so at least this time they wouldn't think I was a donut shy of a dozen.
Realizing I probably looked exactly like the afore-mentioned dingbat, I pushed up from the floor and gulped in a few lungfuls of cool air.
"What in tarnation was that?" Addy barked.
"Not to state the obvious," Shelby said, "but it looks like somebody wrote trouble on the mirror, and from the way Noelle was flopping on the floor and screaming like a little girl, I'm guessing it wasn't her." 
I glared but couldn't really say much, because I'd been making fun of myself for exactly that. Rae pushed my bedroom door shut and handed me my robe while Addy ran her hand down her face. 
"I reckon I don't have to tell you this is bad,” Addy said. “I think it's safe to assume this was done by the same spirit who showed up in the window and the picture, exceptin' now she's managed to get physical." 
Shelby had no idea what was going on, so I filled her in. 
"Holy cow,” she said. “That's definitely no bueno, sister. And you have no idea who this hippie chick is or why she'd be sending you a warning—or a threat—on a bathroom mirror? Do you, Addy?" 
Addy shook her head. "She obviously had something to do with the courthouse shindig, but there were hundreds of people there that day. I might recognize her if I saw her, but with nothing to set her apart..."
"Well, I think it has something to do with that crystal," Rae said. "I don't think you should wear it anymore." 
Shelby shook her head. "I've been studying crystals and that's not really how they work. At this point, the damage is probably done; the energy—or whatever—has already bonded with Noelle’s. I don't think wearing it or not wearing it is going to make a difference." 
"I agree." Addy pointed at the pendant, which was lying on my dresser. "She didn't have it on in the shower when this happened. I'm afraid the horse is done out of the barn."  
Rae didn't look convinced. 
"Look,” I said, “if it makes you feel better, I won't wear it." 
She nodded. "It would. Thank you."  
People were going to start showing up in less than an hour, so Rae and Shelby headed to their rooms to get dressed—Rae was such a common fixture, that she'd had her own room since we were teenagers—and Addy went back outside to nitpick any last-minute details. 
While I was layering on the makeup that would transform me from common everyday witch to sideshow psychic, I thought about all the work that had gone into this. It had been a trial by fire, but all in all it had been kind of fun. 
After tucking the last few rogue curls under my turban, I stepped in front of my mirror, half afraid of what—or whom—I'd see. It was just me, though. I twirled around, watching the skirt billow out, and added a few more bangles and a couple of ankle bracelets before I made my way to the kitchen. The pendant would have been the icing on the cake, but I'd promised Rae.
I was plating the cookies when Anna Mae breezed in dressed like the Corpse Bride. With her pixie chin and big eyes, all she’d really needed to do to pull it off was add some white face paint, dramatic makeup, and black hairspray. She was wearing the lace wedding dress I'd admired in her shop window earlier. "Wow! You look great! You nailed it!" 
"Aww, thanks, sugar." She gave me a quick hug, then pulled some sparkly black fabric and a huge pair of gold hoop earrings out of a box. "I had these layin' around and thought you could use the fabric for your fortune-telling table. Oh, and I found this"—she pulled out a rectangular game board—"in a box of miscellaneous junk I bought at an auction. I thought it might add some spook factor. What can I do to help?" 
I sighed as I realized what the game board was: a Ouija board. Because, sure, that's the perfect thing to have around when there's a spirit lurking in pictures and reflections and leaving me creepy messages while I'm in the shower.
Not that we witches really believe the board has powers per se, but a person's intent when using one is to draw spirits, and intent is what really matters. Anna Mae was still fairly new to the whole supernatural thing, so—bless her heart—I didn't want to hurt her feelings. I'd explain later.
For now, I smiled at her. "You're so sweet; the cloth is perfect! If you don't mind spreading it over the table on the porch, that would be great. I'm going to sit there with my crystal ball and give out goody bags. It’s the perfect touch."
I took the earrings from her and put them on right away, so I wouldn't forget or do something goofy like lose them in the punch. That’d be my luck. I did a final check of the food. The Kool-Aid-filled rubber gloves were freezing fast enough that they'd be ready to use in the punch, and I had my head stuck in the fridge checking on the clear plastic cups of green Jell-O and marshmallow eyeballs when something clattered to the floor behind me. 
I jumped so fast that I bashed my head on the freezer handle. Howling and grasping my head, I did the little holy-crap-I'm-in-agony dance and kept pressure on the spot until I was sure I wasn't dying. When my vision cleared and I realized I wasn't going to bleed to death—because I wasn't actually bleeding at all—I saw that Anna Mae had stacked the stupid Ouija board on top of some other things on the table, and the planchette had slid off the board onto the floor. 
I snatched it up, scowling, and slammed it back on the table where it wouldn't fall again.
My head was still smarting, so I decided to step away until the urge to throw something dissipated. When I stepped out onto the porch, I barely recognized the yard. 
The wagon for the hay ride was decked out in spider webs and lined with blanket-covered bales of hay, and Anna Mae was hanging a Cake Walk sign on a table under one of the screened tents. That table would soon be groaning under the weight of a dozen cakes baked by women vying for the honor of having their cake chosen first.
Hunter was standing over by the barn giving last-minute directions to a motley group of ghosts, teen-aged zombies, and chainsaw murderers. Only in Keyhole Lake would you find a football huddle like that.
Shelby slid a tray of the green Jell-O cups onto a table and elbowed me. "Looks pretty darned good, doesn't it?" 
I could only nod as I took in all the tiny details I'd missed at first glance. There were games set up for the kids, all of which included candy. The trees were sparkling with green and orange twinkle lights, and the barn doors were locked and guarded by scarecrows sitting on hay bales. 
Addy floated over to us, smiling and relaxed at last. "I knew you girls could pull this off." 
I rolled my eyes but grinned; that was high praise, indeed. I glanced at my little sister, who was beaming with pride through her zombie makeup—as well she should. I was proud of her. Our relationship had been a little rocky as we’d settled into our new reality, but she was putting in the effort. 
I hip-checked her. "Why don't you go hang out with Cody and the rest of your zombie friends? You've busted your hump for three days; you've earned it. Go scare some little kids and eat a ton of candy."
She actually gave me a brief hug—gasp!—before she ran off to be a teenager. 
Rae came waddling toward us carrying a box of apples almost as big as she was. I rushed over and grabbed an end, and we hauled them over to the water-filled aluminum tub we were using to bob for apples. 
Yes, we still do that, with real water. And no, we haven't had anybody dumb enough to drown doing it. Well, Atticus Boone had come close several years ago, but only because his wife had held him under when she found out he'd been bobbing for more than apples with the "floozy from the donut shop," as she'd so eloquently put it. 
It was all we could do to get her to turn him loose, and he shaved his mullet soon after that. We were just glad she hadn't caught him while he was playing lawn darts. That was the year we put those in the shed for good; we figured that was our one pass, and decided not to push it.
Hunter had finished his pep talk and was making his way to my side, grinning—as Addy would say—like a mule eating briars. Speaking of which, something butted me in the thigh as Hunter leaned down to give me a kiss. 
Our miniature donkey, Max, was scowling up at me. "How on earth am I supposed to get any sleep with all this"—he waggled his ears like antennae, indicating the party area—"going on?" 
Max isn't exactly your average miniature donkey. Several centuries ago, he was a lesser British noble and rakish courtier named Maximillian Beauregard Lancaster III. Apparently he was a bit too rakish, and scorned a spiteful Irish witch. She decided to match his appearance to his personality so he wouldn't cuckold another innocent woman. Ever.
How he came to live with us is another story altogether, but suffice it to say that we're stuck with him, and he has his own peculiar spot in our family.
"Oh, you're not going to sleep," I told him. "You're going to be nice and let the kids pet you and play with you." 
"I shan't!" he said, outraged. If you've never seen an appalled donkey, I'm not exactly sure how to describe it to you. "I refuse!" 
"Oh, yes, you shall," I told him. "And you're not going to utter a word, either. But buck up, big guy. I'm sure there will be plenty of candy and goodies in it for you." Considering he had a sweet tooth that put Willy Wonka to shame, that sweetened the pot—so to speak—considerably.
He was still grumbling as he trudged away, ears splayed out flat, but then he spotted the box of apples sitting on the ground. I rushed over and lifted them onto a table before he could eat himself sick, which earned me another scowl.
Hunter wrapped his arms around me from behind and rested his chin on my shoulder. "Is there anything else we need to do?" 
I shivered as his breath sent goosebumps racing down my arms. "Just bring out the rest of the treats—the popcorn balls, candy apples, and Jell-O eyeballs." 
We meandered back to the house hand in hand, and I thanked my lucky stars again for sending me a man who didn't mind that I was a witch who lived with a smart-mouthed teenager and a bossy, living-impaired aunt. Considering he hadn't even known ghosts existed until he'd moved to Keyhole, that was pretty impressive.
The lights on the porch blinked on and off, and Hunter groaned. "I better check those before people start showing up." He squeezed my hand and kissed the back of it before heading across the yard to check the connections. 
The house was stifling after the cool air outside, so I flicked my wrist and opened up a couple of windows. A nice breeze blew through the kitchen, fluttering the lace curtains. 
Rae and Addy joined me, and we went through the checklist one more time. We were much more relaxed now though. Even if we'd forgotten something, we were past the point of no return; we'd have to do without. I loaded the last of what we needed to take outside into a couple of boxes and handed one to Rae. 
"Is that everything?" she asked.
I looked around the kitchen. "I think so." 
"Then let's get this show on the road."
At the last minute, I saw a sleeve of Solo cups sitting on the counter, so I balanced the box on my hip to grab them. A scratching noise sounded behind me, and I froze, afraid it was a rat. Living in the country isn't all peaches and cream.
After a moment, I realized it was too rhythmic to be a rat—but I did recognize the sound. "Umm ... guys?" I said.
Rae and Addy turned to look at me, then their gazes shot past me to the table. Their expressions confirmed what I already suspected, so I braced myself and turned around. Sure enough, the planchette was moving across the Ouija board on its own. 
I slid the box back onto the counter. "I think we have a problem." 



		
	




CHAPTER FIVE




"YOU think we have a problem?" Rae's complexion was the same shade as the zombies running around in our yard. 
To say it was freaky to see the little plastic triangle zipping across the board by itself is the understatement of the century—any century. I froze and looked at Addy, not sure what to do. 
After watching it for a few seconds, she took a deep breath and floated forward. "C'mon girls. Let's see what it is that our guest needs to say." 
When we approached, the planchette stilled, poisitioning itself in the center as if waiting for us. Rae and I looked to Addy for guidance. 
Addy waited for the planchette to move again, but quickly lost her patience. "Well, out with it," she barked, in true Addy fashion. "We ain't got all day, and you're the one who came to us. In case you didn't notice, we got us a party starting outside. Do you got somethin’ to say or not?" 
The planchette shot over to Yes, but went a little too far and tipped off the board. It wobbled and moved backward, but one leg was stuck off the edge. A Coca Cola tumbler Addy had collected from one of the fast food joints fell off the counter and crashed to the floor.
Addy crossed her arms and frowned. "It took me eight weeks to collect that set. You've got our attention. Now mind your manners; you're a guest here, so act like it." 
The planchette quivered but didn't move. 
Rae huffed. She was used to dealing with difficult customers and had the patience of a saint, so she stepped forward to give it a shot. "Let's try it this way. We'll ask you some questions, and you answer yes or no."
The planchette immediately moved to Yes.
"Okay, then. Good. Are you the woman Noelle saw in the window and the picture?"
Again, Yes.
"Were you the one who tried to warn her of trouble on the bathroom mirror?" 
The planchette shot to No and dashed over it three times, then paused. The Solo cups flew across the room as if somebody had thrown them.
I took a stab at it, seeing as how it didn't seem too pleased with Rae's question. "Let's cut to the chase, then," I said, as I heard a car pulling up the drive. "What's your name?"
The planchette moved deliberately, pausing over several letters. I didn't have to write them down to know what it was spelling: Trouble.
The planchette had just stopped over the last letter when Coralee, the owner of the Clip N Curl, came bursting through the front door with her grandkids. I almost screamed in frustration as the planchette moved back to the center of the board and stopped.
"Hey, ladies! Everything looks great. Is there anything left that needs doing?" 
Coralee is one of the most vivacious, generous people I know, so I took a deep breath and tried to summon a genuine smile; it wasn't her fault we had an unknown spirit with the ability to move physical objects running loose when the farm was fixing to be overrun with people. 
"Actually, Coralee,” I said, “would you mind taking that box down to the snack table? We'll be right behind you with the rest of the stuff." 
"Sure thing, sugar." She grabbed the box and headed toward the front door. 
As soon as she was out of earshot, I hissed, "What do we do now?" 
Rae looked as frantic as I felt. "Do we need to cancel this? Send everybody home? Should we be worried about people gettin’ hurt? We don't even know if this thing is good or evil!" 
The sound of the planchette whispering across the board caught our attention as it slid over No three times, then spelled out the word good.
"Well," Addy deadpanned as two more carloads of people pulled up, "There you have it. Surely a spirit that just broke my best Coke glass wouldn’t lie to me.” She sighed. 
“We don't have much of a choice but to take it at its word for now, though. We'll hash it all out later." 
Out of options, we put the board away and determined to do our best to enjoy the party.
Within a couple of hours, our side pasture was overflowing with vehicles. Thankfully, a lot of folks drove trucks and could turn virtually any spot into a place to park. Anna Mae kept me company and helped me hand out candy at the front door. She'd brought another couple of boxes with her, and it was a good thing, because we needed them. I read a few "fortunes" from my “magic” crystal ball, and we chatted with the parents as they sat on the porch watching their kids play.
When there was a brief lull, Anna Mae placed her hand on my arm. "Thank you so much for invitin' me tonight, Noelle. You and Raeann—and everybody, really—have been so kind to me since Hank passed. Even when you didn't have any reason to be. I've lived in this town most of my life, and I've never felt like I actually belonged here ’til now." 
"Aww, Anna Mae!" I gave her a quick hug. "Of course you belong here. You always have a place with us." 
Call me horrible, but I tossed my thousandth thank you to the universe for taking her beast of a husband off our hands. I wouldn't be so greedy as to ask why it took so long. 
Hunter came up to join me after a couple of hours, grinning like a kid at Christmas. I'd seen him bringing the wagon around at least a couple dozen times, and the kids climbed off laughing each time. Angus seemed to be having just as much fun as they were. He and Hunter had hit it off like two peas in a pod since he'd been able to come out of the gazebo, so to speak.
Anna Mae was off checking to see if her cake had been chosen from the cake-walk table yet, so I pulled her chair closer and patted it. 
Hunter shook his head. "I'm good. I feel like I've been sitting for a week. I need to stand awhile." 
I stood and stretched; I was tired of sitting, too. "Well then, would you like to go for a spooky stroll, Mr. Woods?" I stood on my tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss, which earned us a chorus of ewws and grosses from the kids.
"I'd love that, Ms. Flynn." 
He tucked my hand into the crook of his arm and led me off the porch. I glowered when I caught a glimpse of Belle standing at the end of the porch looking smug. 
We ended up going on the hay ride. Shelby was driving and seemed to be having a blast. I hadn’t been able to see this part from the porch, and had to admire their handiwork. I decided then and there to throw a cookout for everybody who had come together and helped to make this happen.
When we came back, Raeann had taken my place handing out candy bags, so Hunter and I did the cake walk a few times. I laughed when I saw that somebody had lugged in an extra table to hold all the cakes. That was good, though; the cake walk was fun, but it was also a way to raise money for the fire department.
With most country charities or fundraisers, it's traditional to donate the prize back to the cause but in this case, you risked losing an eye if you refused to pick a cake. Of course, if you're a clueless husband who can't tell one cake from another, you risk losing an eye if you pick the wrong one.
We walked around in the circle to the tune of Big & Rich songs until we'd both won a cake, then headed over to the food tent to check out our options. My stomach growled as grabbed a paper plate and pulled tinfoil off some mouth-watering dishes. The one thing about throwing a party in the South is that you never have to worry about running out of food. You don't even have to ask people to bring a dish, because it's just bad manners to show up empty-handed. 
We pulled a couple of lawn chairs together and ate in silence for a few minutes, mostly because neither of us had eaten anything since the cookies earlier. 
Hunter broke the silence. "Soo ... I noticed you ladies came out looking a little spooked—pardon the pun—when people started showing up. Anything I should be worried about?" 
I about choked on my potato salad, then used the coughing fit to decide how to answer. He was looking at me expectantly, and I believe I've already mentioned that I'm a horrible liar. 
I took a deep breath. In for a penny, in for a pound. "I don't know if you should worry, exactly," I hedged. 
He wrinkled his forehead. "Out with it, Noe."
"Okay. There's a spirit running around loose—we think—and it's been trying to communicate with me all day. But it said, through the Ouija board, that we didn't need to worry tonight." 
Wow. That sounded a lot more gullible than it had felt at the time.
He stared at me for a minute, digesting. "Oh. Well, if the Ouija board told you not to worry, then there's certainly no cause for concern, I'm sure." 
"There's no need for sarcasm," I snapped. "What else were we supposed to do? People were already showing up. Short of throwing them out and locking the gates, we had no options." 
"I'm sorry. That wasn't the best response. I'm trying really hard to absorb all this, but just when I think I've seen it all and can relax, some other supernatural thing happens." 
I placed my plate on the ground beside my chair and sighed. The man had to reach his limit sometime, and every time some new hocus-pocusy thing popped up, I wondered if it was going to be the straw that broke the camel’s back. 
He reached over and pulled me onto his lap. "I know what you're thinking, so stop it. I'm not that easy to run off, but you have to give me some kind of coping mechanism. Sarcasm works for me. Now, let's talk rationally about this ... person." 
I smiled. He was in default cop mode, which meant he was already working his way past the weirdness. I explained everything that had happened, starting with finding the pendant. 
"So some girl found it on the beach right after a storm." 
"Yeah, but not even counting the locals who might report it missing, there are thousands of tourists on that beach in the summer. That's not even needle-in-a-haystack odds." 
He puckered his mouth sideways, thinking. "Maybe you're coming at it the wrong way, given the circumstances." 
I'd been turning this over in my head all day, looking for a single thread to start picking at, but I wasn’t following his train of thought. "I don't get it." 
"Well, you're dealing with a spirit who seems somehow attached to a necklace—"
"Crystal," I automatically corrected.
He waved a hand. "Whatever. A crystal that was found on the beach. You're assuming somebody lost it there, but what if it washed up?"
It took a few seconds for what he was suggesting to sink in, but when it did, it made perfect sense. "You think maybe the girl died on the lake, and that's why she’s attached to the crystal!" 
"I'm new to all this, but yeah, that makes sense to me. More sense than some random stranger dropping a crystal with a spirit in it while she was on vacation." He tapped me on the nose. "Honestly, I'm surprised the four of you didn't come up with it right off the bat."
I shook my head; he was right. I had to find Rae and Addy. A blinding bolt of lightning raced across the sky, splintering into several jagged bolts as it hit land. I climbed off Hunter's lap and gathered our plates as the thunder rumbled several seconds afterward. The wind picked up and the temperature started to drop.
"We've got a few minutes, but we need to get ready." I dumped our plates in the trash can, and Hunter darted toward the wagon, which was returning from a ride. He and Shelby helped the kids off, while Cody unblocked the barn doors so they could get the horses and wagon inside.
Folks were coming toward the food tent to gather their dishes, and the few cakes left from the walk were carried into the house or claimed by their owners. That pretty much covered everything; the other games were waterproof. With kids and casserole dishes corralled, families headed toward their vehicles and we made it to the house just as the first fat drops of rain started to fall.  
Cody and the rest of the teenagers were relaxing on the porch, picking through the Halloween candy and drinking punch, so I headed inside.
I had to tell Rae and Addy what Hunter had said, but when I turned around to call for them, I saw that all the after-party guests were gathered in the salon, including the ghosts. Anna Mae was chatting with Bobbie Sue, who was lighting the Sterno under the warming tray for her pulled pork. 
Bobbie’s husband Earl was standing in front of my rifle case talking to Angus and to Bob, who owned the hardware store. His wife Marge was chatting with Coralee next to the punchbowl as they watched over her grandkids, but moved aside when Shelby came through with the punch. 
Belle and Addy were arguing about something over by the fireplace, and Raeann had gone into the kitchen. I followed her, trying to catch Addy's eye as I went. She caught the hint and followed me in. Rae was alone, stirring a batch of mulled cider as it warmed. The smell of fruit and spices filled the kitchen and reminded me I still had to bake the peach crisp. She smiled at me, reading my mind. "I already put it the oven for you. It's been in for about twenty minutes." 
"As usual, you're the bomb." She scooched to the side so I could open the oven door and check on it. It still needed another five minutes or so. I moved back so Rae could finish her cider and cleared my throat.
"Listen, you guys. I was talking to Hunter about our problem a little bit ago, and I think he hit on something." 
All eyes were on me. "He thinks maybe—" 
The kitchen door swung open and Marge and Coralee bustled in. Marge was sniffing the air. "Goodness!” she said. “It smells marvelous in here, ladies. Is that peach crisp I smell?" 
I shrugged and widened my eyes at Rae and Addy, who were still staring at me. I couldn't exactly blurt out the problem in front of the town's two biggest busybodies, bless their hearts.
"We just came in to get some cups to put beside the punch bowl," Coralee said.
I reached into the pantry and handed Marge a sleeve of clear plastic punch cups, then reached into the fridge to pull out the rest of the h'ordeuvres. Coralee took each plate from my hands as I took them out and set them on the table behind her. Then she and Marge started pulling the plastic off the tops. 
"Goodness, Noelle," Marge said, popping a cold sausage ball into her mouth, “you really outdid yourself on the food, dear.” She wiped her fingers, then continued: "Delicious, but the little olive eyeball on top was a bit creepy."
I rolled my eyes; there was always a "but" attached. I thought about asking them to take the trays out so I could talk to the girls, but that would have been rude. Instead, I stacked the platters along my arm and carried most of them out myself, with Marge and Coralee trailing behind me with the rest. 
I returned to the kitchen just in time to pull the crisp out, but by then Rae was in the salon filling the other punchbowl with the cider. Finally, I managed to get her to come back in, an empty pot in hand, and Addy and Belle popped in. Before anybody else could interrupt, I filled them in on Hunter's hypothesis.
Rae shrugged. It seemed like somebody drowned or had a boating accident at least once a year, but we didn't know any of them personally. 
Addy had filled Belle in on the situation, hoping for some input. Now they were strangely quiet, communicating silently between themselves. I turned my gaze to them.  
"Oh dear, Addy,” Belle said. “Do you think—" 
Addy was nodding. "It could be, but that would be just awful." 
"Um, excuse us," Rae said. "Mind filling in the rest of the class?" 
Addy pulled in a deep breath, then released it. "Back when we were young, right after that picture on the mantle was taken, there was a horrible tragedy out on the lake. A girl whom we all called Trouble—"
Lightning crashed, causing the house to shudder on its foundation, and the lights flickered twice, then stayed out. 



		
	




CHAPTER SIX




THE HOUSE FELL SILENT for a split second as we waited for the lights to come back on. When it didn't, people started scrambling. 
Bobbie Sue popped into the kitchen and reached for the drawer closest to the sink. "This is still where you keep the candles, right?" 
“Yeah,” I said, then heard a crash from the living room. I groaned. "Hold that thought, you two. Rae, we need to go make sure nobody kills themselves in there." 
We went out to the living room; somebody had knocked off an empty cake pan that had held cupcakes. Rae started lighting the candles I'd put on the tables for decoration and the glow set the perfect ambiance for the occasion. I picked up the pan and smiled when I saw one of the girls in Shelby's group shining a flashlight up from under her chin.
"Ooh, you know what we should do?" she said, leaning forward in her chair. "We should have a séance!" 
A couple of the other girls squealed. "Yes! Let's do it." They were already clearing a space around a large card table. Shelby stared at me, at a loss. I put my hand to my forehead as I felt the beginnings of a migraine. It wasn’t like I'd had an unknown spirit haunting me all day or anything. No, a séance wasn't a horrible idea at all.
I went back into the kitchen with Shelby and her best friend Emma—also a witch—hot on my heels.
"We can just fake it, right?” Shelby said. “I mean, we don't even know for a fact that whoever wrote on the mirror is still in the house, do we?" 
I explained what had happened with the Ouija board earlier.
She collapsed into a chair and put her hands over her face. "What are we going to do?" 
Emma shrugged. “We'll do exactly what you said; we’ll fake it. After all, they don't have a conduit, and we're not doing the actual ritual, so it'll be fine." 
"What will be fine?" Addy asked.
"A couple of Shelby's friends have decided to have a séance." 
She looked relieved. "Oh. That's no big deal. There's not a drop of witch blood in the lot of them. None of them could summon their grandmother even if she was alive and well and standing right in front of them. Besides, there's no conduit." 
The girl who'd suggested the séance surged into the room and began to dig through the boxes on the kitchen table. "I know I saw a Ouija board in here earlier,” she muttered. “Have any of you—never mind. I found it." She rushed back out of the room carrying it under her arm.
Shelby, Em, and I looked back at Addy, hoping she was still feeling confident. 
She shook her head. "Now we may have a problem, ladies." 
Belle's gaze darted toward the salon as Shelby followed her friend, calling out to her to wait. I scraped the crisp into a warming pan, determined to wear my rose-tinted glasses until somebody knocked them off, then peeked out the door. The kids had the board laid out in front of them. Several candles were burning in a half-moon around it, but nothing out of the ordinary was going on. So far, so good.
Meanwhile, Belle and my aunt were deep in conversation. "Addy,” Belle said, “if it's who we think it is, we have to tell him. What if something actually happens out there? He needs to be ready." 
I spun back around. "Tell who what?" 
Addy opened her mouth to respond, but Hunter pushed into the kitchen with Angus right behind him. 
"Evening, ladies." Angus paused to take a closer look, wrinkling his forehead in concern. "Is everything okay? Y'all look a little peaked." 
Belle managed a small smile. "We're fine, Angus, but—" 
One of the girls in the living room screamed, and the clanging of a metal lawn chair hitting the hardwood floor echoed through the room. Hunter pushed open the door. A blinding white light gushed in from the salon.
"Noelle!" Shelby yelled, panicked, as I leapt toward the kitchen door.  
"Oh, no," Addy cried. "Angus, you need to stay in here for a minute. We need to talk."
I pushed past Hunter, who had dropped the napkins and was staring at the source of the light along with every other soul—literally—in the room, mouth wide open.
"Angus!" Belle barked one more time in an attempt to keep him in the kitchen, but it was too late.
The girl from the picture was glowing and hovering over the table where the other girls had gathered for their impromptu séance. Angus passed right through me, something a ghost just doesn’t do because, well, it’s rude to walk through people. He glided forward, entranced, until he was floating only a few feet from the table. I followed him, not sure what was happening or what I should do about it.
"Trouble?" Silvery tears slipped down Angus’s cheeks and he reached out to the glowing girl. 
She looked down at him and smiled.
The lights flickered back on, and the moment was broken. In the few moments it took for my eyes to adjust to the light, both the girl and Angus disappeared. The teenagers were chattering a mile a minute, but the adults in the room didn’t seem so surprised. It seemed Rae and I were the only people over the age of twenty who didn't understand exactly what was going on. 
We stepped into the kitchen, and the four ghosts were hovering over the table: Addy, Belle, Angus, and the new girl. Everybody was hugging and crying.
Angus stepped forward, his hat in hand. "Girls, I'd like for you to meet Sarah James—but we always called her Trouble, because it seemed to follow her." 
Trouble smiled. "It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm sorry for hassling you like I did today—and I’m real sorry about your glass, Addy—but Noelle’s the first person who's been able to see me since my pendant washed up on shore.” She turned to me. “I think I was as shocked as you were when I saw you in the window, then I got so frustrated because I couldn't make you understand." 
Angus couldn't seem to take his eyes off her. "Trouble and I were engaged back when we were about your age. I'd just gotten out of the military, and her family had a summer home on the other side of the lake." His voice cracked and he looked away.
Addy stepped in. "We were all supposed to go out on her father's boat to celebrate their engagement. It was storming something fierce that night, but we weren't worried; we figured we'd move the party somewhere else if there wasn't room inside the boat." 
Trouble nodded, and gazed into the distance. "Except something went wrong. The skies were clear when we left, but a storm blew in out of nowhere. Lightning struck the boat, and we were taking on water fast. The radio was out. We had no way to call for help." She glanced at Angus. "I remember holding onto the crystal as I was thrown overboard, because I didn't want to lose it. My last thought as I went under was that I wasn't going to get to spend the rest of my life with him." 
Angus was tearing up again. "I was devastated. I couldn't eat, but I sure could drink. And then I couldn't stop, because when I did it hurt too much. I never even got to say goodbye." 
"So let me get this straight," I said. "You've been locked in the crystal for all these years?"
Trouble nodded. "Yes, because my body was never found. I've been in a kind of limbo since then. Time had no meaning. I was just ... stuck." 
Rae shook her head, then picked up a ghost cookie and bit into it. "Well,” she said. “I don't know about the rest of y'all, but this is one Halloween I'll never forget."
"Me either," Angus said, looking into Trouble's eyes. "You girls have given me the only treat I ever wanted."  
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