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      Kate Golden was partial to autumn. She liked the crisp air and the sound of crunching leaves. The trees in her picturesque town of Lake Cloverleaf had a way of surprising her every year, as though she had no idea the green leaves would eventually give way to golden, crimson, and burnt orange hues. This season was also her favorite because it meant a return to routine after the chaos of summer with three kids home from school. Routine meant habits and established habits meant order. She could control a routine for the most part—could identify the gaps or potential pitfalls of a schedule, a necessary part of motherhood. If the unexpected happened, like one of her three children became ill, she could continue to keep the rest of the balls in the air, all thanks to the routine.

      “Mommy, are you giving me the good milk?” Six-year-old Ava rested her round chin on the island in the kitchen and fixed her mother with a skeptical eye.

      Kate smiled at her youngest child. “Would I try to fool you?”

      Ava inched closer to peer into the open lunchbox. “It looks like plain white milk.”

      Kate scooped the small carton out of the lunchbox and held it up for inspection. “Vanilla, see? V-a-n-i-l-l-a. Sound it out.”

      Ava nodded, satisfied. It was the dismissive nod of a queen to her royal subject, the kind that instructed staff to ‘carry on,’ and Kate couldn’t help but smile. Ava had inherited her mother’s authoritative air, that much was obvious.

      Her oldest child, fourteen-year-old Gavin, entered the kitchen with his backpack already slung over his shoulders. “Don’t forget I have soccer practice.”

      Like Kate, he was always punctual and organized. Unlike Kate, he didn’t seem to exert any effort to make those things happen. They came as naturally as breathing, whereas Kate only made hers appear effortless to others. She was the only one who knew how hard she had to work for it.

      Kate cocked an eyebrow. “Have I ever once forgotten?”

      “It’s the same as telling me to be careful when I get on a Jet Ski,” Gavin said. “Am I ever not careful?”

      “Can’t argue with his logic.” Lucas, Kate’s husband, came gliding into the kitchen, ruffling his son’s hair as he moved past him.

      “Oh, good. You’re down early. Do you think you could finish packing these lunches? It’s video day and I need to hustle.”

      He kissed her cheek. “Sorry, can’t. I’m ready early because I need to get to the office. I’ve got a morning meeting and you know how they throw off the rest of my day.” Lucas worked in financial services and meetings were the bane of his existence.

      “No worries.” Kate disguised her annoyance with a smile. She made a point of never arguing in front of the children. Although she was aware of the studies that said kids could learn a lot from watching their parents resolve conflicts, she was a child of divorce and refused to give off even the slightest whiff of discontentment.

      “I can help,” Brett said.

      Kate hadn’t even noticed her middle child was there. “Thank you for the offer, but you don’t even have your shoes on yet. Get yourself ready, please. I’ll handle this.” She watched with brewing resentment as Lucas poured the remaining coffee from the pot into a travel mug.

      “See you tonight,” he said.

      Ava hopped from one foot to the other and held up her arms for a goodbye kiss. Lucas lifted her high into the air before indulging her with a smack on the lips. Ava giggled as he returned her to the floor.

      “‘Bye Dad,” Brett said.

      Lucas waved and sailed out of the room, leaving Kate to finish morning prep on her own, not that it was unusual. As Kate finished packing lunches, she consulted the large whiteboard on the wall that listed the week’s activities and appointments to make sure she hadn’t missed anything.

      “Oh,” Ava exclaimed. “I need my special object.”

      Inwardly, Kate groaned. “What special object?” There was no special object written on the whiteboard, which meant that no one had informed Kate.

      “It’s my day to bring something in.” Ava’s eyes were round with worry and Kate knew she had to keep a calm voice or a meltdown would soon follow. She didn’t have room in the schedule for a meltdown.

      “What about the picture you drew for Daddy yesterday?” Kate asked. “I’d say that’s pretty special.”

      Ava shook her head, causing her blond ringlets to bounce like springs. “No, I want to bring my unicorn.”

      “Then go get it,” Kate urged. “We have a few minutes.”

      “I’m faster. I can get it for you,” Brett said. Without waiting for a response, he rushed upstairs.

      “That was nice. Make sure you say thank you to your brother.”

      Ava pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Actually, I think I want to bring Periwinkle instead.” She tipped back her head and shouted upstairs. “I want Periwinkle!”

      Kate winced at the mention of the toy dragon. She heard retreating footsteps as Brett returned to Ava’s room to swap beloved toys. Periwinkle had been a gift from Kate’s father before he died. She wondered what made Ava think of it now. As far as Kate knew, Ava hadn’t touched Periwinkle in a year.

      Brett returned to the kitchen and presented his sister with the plush purple dragon.

      Ava clutched the toy to her chest as though it had been rescued from quicksand or some other dire situation. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      “Is everyone ready?” Kate asked. “We need to get going.” Three heads nodded their assent. “Okay, grab your things.” She handed each of them a lunchbox as she headed for the door with her handbag and keys.

      “Wait, I need to pee.” Ava dashed to the powder room.

      Gavin rolled his eyes with a huff. “She does this all the time. Why don’t you make her go sooner?”

      “She’d still decide to go right before we get in the car,” Kate reasoned. “That’s why I set the clocks five minutes ahead.” She winked and opened the door so the other two could get settled in the Land Rover.

      Once they were on the road, Kate felt a familiar pressure in her chest. Every morning was a challenge. She had to deliver two kids to one school and Ava to the ‘morning start’ program. As a kindergartener, Ava started school an hour later than the boys, but Kate had signed her up for a foreign language program that alternated between French and Spanish. She’d regretted not starting the boys with a foreign language earlier, especially after reading that the older kids were when they started, the less likely they were to ever be fluent. Kate wanted to set her kids up for success and she’d already ruined their chances at fluency.

      Only after depositing each child at the necessary place without a hiccup did Kate feel like she could draw breath. She drove straight home and prepared to tackle the next segment of her day—exercise. Today was her Peloton day, which meant a full hour on the bike. Kate had exercised regularly throughout most of her forty-eight years, including throughout the first eight months of each pregnancy, so she’d managed to maintain a slim figure that was the envy of most women in Lake Cloverleaf. Her best friend Libbie had been grappling with the same extra ten pounds for years and Kate didn’t think she’d be able to shed them now without a concerted effort. She suspected Libbie was too involved with her new catering business and a new man in her life to worry about love handles right now.

      Kate looked forward to her Peloton days. There was an air of competition involved and Kate was driven by an innate desire to be the best at everything she touched. Even fun activities brought out her competitive nature to the point where Gavin once requested that she not attend Field Day at school because she took it ‘too seriously.’

      After a satisfactory hour on the bike, Kate showered and dressed, choosing a cobalt blue top that complemented her eyes. She needed to look good from the waist up for her recording session. She was what the kids called a YouTuber, except her channel was aimed at adults interested in self-improvement. Once a week, she uploaded a video that encouraged people to be the best versions of themselves, whatever that meant for them. Her channel had recently passed one million subscribers, a goal Kate had set for herself three years earlier. She also offered individual consulting on the side. Corporate executives, trophy wives, salespeople, and others with disposable income flocked to Kate seeking advice or a new direction in life. It made Kate feel good to empower them.

      Lucas liked to tease her about her beauty regimen, but the truth was that nobody with any sense took advice from a slob with knotted hair and a stained shirt. Kate had to look as perfect as her subscribers believed her to be, and that meant shiny blond hair and flawless skin. As far as she was concerned, her quarterly trip to the dermatologist for Botox injections was a business expense.

      Kate studied her face in the mirror and noticed a blemish on her chin. The past couple years, her skin had become worse than during her teen years. She cursed perimenopause under her breath and wished the whole ridiculous phase would come to an end. Unfortunately, her doctor had told her that perimenopause could last a decade before regular menopause finally took hold. Kate dismissed the thought from her mind. If anyone could will full-blown menopause into existence, she could.

      She covered the blemish with makeup and retreated into her office that doubled as a studio. The room had excellent natural light, which was crucial for making her videos look professional. Lighting was key. She’d rather have a bad camera and good lighting than the other way around. Luckily, she had a good camera and good lighting thanks to the income she earned from advertisers on the channel.

      She settled into her chair and noticed Cat-Cat sleeping on the corner of the desk. Cat-Cat had belonged to her dear friend Inga Paulsen, who’d died of a heart attack in July. Inga had packed more lifetimes into her eighty-five years than anyone Kate had ever met. They’d been members of the same cocktail club and, for years, they’d met every Friday to share drinks and stories and encouragement. The cat had been named after Catherine Schuyler, one of the Schuyler sisters not included in Hamilton: An American Musical. Kate and the other members of the cocktail club—Libbie Stark, Julie Duncan, and Rebecca Angelos—had each inherited one of Inga’s cats. The difference was that her friends liked animals, whereas Kate had always considered them too messy and too much work with minimal reward. She only tolerated Cat-Cat because the creature had belonged to Inga. The kids seemed to like her well enough and that made Kate feel better. She didn’t want to neglect the cat, but she had little interest in actually befriending her.

      The cat lifted her head and opened a lazy eye to regard Kate.

      “You won’t be able to stay there,” she said curtly. “I’m recording a video soon.” She wouldn’t risk looking like an amateur by allowing her cat to walk across the desk in the middle of today’s talk.

      The cat lowered her head again.

      Kate reviewed the morning’s emails and messages and took the time to respond to each one. Her personal policy was a twenty-four-hour turnaround. A lack of response was deemed a personal failure for Kate. After the emails and messages, she scanned the recent comments on her last video. She noted the number of ‘thumbs down’ had increased by three since yesterday. What exactly did those people find fault with? Kate chalked them up to jealous haters. The world was full of them.

      Three kids. Gorgeous and fit. Generous to a fault. I don’t know how you do it.

      You’re amazing. I want to be like you when I grow up and I’m 62, LOL.

      Best motivational speaker out there. I wish you’d come to my town.

      Kate glanced at the poster’s location. North Dakota. Not likely.

      No trolls, so that was a plus. She didn’t have time for trolls today, not that she ever engaged. She’d once been tempted to set up a dummy account to battle the trolls, but she decided to heed her own advice and not let them distract or drain her. She would continue to direct her energy where it had the most positive impact.

      Kate responded to the next email that came in. It was a compulsion to clear her inbox more than anything. If she didn’t respond in a timely manner, they might stop believing in her. Stop seeing her as perfect or—even worse—stop seeing her at all.

      She glanced at the open notebook on the desk and ticked off the box for ‘correspondence’ on the checklist. Next she moved to her gratitude list. Every morning she acknowledged the things in her life for which she was grateful. It was the same list every day and she recited each item on the list out loud. She advised all her clients and viewers to keep a gratitude journal or something similar. No matter how tough things were, there was always something to be thankful for.

      Before she prepared to review her notes for today’s talk, her gaze fell on the black leather-bound book she’d received upon Inga’s death. Kate missed Inga terribly. The older woman’s presence had taken the pressure off Kate to be the one everyone looked to for guidance and leadership. For a few hours each week, someone else was in charge and Kate had looked forward to the break the way exhausted people looked forward to a nap. She and her friends had been rotating hostess duties since Inga’s death and they always made sure to toast to Inga. The older woman had brought something special to their cocktail club. Of course, Kate had had no idea that ‘something special’ had been witchcraft. According to Inga’s lawyer and Libbie’s now-boyfriend, Ethan Townsend, Inga had been a witch and her will had been governed by a document called the Witch’s Covenant. No one knew the origin of the covenant, only of its existence. Witches are created, not born, Ethan had told them.

      As a witch, Inga was able to divide her magical ‘assets’ among the four remaining members of the cocktail club, including Kate, which meant they were now witches too. Witches passed pieces of their spirit from one generation to the next, forming a true sisterhood. The friends had laughed and called themselves the Dread Pirate Witches, named after the Dread Pirate Roberts in The Princess Bride. Kate had opened a seemingly empty jar that smelled like Inga after one too many garlic bagel chips, and the friends had experienced a...sensation. Each woman had also received a blank book. So far, Libbie was the only one whose book had manifested words on the pages in the form of cocktail recipes.

      Kate flipped open the book and her jaw clenched at the sight of the blank pages. Still nothing.

      Lorraine, another witch they’d consulted to learn more about their inheritance, had said their magic would appear when they were ready to receive their gifts. Yet somehow Libbie had been the first one to experience magic. Kate and Libbie had been best friends since seventh grade and never once had Libbie been more prepared than Kate for anything.

      “How am I not ready?” she asked. She was Kate Golden, dammit. She was born ready.

      She set aside the book with an annoyed huff and shifted her attention to today’s video. The topic was ‘How to Be the Best Version of You;’ it was one she’d covered before in a dozen different ways, but it was worthy of repetition. Too many people gave up too soon or believed they’d made more of an effort to achieve their goals than they actually had. Kate wanted to encourage them to try harder, dig deeper, find a new perspective—anything that allowed them to access that part of themselves deemed lost or nonexistent.

      She shooed the cat out of the office and closed the door so there was no chance of reentry in the middle of recording. She adjusted the lighting for the video and double-checked her reflection in the mirror she kept in the drawer. Not a hair out of place. No lipstick on her teeth. She plastered a smile on her face and hit the button on the keyboard to record.

      Twenty minutes later, she replayed the video and made adjustments as needed. Although she wasn’t a professional editor, she’d taught herself how to make high-quality videos and the results spoke for themselves. She uploaded the video and immediately ticked the box on her checklist.

      Done.

      Kate devoted her final block of uninterrupted time to putting the finishing touches on a book proposal. A book deal was Kate’s white whale, the unchecked box on her list of goals. If she got a book deal, then she’d finally have everything she ever wanted. She’d finally be everything she ever wanted. She’d initially hoped one of the major publishers would come knocking on her door once her channel grew in popularity. When that failed to happen, Kate decided to follow her own advice and take matters into her own hands.

      Between her channel and thousands of social media followers, she already had a platform, which meant marketing reach. She was a seasoned entrepreneur. An influencer. Any publishing company would be lucky to have her.

      Once the proposal was ready, she emailed her top three choices. She’d considered doing it the other way, starting with the companies she was least interested in so she could practice her pitch on them. In the end, she decided the proposal was as ready as it could be and she didn’t want to wait.

      Kate was ready to tick that last box.
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      “I don’t like cooked carrots,” Ava said. She leaned her elbow on the table and heaved a world-weary sigh.

      Kate had cooked Shepherd’s pie for dinner. It was Gavin’s favorite and she always made an effort to cook one of their favorite meals on the nights when Lucas worked late, which was often.

      “Pick them out,” Brett advised. “I’ll eat them.”

      Ava grimaced as she extracted each carrot with her fork like a med student wholly unprepared for what she’d witness during her first surgery.

      “Can we go out for ice cream?” Ava asked.

      “Not tonight,” Kate said. It was a school night and she was too tired for an excursion.

      Ava set down her glass of milk with righteous indignation. “But it’s fall. Places will be closing soon until July.”

      “May,” Gavin corrected her.

      “I’ll ask Daddy when he gets home,” Ava said.

      “He can’t take all three of you, remember? His car isn’t big enough.” Kate had silently cursed her husband the day he came home with a two-seater Audi without consulting her. It was typical Lucas, though. The sexy middle-aged man bought himself a sexy midlife crisis sports car, which meant Kate was the only one capable of driving the whole family anywhere. When she’d gently raised the issue, he’d expressed surprise. The thought hadn’t occurred to him.

      Of course it hadn’t. It was Kate’s job to think. To plan. To do. All Kate.

      Her phone vibrated on the table and Kate instinctively glanced at the screen.

      “Mom, no phones during dinner,” Gavin said. He relished pointing out her moments of hypocrisy. Ah, teenagers.

      “I have to take this. It’s Mrs. Nocella.” Gladys Nocella lived across the street and the recent death of her husband had taken everyone by surprise. Kurt Nocella had seemed fit and healthy for a seventy-two-year-old. You never know when your time is up, Kate thought, unless you plan it yourself. She dismissed the dark thought from her mind. Her past had a way of creeping into her mindset when she was tired. It was one reason she tried to get at least seven hours of sleep each night.

      “Poor Kurt,” Ava said with the voice of an eighty-year-old knitting partner.

      Gavin ducked his head, unwilling to argue under the circumstances. Kate was relieved her son showed signs of compassion. She knew some kids—hell, some adults—that viewed old people as relics to be stored away and ignored until they passed on. Women in particular. Kate felt that attitude was one of the great failures of modern society. That segment of the population could fuel every nuclear plant in the world with the power of their collective wisdom.

      Kate accepted the call. “Gladys, how are you?” She moved swiftly to the living room to continue the conversation in private. She wasn’t sure what state the older woman would be in.

      “I’m so sorry to interrupt your family time, dear, but would you mind coming over for a few minutes? There’s something I could use your help with.”

      “Of course. I’ll be there in five minutes.” Kate returned to the table and shoved a forkful of food into her mouth. She was hungry, but dinner would have to wait. Gladys wouldn’t call unless it was important.

      “Where will you be in five minutes?” Brett asked.

      “I need to help Mrs. Nocella with something. I’ll be back shortly.”

      Ava’s lower lip jutted out. “But Daddy isn’t home yet.”

      “Your brothers are here and I’ll only be across the street.”

      Ava still looked uncertain. “Can I have pudding for dessert if we can’t go for ice cream?”

      “Once you finish what’s on your plate,” Kate agreed. Ava was only six, but smart enough to seize an opportunity when it fell in her lap.

      The six-year-old offered a gap-toothed smile. “I promise to clear my plate.”

      Kate’s hand moved to her hip. “That means eating the food, not giving it to the cat.”

      Ava’s expression crumpled, her plan to exploit a loophole thwarted. Kate had to admire her daughter’s ability to identify technicalities. She’d make a fine Supreme Court Justice someday.

      “I’ll make sure she eats,” Brett said.

      “Traitor,” Ava hissed.

      “Thank you. I won’t be long.” Kate hurried out the door before an argument erupted. The sooner she could help Gladys, the sooner she could get back to keep her little soldiers in line.

      The Nocella house was a white clapboard cottage that managed to be both compact and charming. Kate knocked twice on the door before pushing it open. She didn’t want to make Gladys walk all the way to the door. The older woman had had knee surgery in June and still seemed to struggle.

      “Gladys, I’m here!” Kate walked through the entryway and into the kitchen. She found Gladys hunched over a laptop on the dining room table.

      “I’m so sorry to bother you.”

      Kate could see the woman’s eyes glistening with unshed tears. “It’s no bother. What do you need?”

      Gladys pointed to the screen. “I can’t log in to anything.”

      Kate pulled over a chair to sit beside her. “You’ve forgotten your passwords?”

      “I don’t know what they are. Kurt handled all the accounts. I’ve never logged in to anything, except my Facebook account. Oh, and Amazon.” She smiled. “I can use my Prime account like nobody’s business.”

      Kate glanced at the screen to see the logo for a local bank. “You need to access your bank account? Why not go into the branch?”

      “Everything is in Kurt’s name.” She wore a doleful expression. “I know that’s not the way a lot of women do things nowadays, but Kurt and I had a traditional marriage and we liked it that way.”

      “I’m not here to criticize you, Gladys. I’m here to help. I just need to understand the situation.”

      “There seems to be a delay with probate, so the bank can’t help me yet, but I don’t have any money. I’m trying to guess the password because then I can create a new account in my name and transfer the money into it once I link the accounts.” The lines in her brow deepened. “Or something like that.”

      That seemed overly complicated to Kate. “How much money do you need?”

      Gladys’s white eyebrows knitted together. “I don’t know exactly. Kurt took care of everything and gave me an allowance. Obviously, now that he’s gone, I’ve had to spend more than that. Some of the bills are being paid automatically from the account, but I can’t even go to the grocery store right now.”

      “What about a credit card?”

      Gladys chewed her lip. “It’s in his name and it’s maxed out. Kurt kept our spending limit low because he wanted us to be able to pay off the balance each month.”

      “That’s smart.” Kate encouraged her own clients to only buy what they could afford to pay off immediately, outside of one-off purchases like a car or a house. “Lucas and I would be happy to loan you however much you need until you can access your accounts.”

      Gladys sucked in a breath. “No. I couldn’t possibly take money from you. You have those three beautiful children to take care of.”

      Kate resisted a smile. Gladys clearly had no idea how much money she and Lucas had. “You don’t need to worry about them. They won’t be deprived. I promise.”

      “If you’re sure...I only want to buy groceries and maybe a cup of tea at the garden center. I like to sit there while I have my tea and look at all the plants and flowers. It’ll be too cold to sit outside soon.”

      “That sounds delightful.” Kate’s gaze flicked back to the laptop. “Are you sure your husband didn’t keep a book of passwords anywhere? Maybe in his office?”

      Gladys shook her head. “I’ve searched everywhere. If he did, I don’t know where he put it.”

      “What about your lawyer? Who’s handling the estate?”

      “Miriam Webber. Do you know her?”

      “I don’t, but if you’d like, we can give her a call together during business hours.”

      Gladys looked like she was about to burst into tears. “You don’t mind?”

      “Of course not. I’ll come back tomorrow and bring money with me.” Gladys wouldn’t be able to cash a check without access to a bank account. “It’ll have to be after school because I’m in charge of Ava’s Halloween party at school tomorrow.”

      “You’re a doll, Kate. Thank you so much.”

      “It’s no trouble. If there’s anything else we can do, let me know.”

      Gladys wore a vacant expression. “I shouldn’t have let it happen, I realize that now, but it was easier to go along with things as they were. Life gets busy and, by the time it slows down, you don’t notice anymore and your habits are too ingrained to change them.”

      Kate had heard this excuse more times than she could count. “It’s never too late to shift from autopilot to manual, Gladys.”

      The woman’s lip peeled back to reveal tea-stained teeth. “Oh, you and your clever platitudes. That reminds me. I watched you on the YouTube the other day. Very inspiring. Made me feel like I wanted to run out and do something.”

      Kate smiled. “Thank you.”

      “All those comments.” She shook her head. “My eyes dried out trying to read them all. I had to dose myself with Visine.”

      “Interaction is part of the job.”

      “You really are a wonder, Kate.”

      She placed a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I can say the same to you with everything you’ve had to deal with lately. You’re an inspiration to us all.”

      Gladys grunted. “I wouldn’t go that far. An inspiration doesn’t need a handout in order to buy a cup of tea.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself. You and Kurt had a system that worked for you, but things have changed and you’ve shown you’re willing to change with them. That’s a good thing.”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say I’m willing. I don’t have much of a choice.”

      “Still, lots of people would crawl into bed and give up, but you’re sitting here in front of your laptop trying to figure out a solution. The next step is the key. In a challenging situation, you always want to ask yourself what the next step is. And, hey, you weren’t too proud to call me for help.”

      Gladys’s thin lips melded together in a tight smile. “Desperate times call for desperate measures, but I appreciate the support.”

      Kate returned to her house, glad that Gladys felt comfortable reaching out to her. She couldn’t imagine what the older woman was going through. It gave her comfort to know she and Lucas had equal access to all their accounts. On the other hand, if anything ever happened to her, Lucas would be up a river without a paddle. He relied on Kate far more than she relied on him. The only answer was to stay alive, which Kate had every intention of doing.

      

      Once the kids were squared away for the night and Lucas had been given a late dinner, Kate decided to squeeze in a few more replies to clients. There was an architect in Australia whose anxiety tended to get the better of her. She saw a therapist, but she also sought constant reassurance from Kate. Evenings were the best time to contact her due to the time difference.

      Kate dictated into the phone as she joined Lucas in the family room. “You have to remember, Fiona, only the present is real. The future is imagined and the past is fixed, you can’t change it.”

      Lucas waved a hand in front of her face. “This is supposed to be our time, remember?”

      Kate dropped the phone to her side. “Can you wait until I’m finished dictating to talk?”

      “If I did that, I’d be like the knight in Indiana Jones, guarding the carpenter’s cup. He waited so long, he crumbled to dust.”

      “He didn’t crumble to dust. He got crushed when the temple collapsed.”

      “Okay, but he still died. Anyway, you’re being deliberately obtuse. You’re not supposed to be working now. That’s our deal.”

      Kate knew he was right. She was the one who’d set the schedule and now she was ignoring it for her own purposes. “Sorry. No more client messages tonight.” She made a show of setting the phone on the end table.

      “How about an episode of The Walking Dead?” Lucas asked. “There’s enough time before bed.”

      Although Kate wasn’t a fan of the show, she was too tired to negotiate. She pulled her laptop off the floor and curled up on the sofa next to her husband.

      Lucas cast a sideline glance at her. “You don’t think this counts as work?”

      “They’re just notes for my next video. I’m not messaging anyone.”

      Lucas’s face flickered with annoyance. “If you’re not going to watch, why not work in your office?”

      “I thought I’d do both.” Kate prided herself on her multitasking skills.

      He frowned. “You know it’s distracting. I can hear the clickety clack of the keyboard.”

      “You’ve seen this episode before. What do you think you’ll miss? Same annoying people except the ones killed off. More gross zombies.” Kate would much rather watch a medical drama. At least the gross parts were medically necessary.

      “You could’ve just said ‘no thanks, Lucas. Why don’t we watch something with less gore?’”

      Kate twisted to look directly at him. “Since when do you care what I want to watch?”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      Kate shot to her feet with the laptop clutched against her chest. “You’re right. I should work in the office so you can enjoy your show in peace.”

      Before he could respond, she bolted for the stairs and retreated to her office to work on the talk for her next video. She only paused when she heard Lucas climb the steps to get ready for bed. He slept in the guest room most nights, which she knew contributed to their current life as roommates, living parallel lives. It had started innocently enough after Ava was born. Their youngest had been a difficult baby with sleep issues, so Lucas had decamped to the guest room in order to be spry for work each morning. By the time Ava grew out of that phase, Kate and Lucas had grown accustomed to the arrangement and neither made an effort to revert to the original setup.

      Kate remained in the office for another hour, checking emails and messages. She scrolled through all her social media accounts and clicked hearts below the comments. Lucas made fun of her ‘public persona’ as he called it. To some extent, he was right. In her non-virtual life, Kate wasn’t a heart-clicking kind of person, but people seemed to like it, so that’s what she did.

      She turned to see Cat-Cat curled into a ball at the top of the scratching post in the corner.

      “I didn’t even see you there,” she said.

      “Meow.” Cat-Cat jumped to the floor when she realized Kate was leaving the office.

      “You don’t have to follow me,” Kate said. She turned off the light and padded down the hall to her bedroom. She sensed the cat was still behind her. Sure enough, when she turned around, Cat-Cat was there. “I already have cyberstalkers. I don’t need a stalker in my own home.”

      Cat-Cat zipped past her and darted into the bedroom before Kate could shut her out.

      “Clever girl,” she muttered.

      Kate decided that if Cat-Cat could outsmart her, then she deserved to be rewarded by letting her stay.

      Kate brushed her teeth for the fourth time that day. Her average was three times, but she tended to brush an extra time on recording days, as though the subscribers could smell her breath through the screen.

      By the time Kate emerged from the bathroom in her pajamas, the cat was sound asleep on the neighboring pillow. Kate slipped beneath the sheet and turned away from the cat. It felt strange to share a bed with an animal. She laughed at the thought, realizing that she couldn’t even say that about Lucas in their younger years. He’d been considerate in the bedroom once upon a time.

      She tucked her hands under her cheek and sighed. She wouldn’t reminisce. There was no point. Instead, she decided to practice self-actualization. She closed her eyes and pictured herself signing a book contract.

      “That’s better,” she murmured, and drifted off to sleep.
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      The alarm beeped at five-thirty and Kate shot to her feet, wide awake. She had a full day from start to finish. Today was Ava’s Halloween party at school and Kate was the head classroom parent. Although she’d participated many times before, she always made sure to have a new costume the kids hadn’t seen before. She loved seeing the appreciation in their little eyes. If Gavin was any indication, she didn’t have many years of adoration left.

      Kate slipped the long black dress over her head. She’d found the witch costume online and thought it was too good to pass up. The only part of her she left untouched was her hair. She’d be wearing a hat, so there was no point in messing with her silky blond hair.

      “And the piece de resistance,” Kate said. She stuck the fake wart on her chin over the annoying blemish and leaned back to admire her reflection. “Hideous. It’s perfect.”

      Cat-Cat seemed to look at her with an air of approval.

      “I should take you with me as a prop,” Kate said. “The kids would go nuts.” And so would some of their allergies. Half the class seemed to suffer from one allergy or another. No nuts. No dairy. No animal visitors. No latex. At least she had experience thanks to the two older ones, so Kate had a list of recipes on hand that addressed the various allergies.

      Ava brightened when her mother entered the kitchen. “You’re a witch,” she said.

      “I certainly am.” Kate smiled and felt her skin tighten as a result of the green makeup.

      Ava’s expression crumpled. “Maybe I should’ve been a witch, too.”

      “There’s plenty of time for that transformation,” Kate said, thinking of her midlife entry into witchdom. “Besides, you make a beautiful fairy. Your rainbow hair is fantastic.”

      Ava’s smile returned. “It’s a little hot and itchy, but I love it. When I’m older, I want my real hair to look like this.” She slid off the chair and twirled around so Kate could see her costume. Kate’s gaze lowered from the wings to the shimmering green fin.

      “I’m confused,” Kate said.

      Ava glanced down at her costume. “I’m half mermaid, half fairy.”

      “That’s not a thing,” Kate said.

      Ava raised her chin a fraction. “It is today. I invented it.”

      “Go upstairs and put on the skirt that came with the fairy costume.”

      “You’re no fun.” Ava stomped upstairs. Well, she tried to stomp, but her fin kept getting in the way.

      “What’s wrong with half mermaid, half fairy?” Brett asked.

      “It isn’t how it’s supposed to look,” Kate said. “She looks disorganized.”

      “She’s not a bookshelf,” Brett shot back.

      Gavin entered the room with his backpack strapped to his shoulders. “You’re not going to wear that all day, are you?”

      Kate adjusted the pointy black hat on her head. “Wear what?”

      He rolled his eyes. “In that case, can Dad pick me up from soccer practice?”

      “Sorry. He’s working.”

      Brett beamed at her. “You look awesome. I wish middle school still had Halloween parties.”

      “Why? They’re lame,” Gavin said.

      “You’re dressing up for Matthew’s party,” Kate reminded her middle child.

      “I know, but it’s not the same.”

      Trick-or-treating seemed to have gone out of fashion in Lake Cloverleaf, with most families opting to host private parties. Gavin was the only one not dressing up this year, and only because he and his friends considered themselves too cool for Halloween.

      Ava marched downstairs in the fairy skirt made of pink tulle.

      “Much better,” Kate said.

      They loaded into the Land Rover and Kate deposited the boys at school first. There was no early morning language program today because of Halloween, so Kate went to the bank, where she got a red lollipop for Ava and a wad of cash for Gladys Nocella. She had just enough time before the party to follow through on her promise to loan Gladys money and call her lawyer.

      Gladys was thrilled to see Kate and Ava in their costumes. Together, they called the lawyer—who thankfully was an early riser—and Kate explained the situation. Miriam was horrified by her client’s predicament and promised to help Gladys straight away.

      Next Kate and Ava drove to the elementary school, still managing to arrive ten minutes early. Kate liked to arrive a few minutes ahead of the other parents so she could arrange the tables exactly the way she wanted them. There were certain perks that came with being the head classroom parent.

      Kate unpacked the trunk and set all the sealed trays in a wagon she’d stuffed into the trunk the night before. She proceeded to pull the loaded wagon into the school lobby.

      “Not your first rodeo, is it?” Mr. Hernandez said with a wink. The secretary was familiar with Kate, as she’d been the classroom parent for her sons when they’d attended the school.

      Kate wheeled past him with Ava shuffling by her side. Kate could tell by the way she walked Ava was pretending to have a fin. She let it slide.

      They arrived at the classroom, prompting Mrs. Farnsworth to glance up from her desk. “Is that a fairy I see? How on earth did she grow those lovely wings?”

      Ava giggled. “I’m using a magic spell.”

      Mrs. Farnsworth crossed the room to greet them. “I bet you are.” She smiled at Kate. “Mrs. Golden, you look wonderful. I bet you could turn me into a toad right now if you wanted to.”

      “I’m not that advanced yet,” Kate said. At this point, she wasn’t even a remedial witch. Maybe she was doomed to be a witch in costume only.

      Mrs. Farnsworth stooped over the wagon to admire the trays. “Honestly, I’ve never had a more organized room parent. I became the envy of every teacher in school when they found out Ava Golden was in my class.”

      Kate began pulling desks together to arrange them as tables. “Sweetie, can you get me the packet of tablecloths from the tote bag?”

      Ava retrieved the folded orange and black tablecloths.

      Kate was already halfway finished setting up by the time the other parents arrived to help. Bethany Bingham and Len Fellman stepped into the classroom with their respective children, their faces slackening as they surveyed the decorations. Bethany wore an antenna headband and a black and yellow striped top. Len was dressed as a clown.

      Kate shuddered. She despised clowns.

      “Did the Halloween fairy pay a visit last night?” Len asked.

      “Only this morning and her name is Kate Golden,” Mrs. Farnsworth said.

      Bethany observed Kate from head to toe. “How do you manage to look hot even as a witch?” She shook her head. “Life is so unfair.”

      The clown walked over to inspect the table of cupcakes. “We can’t eat these. They look like small works of art.”

      “I helped,” Ava chirped.

      “She did,” Kate confirmed. “Ava is an expert at handling icing.”

      Bethany opened her plastic container of cookies. “I wish I could say I baked these myself, but I didn’t have time. My mother-in-law is in the hospital again, so we’re shuttling back and forth to their place to help out my father-in-law.”

      Kate made a mental note to keep the cookies on a separate table since they weren’t cleared for kids with allergies.

      “You should’ve texted me,” Kate said to Bethany. “I can help out if you need someone to look after Daisy. She and Ava play so well together.”

      “Oh, I didn’t want to trouble you,” Bethany said. “I know how busy you are.”

      “Seriously, I’d be happy to help.”

      Bethany’s expression softened. “I don’t know how you do it, Kate. You’re remarkable.”

      “Clearly it’s witchcraft,” Len interjected. “And she’s finally giving us a glimpse of her true form.” He waved a hand at her costume.

      Kate waved a hand at his. “Right back at you, Bozo.”

      Bethany leaned over the snack table. “You even organized your cupcakes by color.”

      “You can’t have orange too close to purple,” Kate said. “They clash.”

      Len looked down at his garish clown outfit. “In that case, I’m one giant clash.”

      The rest of the children filed into the room, screeching with delight. Kate was pleased to note there were no other fairies or witches. With the exception of two Harry Potters, there were no duplicate costumes at all.

      Kate carefully explained each game and supervised the groups when it was their turn to load up their plates with food. She loved helping out at school and spending time with her kids in a different environment. Her parents had been too busy fighting each other to volunteer for anything. Kate still remembered observing other parents in the classroom and wishing one of them was hers.

      The party went by in a flash. Students were permitted to go home afterward, but Kate made sure that Ava helped clean up the classroom before they left.

      She and Ava climbed into the Land Rover, one riding a sugar high and the other ready to drop from fatigue.

      “Mommy, thank you. That was the best party ever,” Ava declared, ripping off her rainbow wig with a flourish.

      Kate smoothed back her daughter’s sweaty hair. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      “Will you come to school for Halloween every year?”

      “Until you start middle school.”

      “Good.” Ava shuffled her bottom on the seat, getting comfortable. “Now, what will you make for the Christmas party?”

      “I like a girl who plans ahead.” The screen on the dashboard alerted Kate to an incoming call and she tapped the screen. “Kate Golden.”

      “Hi Kate. My name is Paisley Sheridan. I’m the assistant for Timothy Turnbull. Would you be available to speak with him?”

      Kate’s pulse sped up. Timothy Turnbull worked for one of the publishing houses she’d queried with her book proposal. Kate immediately turned and put a finger to her lips. Ava mirrored her mother’s movements. She was only six, but she knew when to be quiet for a work-related call.

      “Absolutely,” Kate said.

      “Great. I’ll patch you through.”

      A beat later and a loud voice burst through the speaker. “Kate Golden. What a fantastic proposal. Your platform is impressive. Well, everything about this is impressive or I wouldn’t be calling.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Turnbull.”

      “How would you feel about pitching it to a couple of our executives?”

      “In New York?” Kate loved the energy of New York City. She tried to visit twice a year. She could’ve settled there after college graduation if she’d wanted to—plenty of Penn grads flocked to New York to work in the corporate world—but Kate had no desire to put down roots in a busy city.

      “Not yet,” he said. “I’d like to clear a couple hurdles before we have you come in for a face-to-face meeting.”

      “Just let me know what I need to do.”

      “Great attitude and exactly what I expected.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes and Kate ended the call with a squeal of delight.

      “He sounded grumpy,” Ava said.

      “Grumpy? No, sweetheart. That’s just his voice.”

      “I don’t like him,” Ava said. She slid down in her car seat and began to sulk.

      “You don’t need to like him.” Hell, I don’t need to like him, Kate thought. But we don’t get to choose our champions.

      She drove home, singing along with the radio. This was it. Her big chance to secure a book deal. She could hardly believe it. She was already planning the talk she’d deliver about self-actualization once the deal was done. And why wouldn’t it be done? It had been on Kate’s list and Kate always completed her task list.

      After Journey came The Rolling Stones, and Kate belted the chorus at the top of her lungs. “You get what you neeeed.”

      She parked in the driveway and left the motor running until the song was finished. Ava tried to sing with her, but didn’t know the words and eventually gave up.

      The song reminded her of Inga and a sense of sadness washed over her. She wished the older woman was still alive. Kate wanted to tell her about her latest accomplishment—or her near accomplishment. They’d toast to her success and Inga would share a story about her earlier life, a topic that never ceased to interest Kate. Inga had been a strong woman, not the type of woman who sent her daughter to the store so she could commit suicide. Inga was the type of woman who should’ve lived forever.

      Kate thought of the ‘assets’ she’d purportedly inherited from Inga and realized that, in a way, she would.
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      Kate handled the morning routine with her usual skill. She shot her husband a resentful glare as he appeared in the kitchen fully dressed and ready to depart. He retrieved a travel mug and emptied the contents of the coffee pot into it.

      “Daddy, will you cut my sandwich into fun shapes?” Ava asked. “I don’t like the crust.”

      “Since when?” Kate demanded. This was the first she was hearing about an aversion to crust.

      “I think your mom can handle it.” He winked at Kate.

      “Or you could consider waking up earlier and helping out,” Kate said, careful to keep her tone light and cheerful.

      Lucas planted a kiss on her cheek. “I’d only get in the way and mess up your perfect system.” He stopped to give each child a kiss on his way out the door.

      Kate sighed. He was a good dad and he loved his kids. She only wished he made more of an effort to be helpful. Her job was every bit as demanding as his and her income exceeded his. He seemed to think that just because she worked at home, her job was less important or she had more hours to spare. Like it was a hobby that happened to produce an income. He not only went to the gym most days, he also spent time golfing and boating with friends, whereas Kate’s only social activity that was purely for herself was her weekly cocktail club. Everything else either had a professional component or was connected to the kids.

      “Everyone comes home on the bus today,” Kate reminded them.

      “I want to sit with Mia,” Ava said. “She smells like strawberries.”

      “You’ll have to take that up with her after school,” Kate said.

      Kate made the roundtrip to both schools and returned home to start her work day. She responded to emails and comments, recited her gratitude list, and hit the Peloton bike hard. She mentally ticked off boxes as she showered. It gave her a sense of satisfaction to have accomplished so much before noon. Because it wasn’t a recording day, she had more time to speak to clients and run to the grocery store. She wasn’t against a delivery service on principle, but Kate didn’t trust a shopper to buy exactly what she wanted. She knew the shade of yellow she preferred for bananas and the level of ripeness she desired for avocados. No service could satisfy her standards.

      As she pushed her full cart out of the store, she passed by Kelly Brompton, a parent from the elementary school whose son was a year ahead of Ava.

      “Kate Golden, just the person I want to see.” In her knit sweater and UGGs, Kelly seemed overdressed for the unseasonably warm temperature.

      “You lucked out,” Kate said. “I almost made the trek to Wegmans today.” Kate waited for the other UGG to drop. She recognized when someone wanted something from her and Kelly had ‘favor’ written all over her perky face.

      “You’re so amazing with fundraisers,” Kelly said. “Would you mind chairing the Apple Festival this year? Usually Sue Banner handles it, but she’ll be in Barbados this year to celebrate her fortieth.”

      Kate swallowed hard. She knew her schedule inside and out and there was no way she could add one more task to her list without risking an implosion. On the other hand, the thought of appearing incapable gnawed at her. Saying no would be a sign of weakness. She was Kate Golden. How could she say no? People would speculate.

      Kate felt a stabbing pain in her chest and an image of Inga on the floor flashed in her mind. Inga had collapsed right in front of her after a shot of tequila. The picture morphed into another figure on the floor—this one youthful and blond, her blue eyes open and vacant.

      Kate flinched at the sudden memory of her mother. As hard she’d tried to forget that awful day, the image had a way of seeping into her thoughts when she least expected it. Her suicide had been the worst moment of Kate’s life, much worse than the divorce of her parents. Kate hadn’t realized how much her mother had been hurting in the years following the divorce. Kate had been fifteen at the time, with all a teenager’s usual traits of self-absorption and obliviousness to the lives of adults.

      Kate’s mother had sent her to the store, seemingly desperate for milk to finish a recipe. It had been a ruse, of course. Her mother needed Kate out of the house so she could follow through with her plan without interruption. Kate sometimes wondered whether her mother had considered what would happen next—that Kate would be the one to find her. The image of her mother’s lifeless body was forever seared in her mind. She’d called an ambulance, a futile gesture, but she hadn’t known what else to do. There’d been no saving her. Her mother had decided there was nothing worth living for.

      Kate’s drive to succeed went into overdrive. It had started when she was eight, after her parents’ divorce. She’d been desperately afraid of losing her parents’ love the way they’d lost their love for each other, so she took great pains to be the perfect child. If she were perfect, they would love her and never leave her.

      But at fifteen, she hadn’t been perfect enough for her mother to stay.

      “What do you say, Kate?” Kelly prompted. “You’d have complete control. No committee to limit you.”

      Under normal circumstances, Kelly’s offer would have been a carrot Kate couldn’t resist. Complete control was her preferred method. No one to tell her that the Apple Festival ‘always’ had the banner with the golden apple on it, even though Kate thought the picture looked like a jaundiced butt.

      “I’m so sorry, but I don’t think I can work it into my schedule,” Kate heard herself say, “but I appreciate you thinking of me.”

      Kelly blinked three times in rapid succession, as though she couldn’t process Kate’s refusal. “Oh, well. That’s too bad. I was sure you’d be up for it.”

      “Not this year. I’m sorry.” Kate didn’t offer any explanation.

      Kelly seemed flustered. She said an awkward goodbye and stumbled away to find some other parent to hoodwink.

      Kate remained rooted in place, the realization of her response landing. “I said no,” she whispered to herself. “Why did I do that?”

      Kelly would tell other parents that Kate said no, that she couldn’t handle the workload.

      By the time Kate arrived home, she was nearly in a blind panic. Word would’ve gotten around by now that Kate Golden wouldn’t—couldn’t—take on the Apple Festival. She could practically hear their whispers and wonderings. Her skin itched with the thought of people thinking less of her. Maybe she’d made a mistake. Maybe she should call Kelly right now and tell her that she’d double-checked her schedule and it appeared that she could chair the festival after all.

      Kate grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and climbed the steps to her office. It was time to recite her gratitude list and check YouTube comments. She was vaguely aware of the automated nature of her movements, like she was operating on muscle memory.

      She finished with her notebook and opened Inga’s book, expecting it to look as blank as every other day.

      Her heart thumped.

      On the first page was a recipe written in unfamiliar script, accompanied by an image of a cocktail that resembled a golden margarita.

      Kate’s hand splayed across her chest as she scanned the entry. “I can’t believe this,” she breathed.

      She immediately called Libbie. Her best friend was the only person in the world who would understand what this moment felt like since she’d recently gone through it.

      “Hey, lady. What’s up?”

      “Are you busy?” Kate asked.

      “I’m rolling dough for pastry. It can wait if you need me.”

      Libbie was an amazing friend. Did Kate tell her that often enough? She doubted it.

      “Can you come over now? I have something important to show you.”

      “That sounds intriguing. You didn’t get a tattoo, did you?”

      Kate laughed into the phone. “I think you know me better than that.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe a tasteful butterfly on your ankle or some Chinese letters you can’t read, but you’re sure they translate to ‘eat, pray, love?’”

      “No tattoo today.”

      “I’ll be there in ten,” Libbie said.

      “Before you go, do you happen to have any goldenrod in your garden?” It was the only ingredient Kate didn’t have in stock.

      “As a matter of fact, I do. Why? Are you testing a recipe for Lucas? Your anniversary’s coming up, isn’t it?”

      “It is.” She didn’t mention she’d already made dinner reservations at Club Cloverleaf. The chef there made an incredible creme brûlée, her husband’s favorite dessert.

      “Goldenrod’s a nice touch,” Libbie said. “You’re both right there in the name.”

      Kate was still smiling when she put down the phone. Libbie had been in such good spirits ever since she’d quit her job and ditched Chris, her loser boyfriend. Now she was running her own catering business that had become the talk of the town and dating Ethan, the silver fox. Kate was so proud of her friend. It had taken a lot of courage for Libbie to push through her fears and make serious changes to her life. It was the kind of experience Kate wanted for her clients, but it was hard to advise your best friend. Libbie was like family and Kate made a habit of only trying to motivate strangers. It was better for the relationship that way.

      Kate tucked the book under her arm and went downstairs to wait on the patio for her friend, grabbing a cardigan from the back of the chair on her way outside. The outdoor space was Kate’s favorite spot. In fact, it was the view that sold this house. Once Kate had stood out here and admired the lake as the sun was setting, brilliant colors streaking through the trees in the distance, she was a goner. Lucas had taken one look at her rapt expression and made an offer to the realtor right then and there. He knew her so well, or at least he had then. Sometimes she looked at him now and saw only a roommate or a colleague.

      Libbie arrived on the patio looking like a woman who’d been attacked by a clown en route. She had patches of flour on her face and clothes, and her dark hair was falling out of its messy bun.

      Kate suppressed a laugh. “You really were in the middle of making pastry, weren’t you?”

      Libbie flopped into the chair next to her. “Did you think it was a euphemism? Trust me, if I’d been having carnal relations with Ethan, I wouldn’t have answered the phone, not even for you.”

      “How’s that going?”

      Libbie sighed happily. “I’ve finally reached my sexual peak.”

      “Better late than never,” Kate said.

      “I didn’t even know there was a peak until now. I thought it was all valleys. A desert, really. More like a sexual Sahara.”

      Kate offered a rueful smile. “Marriage doesn’t necessarily change that perspective.”

      Libbie regarded her with concern. “Everything okay with you and Lucas?”

      “Of course,” Kate lied. “I was just speaking in general terms. By the way, there’s another Dread Pirate witch in town, baby.” She handed over the book and watched eagerly as Libbie opened to the first page.

      Libbie sucked in a surprised breath. “Kate, this is so awesome. Have you made the cocktail yet?”

      Kate shook her head. “I need the missing ingredient.”

      Libbie’s eyes widened as she remembered the goldenrod. “I have it right here.” She dug through her handbag and tossed a sealed plastic bag across the table. “Straight from the garden. Do you want me to supervise?”

      “It’s a cocktail. How hard can it be?”

      Libbie examined the recipe. “You need to infuse the tequila. The recipe says it needs to chill for a few hours.”

      “I’m sure I can do it faster than that.”

      Libbie snorted. “It’s not a competition, Kate. That’s how long it takes no matter who’s making it.”

      “O ye of little faith.” She slid back her chair. “Care to watch me work my magic?”

      “I would be honored. Should we call Julie and Rebecca?”

      “I considered it, but I don’t want to rub it in.”

      “Understood, although they’ll find out soon enough anyway. Friday will be here before we know it.”

      Kate reentered the house with Libbie right behind her, carrying the book and her bag. “Maybe I won’t mention it at all until I know something’s happened.”

      Libbie grunted. “You sound skeptical. Do you think I imagined what happened to me? For Pete’s sake, you saw what happened when Chris tried to burn the book.”

      Kate nodded, remembering. The book had risen and reformed like a phoenix from the ashes. The moment still seemed surreal when she thought about it.

      Kate experimented with holding the book in a variety of positions in an effort to read the small print.

      “Any closer and you’ll be wearing it as a mask,” Libbie remarked.

      She lowered the book. “The print is so tiny; I can hardly see it.”

      “Looks normal to me. You might want to make an appointment with the eye doctor.”

      “I’ve always had 20/20 vision. I don’t see why that should change.”

      Libbie suppressed a snort laugh. “I’m sure you don’t.”

      Kate opened and closed cabinet doors as she collected the ingredients. Tequila was easy, as were bitters.

      Libbie observed the assembly of ingredients. “Bitters, huh? Interesting choice.”

      “Hey, I’m not the mixologist. Any idea what this cocktail is meant to do?” Kate asked.

      “It will be different for each of us, I think,” Libbie said. “Lorraine said the magic is specific to the person, remember?”

      Kate vaguely recalled the psychic witch telling them that. “Yours seemed to trigger newfound confidence, which I thoroughly approve of, by the way.”

      “Not just confidence,” Libbie said. “Overcoming fear. I was stuck because I was too afraid to voice my needs.”

      “I think we can both agree that’s not my issue.” Kate opened the bottle of tequila.

      “You’re using fresh lime juice, right?” Libbie asked.

      Kate cast her a glib look. “Do I look like an amateur to you?” She plucked a lime from the fruit bowl and sliced a wedge. “Will there be a puff of purple smoke or something? How will I know it worked?”

      Libbie rested her elbows on the island and smiled. “No special effects, I’m afraid.”

      “Why not? We had a glimpse of it when we opened Inga’s jar.” Kate remembered how her entire body had tingled.

      “Breath is the spirit,” Libbie said, echoing Inga’s final words.

      The idea that Inga had somehow stored her spirit in the jar and divided it among them sounded crazy when Kate allowed herself to really think about it. Then again, she couldn’t argue with the gust of air that had blown through the room or the strange sensation they’d each experienced.

      “There seems to be an element of trust involved,” Libbie said.

      Kate looked thoughtful. “I guess that’s true. You went along with it from the beginning. Made a cocktail each time it appeared and let someone drink it.”

      After Libbie’s first cocktail, recipes had started appearing in her book for other people. One of their longtime friends had ended up catching an early cancer diagnosis because the cocktail seemed to give her the courage to stop stalling and get a mammogram.

      Libbie laughed lightly. “It sounds kind of reckless when you say it like that.”

      “We both know you’re far from reckless.” Kate added the goldenrod. “So I chill this for a few hours and then down the hatch?”

      “Pretty much.” Libbie clasped her hands together. “I’m excited to see what’s next for you, although I can’t imagine it will be as dramatic as mine. Your life is pretty perfect already. Maybe you’ll start shooting rainbow lasers.”

      Kate said nothing in response. She remained fixated on the mixture in front of her.

      “I wonder why the magic thinks I’m ready now,” Kate mused. “It’s not like anything’s changed.”

      Libbie shrugged. “Maybe it has. Change doesn’t need to be earth-shattering. You’re not about to quit your job. You love what you do.”

      “That’s true.” Kate wouldn’t trade her job for anything. It fulfilled her criteria for success and allowed her to help people. She worked from home and was able to spend more time with her children. Everything about it was a plus.

      “I need to get back to my pastry,” Libbie said. “Text me tomorrow and let me know how it goes.”

      “I will.”

      After Libbie left, Kate sealed the container with the infusion and placed it in the fridge. She continued to stand in front of the refrigerator for a few minutes afterward, wondering what the arrival of magic would mean for her.

      

      It was evening when Kate was finally able to sample her cocktail. Homework was done. Dinner was over and the kitchen now clean. She’d been looking forward to this moment all day.

      “What’s that?” Lucas asked, eyeing the cocktail in her hand. “Looks tasty.”

      Kate decided to keep its origin to herself. “Libbie gave me the recipe.”

      His brow lifted. “It’s not one of her special cocktails, is it?”

      “She’s testing it for Friday night. Now that Inga’s no longer at the helm, we’re taking turns choosing a cocktail to spotlight.” Kate didn’t know why she felt compelled to lie. She didn’t keep secrets from her husband.

      Ava glanced up from her drawing of a princess and a dragon. “Can I have a cocktail?”

      “Of course, my love. How about one with crushed strawberries?” Kate asked.

      Ava frowned. “That’s just a smoothie.”

      Her six-year-old was too clever for Kate. “I can add a special ingredient.”

      “I want what you’re having,” Ava said.

      Gavin stifled a laugh. “Go on, Mom. That will go over really well on your YouTube channel.”

      Kate ignored him. “Alcohol is for adults, sweetie, but I’m happy to add a mystery ingredient to yours to make it extra special.”

      That seemed to placate her youngest child. Ava nodded and returned her attention to the drawing.

      “You’ve made the princess too big,” Gavin said. “She’s practically as big as the dragon.”

      “Maybe it’s a baby dragon,” Brett said.

      Kate crossed the room to inspect the artwork. “Gavin's right. She’s not in proportion.”

      Lucas gave her a pointed look. “Kate.”

      She knew what that tone meant. She was being overly critical. Before she could backpedal, Ava’s eyes filled with tears.

      Shit.

      “You know what?” Kate said, pretending to scrutinize the drawing. “I was looking at it upside down. Now that I see it from this angle, I think it’s perfect the way it is.”

      Ava wiped a stray tear from her cheek. “No, it’s all wrong.” She picked up a black crayon and scribbled all over the page.

      No one said a word. They looked at Kate, waiting for her to take the lead. There was nothing she could do to salvage it now; the damage was done.

      “I think I’ll sit on the patio with my drink.” She left the kitchen before anyone could stop her. A lump formed in her throat as she settled into the Adirondack chair and brought the cocktail to her lips. She tried to remember what it was like to be six years old. Kate hadn’t been as precise then. Her memories involved lopsided cupcakes and scraped knees. Young Kate had been far from perfect. But then her parents divorced and Kate realized that imperfection was no longer an option.

      The liquid coated her throat and she focused on her taste buds in an effort to pick out the different ingredients. In the fading light, she surveyed the changing leaves. This year was disappointing; the colors weren’t as vivid as she preferred. She liked a little more red, although the display of orange and gold was pretty. It occurred to Kate that she was arguably in the autumn of her life. Soon she’d arrive at winter and that would be it. Life cycle over. No regrowth or rebirth.

      It was a sobering thought.

      A shiver traveled down her body as she drank. The cocktail was good but stopped short of amazing. She silently scolded herself for not mixing it long enough. Maybe another few shakes would’ve made the difference. She could try again tomorrow if there was enough time.

      There never seemed to be enough time. Between the kids’ school and activities, meals, her work, Lucas’s schedule, and volunteer work, it seemed that Kate was running on a treadmill even when she wasn’t. Ava was only six. Kate still had years of parenting ahead of her and then what? She was already forty-eight. She’d be old and haggard by the time she could slow down and enjoy life, not that she didn’t enjoy it now. She knew she was fortunate to have her dream job, a healthy family, and plenty of money. Sure, her marriage could stand improvement, but couldn’t everyone’s? She knew her relationship with Lucas seemed perfect to outsiders and that was the way she liked it. No one needed to see the cracks in their foundation. As long as she kept up her Instagram and Facebook posts about her blessed union, no one would be the wiser. And she always made a point to mention Lucas in her videos so that her audience didn’t suspect any flaws. How could she encourage them to be the best versions of themselves if they thought she wasn’t doing the same? Kate had built a small empire based on that simple premise and she had no desire to watch it crumble. She loved the overwhelmingly positive feedback. They seemed to view her as a friend and confidante. Someone to aspire to be. She couldn’t afford to be less.

      Kate finished the last mouthful of the cocktail and cupped the glass in her hands like a bouquet of flowers. It smelled vaguely of garlic, although there was no garlic in the recipe. She smiled, thinking of Inga’s soft spot for garlic bagel chips. The older woman had often served them at their weekly cocktail club meetings, regardless of what they were drinking. Expensive champagne. How about a handful of garlic bagel chips?

      An invisible weight rested on her chest as she realized how much she missed Inga. The older woman seemed to see straight through Kate, although she’d never said a word to suggest it. It was the way Inga had looked at her, with clear blue eyes that appeared to cut through all Kate’s protective layers and glimpse her very soul. With anyone else, that would’ve made Kate uncomfortable—even Libbie didn’t see Kate that clearly—but there was something about Inga’s penetrating gaze that she’d found comforting.

      She heard the door open behind her and Lucas called out, “Are you coming in soon? Ava needs her bath.”

      Kate closed her eyes and willed herself to stay quiet. She could handle a bath. Never mind that Lucas was available.

      She kept her focus on the view. “Would you mind running the water and I’ll be there in a minute?”

      “Sure. Everything okay?”

      “Just finishing my drink.” She heard the door close and her body relaxed in response. She didn’t know why his presence made her so tense. Kate still remembered a time when the sight of him excited her. Before he and Kate had started dating, Lucas Golden had been known as the catch of the century. Naturally that moniker had piqued Kate’s interest. His looks helped, of course. His dark blond hair curled up at the edges. His eyes a pale green, like a blade of grass bleached by too much sunlight. She especially loved when he was fresh out of the shower with a towel wrapped around his toned stomach—at least she used to. Now the sight would only annoy her because Lucas seemed to find time to do whatever he wanted at whatever pace he wanted, whereas Kate was juggling balls and jumping through hoops all with a gracious smile. She’d tried talking to him about the disparity multiple times over the years. Communication was one of her key skills, or so she told herself. Usually the conversation resulted in a week where he’d remember to take out the trash, or he’d order dinner before she started making it. Another week would go by and they’d revert to their usual habits. Kate knew from experience that forming new habits was the way to make changes stick. She told clients that all the time; she just didn’t know how to instill them in Lucas without prompting an argument.

      An upstairs window slid open. “Kate, the water’s ready.”

      She tipped back her head to see Lucas’s head poking out of the bathroom window upstairs. “Coming.”

      Another ball to juggle before bedtime. Kate pulled herself to her feet with the empty glass still in her hands. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” she murmured, and dragged herself inside.
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      Kate knew something was wrong the moment she opened her eyes. Cat-Cat rested on her chest, breathing tuna breath into Kate’s face.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked.

      “Meow,” Cat-Cat said.

      It was a standoff. Kate wasn’t sure whether to brush the cat aside or wait for her to move of her own accord. She didn’t want to get bitten or scratched.

      As the cat moved forward, Kate closed her eyes and cringed. She felt its sandpaper tongue swipe across her chin and bolted upright.

      “No thank you!”

      The cat jumped off the bed and Kate peeled back the covers to escape. She ran to the bathroom to wash the area where the cat had licked. She wet a washcloth and looked in the mirror to make sure she wiped the right spot. It was then that she saw it.

      A wart.

      On her chin.

      Not only that, there was a coarse hair growing from its middle.

      Kate opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Slowly, she brought her index finger to touch the wart and confirm its existence.

      “I don’t believe this,” she whispered.

      “Meow.” Cat-Cat jumped on the counter beside the sink to offer cries of consolation.

      Kate stared at the cat. “Did you do this?”

      She ran to the bedside table and swiped her phone to text Rebecca. As a volunteer at the local animal shelter, Rebecca would know whether a cat could transmit some kind of disfiguring disease to humans.

      The response was immediate. Not possible, followed by a string of laughing emojis.

      Kate returned to the bathroom to study her chin. It was the spot where she thought a hormonal zit was emerging. How could it have morphed into a wart? It was the same place she’d worn the wart for the witch costume.

      The witch.

      A heavy breath escaped her. Thanks to Inga, Kate was a witch, but Lorraine had said that warts were only a stereotype. Her mind drifted back to the magical cocktail. Could that somehow have triggered this hideous defect?

      Kate rifled through her cosmetics basket and retrieved a pair of tweezers. At least if she could liberate that single hair, she could cover the rest with makeup until she figured out how to remove it. She leaned forward for a closer view of the wart and attempted to pluck the hair. She blinked. The hair was still there.

      “I need a better mirror,” she said.

      She shuffled to the other side of the counter where she’d installed a shaving mirror for Lucas. The sight of the magnified hair made her shudder. There was no way she could leave the house like this. She tried again with the tweezers, but the hair refused to budge.

      What the hell?

      “Mommy, I’m hungry.” Ava’s voice rang out from downstairs.

      “Coming,” she called. She’d have to deal with this after breakfast.

      She entered the kitchen, where the kids were seated at the table. Gavin and Brett had bowls of cereal, but Ava’s placemat was empty.

      “I don’t want cereal,” Ava said, as though reading her mother’s mind.

      Gavin glanced up from his bowl. “You look like Nanny McPhee.”

      Kate fought the urge to burst into tears.

      “That’s a good thing, Mommy,” Ava chimed in. “It means you’ll get more beautiful the better we behave.”

      “But we already behave,” Gavin said.

      “And you’re already beautiful,” Brett said.

      “I don’t think this has anything to do with you, sweetie,” Kate said. She’d done this to herself somehow and now she had to find a way to undo it.

      She’d never hurried the children to school so quickly. She prayed she didn’t run into anyone she knew.

      She didn’t drive straight home afterward. Instead, she stopped to see Libbie. Maybe her friend could help.

      Libbie was surprised to see her unexpected guest. “How’d it go?”

      Kate brushed past her and entered the house. “I must’ve done something wrong. I think my cocktail backfired.” Kate heard the note of panic in her voice and tried to squelch it. Panic wasn’t in her wheelhouse. She was known for keeping a cool head during times of crisis. Finding your mother dead on the floor can have that effect.

      “What makes you think that?” Libbie asked.

      Kate drew an imaginary circle around her face. “Can’t you see it? My face is Manhattan and this wart is the Empire State Building.”

      Libbie squinted at Kate’s chin. “Oh, that? Are you sure it’s a wart? It looks like a zit that you tried to pop.”

      Kate recoiled in horror. “Would I ever be foolish enough to squeeze a zit on my face? I could end up with a scar.”

      “Well, right now it looks like you’ve ended up with a weird bump on your chin. I’m sure makeup can cover it.”

      Kate was gobsmacked that her best friend was taking this development so lightly. “I have to walk around town and be seen. I’m volunteering at school for the play. The children will cower in fear at the sight of me.”

      Libbie smirked. “They do that already.”

      Kate wasn’t amused. “They’ll think I’m playing the Beast.”

      “To be fair, he’s a good character.” Libbie waved a hand. “Except for that whole imprisoning people for no reason part.”

      Kate’s throat felt tight and dry. Why was Libbie being so difficult? Couldn’t she see what a big problem this was? Kate didn’t have the usual issues of other women and she worked tirelessly to make it so.

      “There’s something else,” Kate said.

      Libbie grew alert. “What?”

      “I packed the wrong lunches.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Kate heaved a sigh. “I mean I gave Gavin's lunch to Ava and Ava’s lunch to Gavin.” She’d only realized on the drive to Libbie’s.

      “Well, at least with three kids you got one of them right.”

      Kate glared at her. “I have never once in the history of making lunches made a mistake, Elizabeth.”

      Libbie shrank away at the use of her given name. “Okay, I can see we have a situation. So what’s next? That’s your favorite question, right?”

      “I don’t know. That’s my concern. What if I turn into a toad?”

      Libbie offered a patient smile. “No, I mean what’s next, as in how are you going to handle the lunches?”

      “I guess I could go back to the middle school first...” But she didn’t want anyone in school to see her face.

      “Why not just let them eat a different lunch? What’s the worst that can happen?”

      They can hate me forever. They’ll talk about it in therapy for years to come—the day their mother neglected their needs and gave them tuna instead of turkey and cheese.

      “I just don’t want them to get upset,” Kate said.

      “They’ll be fine. They’ll come home and probably complain, eat a snack, and then go on their merry way.”

      Kate mulled it over. “I guess you’re right. It’s just that I don’t mess up like that. I don’t understand what happened.”

      “You’re human, Katherine Golden. That’s what happened.”

      Kate pressed her lips together, trying to come to grips with her fallibility. “It won’t happen again.”

      “I’m sure it won’t, but even if it does, it’s okay.” Libbie held out her arms and looked at her with uncertainty. “Want a hug or are we not that far gone?”

      Kate wasn’t much of a hugger, which her friend knew well. “I’m good, but I appreciate the offer.” An idea occurred to her. “Do you think I should talk to Ethan?”

      Libbie frowned. “About what?”

      “About this whole witch thing. Maybe he can cancel the contract and the wart will go away.”

      “There’s no contract, Kate.”

      “Yes, there is. We signed something. Why don’t I have him draft a new contract that rescinds the original one? Or my lawyer can do it if you think he’s too busy.”

      Libbie gave her friend a sympathetic look. “I know you’re feeling panicked right now, but I don’t think signing a contract to refuse Inga’s assets will change anything.”

      Kate felt her pent-up frustration bubbling to the surface. “It isn’t right. You shouldn’t be able to force someone to inherit something they don’t want.”

      “No one forced you. You took in Cat-Cat and you accepted the division of her magical assets.”

      Kate jerked a finger at her wart. “This is black magic, Libbie. I don’t want to dabble in the dark arts. I’ve seen Harry Potter two hundred times. I know how that turns out.”

      “Try to calm down.” Libbie clamped a hand over her mouth the moment the words left her lips. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Kate knew why her friend was sorry. They’d agreed long ago that telling a woman to calm down was the equivalent of nails on a chalkboard and warranted a swift kick in the crotch.

      Libbie gave her friend’s arm a gentle squeeze. “Hang in there. I don’t think you messed up the recipe. I think you need to sit back and listen to whatever the universe is trying to tell you. That’s what I had to do.”

      “The universe is apparently telling me I need a reverse makeover. Gavin called me Nanny McPhee.”

      Libbie laughed. “Well, Emma Thompson is amazing, so that’s a huge compliment.”

      Some of the tension eased from Kate’s body. It was incredible what a difference a conversation with a friend could make—that was the real magic.

      “I hate to diagnose you and run, but I’ve got work to do.”

      “Yeah, same.” And then she needed to go to school to drop off costumes for play rehearsals. Maybe she could dump them and run before anyone got a good look at her. “Thanks for talking me down from the ledge.”

      Libbie smiled. “What are friends for?”

      “Fair warning, though,” Kate said. “If I wake up with a club foot, I’m driving straight over to your house and beating you with it.”

      Libbie shook her head, laughing. “Deal.”

      

      Despite her best efforts, Kate was not able to avoid human contact at school. She did, however, cake on enough foundation to erect a building on her face.

      She rushed into the auditorium where the actors and parent helpers were already gathered on the stage.

      “Oh, good. Wonder Woman’s here.” Kendra Dunbar walked to the edge of the stage to greet her.

      “Sorry, I’m late. I got stuck on a client call.” That rarely happened. Kate typically left enough time between tasks to prevent overflow.

      Kendra glanced at Kate’s empty hands. “Where are the costumes? You said you’d bring them today.”

      Kate slapped her forehead. “Right. Yes. They’re in the car. I’ll be right back.”

      She hurried out of the auditorium and back to the parking lot, feeling like an idiot. She’d been driving around with the bag in the trunk for so long that she’d forgotten it was there. It hadn’t been easy to source the costumes for the villagers. She’d called a dozen thrift shops and then drove two hours roundtrip to get what they needed.

      She popped open the trunk and tugged on the bag. It was heavier than she remembered. As she yanked it out of the car, the bag split and the clothes came tumbling out, spilling onto the pavement.

      “Terrific,” she muttered.

      She bent down to collect them and felt a twinge in her lower back. Pain radiated from the spot, traveling to her hip and then to the far points of her body. She whimpered and tried to lean against the car but realized she was in too much pain to move an inch. Now she had a hunched back and a wart. Not the Beast, then. Quasimodo.

      “Kate, are you okay?”

      Kate bit back a groan. She recognized the voice of Hannah Greer, another parent volunteer. Hannah was the last person she wanted to see her like this. Her daughter Camille was in Gavin's class, and Hannah was forever comparing the two students, despite the fact that Gavin seemed to outshine Hannah in every category. Hannah had a history of cornering Kate and quizzing her about Gavin’s grades and college aspirations. Kate felt a little sorry for Camille. The girl seemed perfectly nice and not remotely interested in competing with Gavin. Lucas had been subjected to more than one rant on the subject, usually following a school function. The last time Kate had raised the subject, after a brutal Back to School night where the classrooms seemed to be ninety degrees, Lucas had laughed and called Kate a hypocrite. Kate had vehemently disagreed; she’d always pursued excellence on her own behalf but wasn’t nearly as hard on her children. Gavin was competitive on the soccer field and she approved of that. His good grades—they came from doing his best rather than measuring himself against others. Lucas had listened to these arguments with a smirk on his face but said nothing more on the subject.

      Kate managed to open her mouth without crying. “I’ve pulled a muscle and can’t move.”

      “Oh, no.” Hannah moved closer and Kate noticed the frayed laces of the woman’s Converse sneakers. “Should I see if the school nurse is still here?”

      “I don’t think a dose of liquid Tylenol will do the trick.”

      “I see Renee across the parking lot.” Hannah jumped up and down and Kate pictured the stout woman crisscrossing her arms above her head.

      “Is Renee a chiropractor or something?” Kate couldn’t remember what Renee did for a living, only that she had extremely curly hair and freckles so numerous and close together they reminded Kate of a Georges Seurat painting.

      “No.” Hannah leaned down to whisper in Kate’s ear. “She’s a pharmacist.”

      “What’s going on, ladies?” Renee’s voice had a singsong quality that Kate associated with perky children and Disney princesses.

      “Poor Kate seems to be stuck in this position,” Hannah explained. “She pulled a muscle in her back.”

      “That sucks,” Renee said.

      “We all have our problem areas,” Hannah said. “Even Kate, apparently.”

      Renee leaned over to whisper in Kate’s ear. “I’m not supposed to do this, but I have muscle relaxers in my bag. Are you able to take those?”

      “Yes,” Kate croaked, growing more uncomfortable by the second. “I’m not on any medications.”

      “Perfect.” Renee sounded so cheerful that it set Kate’s teeth on edge. “Can you swallow them without water?”

      “Yes.”

      Kate heard the sound of rustling.

      “Here we are.”

      Kate held her mouth open until she felt the two pills hit her tongue. She swallowed them gratefully.

      “Why don’t we try to move you into a more comfortable position?” Renee placed a gentle hand on Kate’s lower back. “I don’t want to hurt you. Can you shuffle closer to the trunk and maybe we can lay you down on your side?”

      “There’s Mr. Powell,” Hannah chirped. “Yoo-hoo, Mr. Powell! We could use your help over here.”

      “Good idea. He’s strong,” Renee said.

      “And very attractive,” Hannah added.

      Kate cringed. The middle school history teacher was also the soccer coach. The only upside to this debacle was that no one could see her wart.

      “We seem to have a situation,” Renee said.

      “I can see that,” Mr. Powell said. “How are you holding up, Kate?”

      “I’m not.” Kate knew he was assessing her and she suddenly wished she weren’t in quite such a provocative position with her butt sticking out like a horny baboon.

      “Did you sneeze?” he asked. “The last time my wife pulled her back out, it was because she sneezed.”

      “That makes me pee my pants,” Renee offered. She didn’t sound remotely embarrassed by the admission.

      “I didn’t sneeze,” Kate said. “I was lifting a bag of costumes out of the trunk for the school play.”

      “I see that,” Renee said.

      Hannah clucked her tongue. “No good deed goes unpunished.”

      “Let’s get you situated and then I’ll get these costumes off the pavement,” Renee said.

      “Thank you,” Kate whispered. It took all her energy not to cry.

      Between the three of them, they shifted Kate into the trunk.

      “It feels so strange to see you like this,” Hannah said. “You’re Kate Golden. I picture you leaping over tall buildings and stopping trains with one hand tied behind your back.”

      “You seem to have her confused with Superman,” Renee said.

      Shame washed over Kate as she listened to them discuss her. No one was supposed to see her like this, so helpless and vulnerable. Word was bound to get around that she’d been defeated by a bag of clothes.

      “Would you like me to bring the bag into the auditorium?” Mr. Powell offered.

      “I would appreciate that,” Kate said quietly.

      “Do you want me to call your husband?” Hannah asked.

      “You should,” Renee said. “She won’t be able to drive once the muscle relaxers kick in.”

      “Will someone tell my sons I’m here?” Kate asked. “I don’t want them to think I’ve forgotten them.”

      Hannah laughed. “As if you’d ever do a thing like that.”

      At least Ava was at a friend’s house. Small mercies.

      Kate dozed off while waiting for help to arrive. It turned out Lucas was in a meeting and unreachable, so Rebecca and Julie were the ones to show up. Rebecca drove the Land Rover with Kate and the boys, and Julie drove behind them to take Rebecca home again afterward.

      “Thank you,” Kate slurred. She could hardly keep her eyes open.

      “No problem,” Rebecca said. “I hope that spasm doesn’t come back. Sounds like it was pretty fierce.”

      She and Julie helped Kate into the house and got her settled.

      “Do you want us to stay and make dinner?” Julie asked.

      “This is when you want Libbie instead of us,” Rebecca added.

      Kate barely registered their conversation. She fell asleep on the couch and awoke in a confused state. The house was dark and there was a trail of dried drool on her arm.

      “You’re up,” Lucas said. He crossed the room to look at her. “How do you feel?”

      “Like someone stuffed cotton balls in my mouth.”

      “Drugs will do that to you. I’ll get you a glass of water.”

      Kate sat up. “I can do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She stretched, careful not to pull her muscles too hard. “I feel fine now.” She rose to her feet and surveyed the downstairs. “Where are the kids?”

      “Confined to their rooms. I didn’t want them to disturb you.”

      “Ava, too?”

      “Grace drove her home.”

      That was a relief. “I should make dinner.” She walked to the kitchen and spotted dishes in the sink.

      “We’ve eaten. There are leftovers if you’re hungry.”

      Kate cast a curious look at him. “You made dinner?”

      “No, Julie and Rebecca did.”

      He stared at her face and, for a fleeting moment, Kate wondered what he was looking at. Then she remembered.

      “What’s on your chin?” he asked.

      “A witch’s wart. Part of my inheritance from Inga, apparently.”

      “Seems a bit cruel.” He observed her closely. “Are you sure you feel well?”

      She poured water from the tap and drank. “Well enough.”

      The sound of a ringing phone drew her attention to the island.

      “It’s yours,” Lucas said. “Want me to get it?”

      “I can do it.” Excitement shot through her when she recognized the New York City exchange. Finally, something good today.

      “Kate Golden.”

      “How’s it going, superstar?” Timothy Turnbull asked in his booming voice. Kate held the phone slightly away from her ear.

      “Never a dull moment,” she said. No need to share the details of her disastrous day. “Are you ready to set up another call?”

      “Sure am. How’s tomorrow?”

      Kate glanced at tomorrow’s schedule on the whiteboard. She had two appointments, plus the kids’ activities. A busy day, but she could make it work. This was a potential book deal. The cherry on top of a success sundae. She would make it work.

      “Whenever’s good for you,” she said.

      “How does four o’clock sound?”

      “I’ll put it on the calendar. Speak to you then.”

      “Oh, and Kate.”

      Her finger hovered over the button to end the call. “Yes?”

      “We’d like you to make some changes to your pitch before then, if it’s not too much of an imposition,” Timothy said.

      Kate flinched. “What kind of changes?”

      “We’d like you to shift your focus to a certain segment of the market. The book club moms. You know, women like you.”

      Kate didn’t know how to respond. She was in a cocktail club, not a book club. “My book is motivational. It isn’t really aimed at book club moms.”

      A look of concern crossed Lucas’s rugged features.

      “Exactly,” Timothy said. “Moms want to lose those stubborn fifteen pounds after the kids are born. They want to know how to juggle childcare and career. How to have it all. Like you, Kate. And you’re in the best position to tell them how to do it. One look at you and they’ll be handing over their money. Hell, their husbands will probably buy the book for them.”

      Kate stood her ground. “I don’t have anything against book club moms, and I’m sure those women will find value in my book, but that’s not an angle I’m interested in emphasizing.” It had the potential to turn into shaming women instead of motivating them.

      Silence greeted her response.

      “Mr. Turnbull, did you hear me?” Maybe they’d lost their connection.

      “I heard you, Kate. Let me put it this way, if you want this deal to happen, I suggest you learn to incorporate feedback.”

      They had, indeed, lost their connection.

      “Is that something you think you can do?” he pressed.

      Her throat thickened. “Yes, absolutely. I’ll revise the pitch by tomorrow.”

      “I knew I could count on you. You’re Supergirl, right?”

      “Wonder Woman,” Kate corrected him, emphasizing the word ‘woman.’

      “One’s as hot as the other, right? Speak to you tomorrow.”

      Kate’s hand was shaking as she set the phone on the island.

      Lucas gave her an appraising look. “Anything you want to talk about?”

      “A publishing company is interested in my book proposal,” she said.

      His broke into a grin. “Kate, that’s amazing.”

      “Not yet, it isn’t. There are hoops I need to jump through first.” There was no point in celebrating until the ink was dry.

      “If anyone can jump through hoops, it’s you.”

      “It’s only a preliminary stage. I don’t want to jinx it.”

      Lucas was quiet for a moment. “Okay. I’m glad you’re feeling better. Why don’t you sit down and I’ll heat up your plate?”

      Kate thought of the changes she’d need to make to her proposal in time for tomorrow’s meeting. With her busy schedule tomorrow, she’d need to get started now. “I don’t have much of an appetite. I think I’ll go upstairs.”

      “Need help getting upstairs?” he asked.

      “No, I can do it.”

      “Of course you can,” he said quietly. “Good night, Kate.”

      “Good night.”
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      Kate skipped exercise the next morning. She hated to miss a workout, but she had to prioritize the day’s tasks and, sadly, exercise didn’t make the cut. She made sure to check her inbox before leaving for her first appointment. It pained her to leave messages unread; they haunted her until she clicked them open and dealt with them.

      There was a new email from someone named Brent Hirsch. Kate clicked it open and scanned the contents. He wanted to talk about Kate hosting her own radio show.

      Kate could hardly believe it. The station was located in Philadelphia, not too far away for a weekly trip. A show like this would be an opportunity to increase her exposure and net more speaking engagements, although that would mean more travel.

      Kate sighed, her excitement deflating. She couldn’t leave Lucas in charge of the kids with any regularity and his parents were too old to run around at warped speed. Maybe they’d hire a nanny, although they’d agreed early in their marriage they didn’t want a stranger in charge of their kids. It was a point Kate felt strongly about, mostly because of her own childhood experience.

      She didn’t reply to the email. She’d need to speak to Lucas first. Gauge his reaction.

      Cat-Cat appeared in her line of sight.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Kate said. “There’s no point in replying until I’ve discussed it with my husband.”

      She grabbed her handbag on the way to the garage door. Cat-Cat meowed as though saying goodbye. Kate turned, her brow furrowed. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to offer reassuring words to the cat whenever she left the house. Did cats understand object permanence?

      “I’ll be back,” she told the cat.

      Cat-Cat swished her tail and walked away.

      

      Kate approached her eye exam the way she approached any exam, with a steely determination to get everything right.

      Once she’d finished, she craned her neck to look at Dr. Farrell. “Did I score one hundred percent?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “It seems it’s time for reading glasses, Mrs. Golden.”

      Kate stared at him. “Can you repeat that?”

      He chuckled. “Uh oh, might be time for a hearing test, too.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Why do you think I need reading glasses?”

      “That’s the whole reason for the exam. The lens inside your eye has become less flexible. You said you were having trouble reading small print and that’s why. You need reading glasses.”

      “But I’ve always had perfect vision,” she protested.

      “You do—until you don’t. That’s how vision works.”

      Kate took a moment to digest the news. She was forty-eight going on eighty-eight.

      “It happens to everyone eventually, Mrs. Golden. To be fair, you’ve made it a little longer. The average woman needs reading glasses around forty.”

      That fact gave her little satisfaction. She didn’t want to need reading glasses at all. She didn’t want to need anything. Need was a sign of weakness. A flaw. Kate had worked too hard at reducing her flaws to succumb to them now.

      “What about LASIK surgery?” she asked.

      “There are options, but they come with risks, like any surgery.”

      Given her current run of bad luck, Kate didn’t think surgery was such a good idea. “Is there anything I can do to improve it? Any sight exercises? I’m very disciplined.”

      The doctor gave her a sympathetic look. “It’s all downhill from here, I’m afraid.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      He shrugged. “All part of the joys of aging. Once you’re on that bottom rung, there’s no getting off.” He motioned to the door. “Have a look in the display cases and choose the frames you like best.”

      The only frames Kate wanted to choose were dark sunglasses that disguised her like a celebrity. Reading glasses would not have the same effect. They reminded her of her grandmother. Grandma Iris had worn her reading glasses on a chain around her neck to avoid misplacing them. Even then, she’d occasionally ask Kate if she’d seen them. Kate would point to the top of her grandmother’s head. It became so routine that Kate would only need to point wordlessly and Grandma Iris would pull the glasses down to the slope of her nose.

      Kate meandered from one display case to another, her frown deepening with each step. She could color her hair and get Botox for fine lines and wrinkles, but she couldn’t hide her need for reading glasses unless she opted for surgery.

      “I’ll be fine,” she told herself. “How often will I need to wear these anyway?” She wasn’t a pharmacist or someone whose job required her to read small print all day. They’d be for occasional use only. In private.

      She tried on a few—ignoring the sight of the unseemly wart—before settling on a plain black pair.

      “They look good on you,” the receptionist said, smiling encouragingly.

      “Sexy librarian good?” Kate asked.

      “Oh, definitely,” she said. “Your husband will want you to do bedtime readings.”

      Kate thought of their separate bedrooms and knew it was unlikely. “I’m sure he will,” she said.

      She paid for the glasses and returned to her car as the phone rang. “Hello?”

      “Hi Kate, it’s Lacey. I’m afraid I have bad news. Laura is out with the flu and we can’t fit you in for color until next week.”

      Kate instinctively glanced at her roots in the rearview mirror. “There’s no one else?”

      “I’m so sorry. People seem to be getting a head start for Thanksgiving, so we’re fully booked.”

      Kate wanted to ask why they waited so late to tell her. Instead, she said, “Please tell Laura I hope she feels better soon.”

      Kate couldn’t wait another week to get her hair colored. She had to record a video between now and then and her roots would be too visible. As far as Kate was concerned, untouched roots suggested a disorganized woman or one who’d given up. That wasn’t the image she could afford to project to her subscribers or her clients, especially in light of her impending book deal.

      Never one to shrink from a challenge, Kate stopped at the beauty supply store on her way home. A quick search on her phone showed the best option for her hair color and skin tone. It wasn’t salon quality, but it was better than a box from the drugstore. She consulted an online checklist and added a cape, a bowl, a brush, and a cap to her purchase.

      The house was still empty when she arrived home, so she decided now was the ideal time to color her hair. She didn’t have any virtual meetings today and she knew from experience it was best to tackle a new project when there was no chance for child-related interruptions.

      Cat-Cat found her cloaked in a cape in the bathroom, hunched over the sink with a color-coated brush in her hand.

      “Go away,” Kate said. “Now isn’t a good time.”

      Cat-Cat meowed.

      “I’m sure you’re hungry or thirsty or wanting attention, but you’ll have to wait like everyone else.”

      She wondered how Inga had handled living in a house with multiple cats. Did they follow her in and out of every room? Kate didn’t remember the cats being much of a nuisance during their cocktail club meetings.

      “Meow,” the cat repeated.

      “Right back at you,” Kate said.

      By the time she finished coloring her hair, it was almost three o’clock. Kate had to scramble to clean up before everyone arrived home. In the interest of time, she bypassed the hair dryer and hurried downstairs to get out the blender. There were no activities after school on Fridays, so Kate usually made each child a fruit smoothie when they came home to celebrate the commencement of the weekend.

      Ava was the first to arrive home and Kate greeted her at the door. Ava clasped a painting in her hand and thrust it high for her mother’s inspection.

      “I made this,” Ava announced.

      “It’s beautiful.” Kate had no idea what it was meant to be.

      Slowly, Ava lowered the picture and studied her mother. “Why does your hair look weird?”

      “It’s wet, sweetheart. I washed it earlier and didn’t have time to dry it. I wanted to get started on your smoothie.”

      At the mention of a smoothie, Ava bolted to the kitchen. Kate rejected her daughter’s request to add sprinkles.

      “It’s not a milkshake.”

      “It looks like a milkshake and tastes sweet.”

      Kate fixed her daughter with a hard look. “No sprinkles.”

      Ava had just sucked down the last of her smoothie when the boys came charging into the house. Gavin stopped short at the sight of her, causing Brett to collide into his back.

      “What’s up with your hair?” Gavin asked.

      “Why is wet hair such a big deal?” Kate asked.

      “It’s not wet,” Brett said. “It’s pink.”

      “It clashes with your wart,” Gavin said.

      “You look like my mermaid Barbie,” Ava added. “Her hair changes color in the water.”

      Kate started to laugh, but the expression on the boys’ faces gave her pause. She rushed to the powder room and looked at her reflection in the mirror.

      Pink.

      It was a pale pink rather than a shocking pink, but still. Kate was a blonde and tried to keep her color as close to natural as possible. She wasn’t the type of woman to dye her hair eleven shades of crazy. Those women were divorced with tattoos and bare midriffs.

      “Mom?” Brett appeared in the doorway wearing a concerned expression.

      She swiveled toward him. “It’s pink.”

      “I guess you didn’t mean to do that.”

      “No, honey. I certainly did not.” Her fingers swept through her hair as she contemplated her options.

      “I still think it looks pretty,” he said.

      “Between my hair, my wart, and my glasses, I’ll look like I’m incognito.”

      Her son cocked his head. “What glasses?”

      Kate waved him off. “Never mind. I’m going to pretend they don’t exist.” She couldn’t handle any more issues.

      The realization jarred her. Kate never put limitations on herself. In her experience, she could handle any problem thrown at her, yet here she was, ready to fall apart over her appearance.

      Brett seemed to sense her distress. He threw his arms around her and hugged her tightly. “It’s okay, Mom. The pink hair distracts from the wart.”

      She stroked the back of his head, the way she used to do when he was younger. He was her sensitive child, in tune with others’ feelings as well as his own. She wasn’t sure how his empathy had developed. She and Lucas weren’t known for being warm and fuzzy people.

      Kate returned to the kitchen and finished making smoothies for the boys. No one mentioned her hair again.

      “Can I watch TV?” Ava asked.

      “Not until four o’clock,” Kate said. “You know the rules.”

      “But it is four o’clock.” Ava pointed to the clock on the microwave.

      “No, it’s not,” Gavin said. “It’s quarter past.”

      Kate’s breathing hitched. “Shit.”

      Ava giggled. “You said a bad word.”

      “That’ll cost you a dollar,” Gavin said.

      Kate grabbed her phone and bolted upstairs. It would cost her a lot more than a dollar if she didn’t get on the phone with the publishing company right now. Why didn’t her reminder sound?

      She reached the solitude of her studio and checked her phone. Two missed calls. Her phone had somehow been switched to silent mode.

      Trying not to panic, she called Timothy Turnbull’s number. “Mr. Turnbull’s office. Paisley speaking.”

      “Paisley, it’s Kate Golden. I’m so sorry I’m late. I had a childcare issue, but I’m here now.”

      “One moment, please.”

      “We thought you’d forgotten us.” Timothy’s voice reverberated and Kate switched the call to speaker mode to save her eardrum.

      “One of the kid’s practices ran late,” Kate lied. She’d never had to use her kids as an excuse before. She felt dirtier than her husband’s martinis.

      “See? You’re the perfect person to appeal to harried mothers around the world. Tell them how to juggle all those eggs in their baskets.”

      Kate thought juggling eggs was a bad idea, but she kept the comment to herself.

      “Are you ready?” he asked. “I’ve got two colleagues here with me and they’re eager to hear your pitch.”

      “Ready when you are,” Kate said, and launched into her revised proposal.

      

      By the time Lucas arrived home after dinner, Kate had secured a silk scarf over her head in the style of Grace Kelly, one of her fashion icons. Lucas didn’t seem to notice. He set his briefcase on the floor and offered her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek.

      “How was everyone’s Friday?” he asked with a cheerful smile.

      “I had my second call with the publishing company,” Kate said.

      Lucas joined them at the table. “That’s great. You’ll be a published author in no time.” He seemed to register her blank expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she said quickly. “Why would you ask that?”

      He peered at her. “You’ve got that look.”

      “What look?”

      “The one that says your steak is medium when you requested medium well.” He eyed her carefully. “Are you about to send back a steak?”

      Ava erupted into giggles. “Daddy, we’re not even in a restaurant.”

      “And we’re not having steak,” Brett added.

      “There’s no steak,” Kate said. “I’m not sending anything back. The call went well. Everything’s fine.” And if Kate continued to play her cards right, she’d soon have the book deal she’d always wanted.

      “If you say so,” Lucas said.

      “Mommy said you’re taking us to the movies,” Ava said.

      Lucas blinked at her. “I am?”

      “It’s Friday,” Kate said. “Cocktail club.”

      Lucas looked at her. “I know, but I didn’t think it was your turn to host. I figured the kids and I would hang out here.”

      “Change of plans.” Kate didn’t mention that she’d been the one to change the plans to avoid being seen in public. Between her hair and the wart, Kate would be perfectly happy to stay in the house until Ava left for college.

      “I guess we’re going to the movies,” Lucas said, although he didn’t sound thrilled by the idea.

      Kate thought it would be good for him to take the kids out on his own. She was usually the one tasked with ferrying them from school activity to playdate to family outing. Lucas showed up when and where he wanted, whereas Kate wasn’t given an option. She didn’t complain, though—not out loud anyway. She didn’t want Lucas to resent their children the way she felt her own father had resented her for existing. She’d cost him money during her parents’ custody battle and then became an inconvenience once he’d married his second wife. Kate wanted the children to adore their father, so she picked up his slack without a word. She was Kate Golden, after all. If anyone could handle it, she could.

      Lucas finally seemed to register her scarf. “What’s with the headdress? Is there a theme tonight?”

      “Early American glamour,” she lied. “We’re drinking sidecars.”

      He grinned. “Excellent. Almost makes me want to stick around.”

      She patted his cheek. “Sorry, witches only.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” he said. “The wart isn’t that bad.”

      She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from responding.

      “I want to be a witch when I grow up,” Ava announced.

      Kate gave her daughter a solemn look. “Be careful what you wish for.”
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      With Kate’s help, Lucas was able to get the kids out the door on time. She gave him the keys to the Land Rover and warned him not to park too close to other cars.

      “I’ll tell you if he speeds,” Brett called over his shoulder.

      “Must be nice to have informants,” Lucas said wryly.

      She smiled. “And they work for free.”

      She closed the door behind them and hustled into the kitchen to finish tidying up from dinner. A busy day was no excuse to leave a mess. They may be her friends, but they were still guests.

      Libbie was the first to arrive.

      “Why did you want to host tonight? And why are you wearing a silk scarf on your head? I mean, don’t get me wrong. It’s very pretty, but it’s not your style.”

      Kate ushered her friend inside. “There was an issue with hair color. I didn’t want to leave the house.”

      Libbie cast her a sidelong glance as they walked to the kitchen. “The salon messed up your hair?”

      “No.” Kate heaved a sigh. “I messed up my hair. The salon cancelled because my stylist has the flu and they couldn’t fit me in until next week.”

      “So you took matters into your own hands?”

      “What choice did I have? I film a video every week and my roots were showing.”

      Libbie bit her lip, eyeing the scarf. “Dare I ask to see the damage?”

      Kate placed a hand firmly on her head. “No way. This scarf is staying put.”

      “Where’s the family?” Libbie asked, her gaze sweeping the downstairs area.

      “Lucas took them to a movie.”

      Libbie arched a skeptical eyebrow. “You found a movie that appeals to a six-year-old girl, two boys, and an adult man?”

      “No, I found a movie that Ava wanted to see, so Lucas is with her, and the boys are seeing a different film at the same cinema. Something spooky.”

      “Smart.”

      The doorbell rang.

      “Would you mind getting that while I open the prosecco?” Kate asked. The cocktail club usually kicked off the evening with a flute of the bubbly alcohol and Kate was all about upholding standards.

      A moment later, Libbie returned to the kitchen with Rebecca and Julie. Kate felt a pang of loss as she pictured Inga among them.

      “Nice scarf,” Rebecca commented.

      Libbie shushed her. “I told you not to mention it.”

      “How can I not mention it? The second you told us, it became the elephant in the room.” Rebecca shifted her attention to Kate. “Come on. Let’s get it over with.”

      “How about a drink first?” Kate offered. “I’ll start.” She plucked a flute from the island.

      “Yes, I highly recommend liquid courage,” Libbie said.

      “You would,” Julie said. “Look how it’s worked out for you.”

      Each woman took a flute from the island.

      “Cheers to another Friday, friends,” Kate said.

      They raised their flutes in unison and each took a sip.

      Kate downed half her prosecco in one gulp. “I like this one. Less sweet than last week.”

      “Enough chitchat,” Rebecca said. “Show us.”

      Kate reluctantly removed the scarf from her head and awaited the inevitable laughter.

      “Pink is trendy, isn’t it?” Julie asked.

      “I can’t have pink hair,” Kate said. “I’m not a gamer. I’m a motivational speaker.”

      “If anyone can make it work, you can,” Libbie said. “You’ll probably start a new trend among white-collar women.”

      Kate finished the rest of her drink. “I’m going to adjust the lighting in the office before I record next time and see if that helps. If that fails, I’ll try editing it before I upload.”

      “Can’t you just color it again tomorrow?” Julie asked.

      “Not unless I want to be bald,” Kate replied.

      Cat-Cat shot into the room and stopped directly at Rebecca’s feet. That cat was no dummy.

      “She chose the easy target,” Libbie said, smiling.

      Rebecca crouched down to stroke the cat’s soft fur. “How are you two getting along?”

      “Better than expected,” Kate said. There’d been no scratching and only the occasional hiss—and the cat had behaved, too.

      “That’s good to hear,” Rebecca said. “I mean, I’m always willing to take her if you find it too difficult.”

      Julie nearly choked on her bubbles. “Too difficult? Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?”

      Kate felt her cheeks warm. She certainly wasn’t feeling infallible these days. “The cat seems to have settled in fine.”

      “She seems happy to me,” Libbie chimed in.

      “I don’t think she likes the food I bought,” Kate said. “She seems to eat it begrudgingly.”

      Rebecca smiled. “I’d be happy to drop off a bag of what I use.”

      “Don’t go out of your way,” Kate said. “She’s eating. She just seems to have an attitude about it.”

      “That’s called a cat,” Julie said with a laugh.

      “I’m busy this weekend, but I can stop by on Monday afternoon,” Rebecca said.

      “Ooh, big plans?” Julie prodded.

      “I’m going to a dog show in Philadelphia and staying overnight.”

      “By yourself?” Libbie asked.

      Rebecca appeared unperturbed. “Yes, but there’ll be lots of other bitches there.”

      Julie clutched her stomach and pretended to belly laugh.

      Rebecca’s knees cracked as she resumed a standing position.

      “Ouch,” Libbie said. “That sounded painful.”

      Rebecca swept her flute off the island for another drink. “Better than a muscle cramp. Speaking of—how’s your back, Kate?”

      “Good, thanks.”

      “I enjoyed talking to you when on muscle relaxers,” Rebecca said. “You should think about keeping them in stock.”

      “That’s what cocktail club is for,” Kate said. Who needed pills when she had tequila?

      Julie leaned her forearms flat on the counter. “What’s the special drink tonight?”

      Kate knew which drink it wasn’t—there was no way she’d mix the cocktail from Inga’s book. She didn’t need to infect her friends with warts and traitorous muscles too.

      Rebecca looked at her sideways. “You look tired. Don’t tell me you actually lost sleep over your hair.”

      Kate didn’t miss the sharp look Libbie gave their friend.

      Kate’s instinct was to run to a mirror to examine her face for dark circles, but she held her ground. “I’ve been off.”

      “Did something happen?” Julie asked.

      “Aside from the hairy boulder on my face, my hair, my back, and the fact that I need reading glasses, everything’s peachy keen.”

      “Wait, what?” Libbie squinted at her. “You didn’t tell me about the glasses.”

      “Show us,” Julie said.

      “I don’t know where I put them,” Kate said.

      “Lies,” Libbie said. “You know where you put the spare kitchen tiles from when you renovated your house ten years ago. You absolutely know where your new reading glasses are.”

      Kate decided to distract them with Inga’s book. She and Libbie had agreed to keep the cocktail recipe between them until they knew more, but Kate opted to ditch their plan.

      “I have a recipe,” she announced.

      Julie and Rebecca exchanged looks.

      “A magical recipe?” Julie asked.

      “I don’t know how magical it is, but it appeared in my book and it’s not my handwriting,” Kate said.

      She opened the book on the island so they could examine the page.

      “It’s pretty,” Julie said. “I love the color.”

      “Do you want to make us one?” Rebecca asked.

      “No,” Kate said quickly.

      “I’ll make the drinks tonight,” Libbie offered.

      “Might as well. You’re the expert now.” Julie didn’t bother to disguise her disgruntled tone.

      “Your time will come,” Libbie said. “It’s part of your inheritance.”

      Kate watched in awe as her friend mixed and shook and poured like it was second nature to her. Libbie was a chef, not a mixologist, not that you would know by watching her work.

      “Dirty martinis tonight, ladies,” she announced.

      Kate’s lips formed a wry smile. “Lucas’s favorite.”

      “He can have the leftovers,” Julie said.

      Rebecca barked a laugh. “As if there are ever leftovers from cocktail club.”

      Kate stared out the window at the darkness. “The days are getting shorter.”

      “So what? You love autumn.” Libbie handed her a martini glass filled to the brim.

      “I do. I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately.” Everything, it seemed.

      “That’s how I felt after my first cocktail appeared, remember?” Libbie distributed the rest of the martini glasses.

      “This is different,” Kate said.

      Libbie gave her an amused look. “Why? Because it’s you?”

      Kate dipped her head, feeling sheepish. “Yes?”

      “Trust the process,” Libbie said.

      Kate swallowed a mouthful of the martini. “The process is making me into a hag.”

      Rebecca rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. You could have ten warts and still be the most beautiful woman this side of the Mississippi. I bet Lucas hasn’t even noticed.”

      Kate winced.

      “Has he?” Julie sounded surprised.

      Libbie slapped her hands on the table. “We should focus on the positive. Let’s toast to Kate’s inevitable book deal.”

      Rebecca gasped. “Book deal? Why am I only hearing about this now?”

      “Me, too,” Julie added.

      Kate slumped her shoulders. “I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.”

      “Since when? You share all your milestones with us,” Rebecca said.

      “She didn’t want to rub it in,” Libbie said.

      “How would she be rubbing it in?” Julie asked, appearing perplexed. “I’m not trying to get a book deal. I read them, not write them.”

      “It’s only a discussion at this point,” Kate said. “That’s why I only told Libbie. Once we’ve signed the contract, I’ll be happy to shout it from the rooftops.”

      “I hope you’re getting a huge advance,” Rebecca said.

      “I’m sure she will,” Libbie said. “It’s with a major publisher. MacGuffin.” She turned to look at Kate. “That’s the one, isn’t it?”

      “MacGuffin?” Rebecca frowned. “Isn’t that the one that was trending on Twitter a few weeks ago?”

      Awareness flickered in Julie’s eyes. “Yes, they’re publishing the autobiography of that horrible director. The one that drugged all those underaged girls who auditioned for him.”

      Kate brushed aside the concern. “It’s not like we’ll share an editor.”

      “No, but you’d be making money for a company without scruples,” Rebecca said. “Helping them acquire more money to do more unscrupulous things.”

      A book deal had been a significant part of Kate’s professional plan. She didn’t want to deviate from it because of the publishing company’s poor choices.

      “I’d also be making money for my family and gaining more exposure,” Kate said.

      “I bet if MacGuffin is willing to publish you, then another company would, too,” Julie said.

      “Not so far,” Kate said. And she was ready to tick that box no matter which publisher it was.

      An awkward silence followed.

      “Excellent martini, Libbie,” Julie said.

      “Why do you sound so sad about it?” Libbie asked.

      “Because I’m bummed about my nonexistent magic.” Julie exhaled loudly. “I bet it’s because I don’t completely rinse glass bottles before I recycle them.”

      “If there were stringent rules, Ethan would’ve told us about them,” Libbie said. “Information seems hard to come by.”

      “No kidding,” Kate said. “Believe me, I’ve searched.”

      “It’s fine if I never inherit magic,” Rebecca said. “I’d be a terrible witch anyway.”

      Libbie gasped. “That’s ridiculous. Why would you say that?”

      Rebecca swept a wavy strand of hair from her forehead. “Oh, come on. We all know I’m the loser of this group. You’re all accomplished women. I don’t even know how I ended up in the club.”

      “Inga,” Kate said simply.

      “Yes, Inga chose each of us,” Libbie chimed in. “Do you really think Inga hand-selected losers to spend time with her on Friday nights?”

      “I wonder how many other women are out there right now, wondering when their magic will manifest?” Julie asked.

      “Maybe midlife magic will become the new trend,” Libbie said. “Instead of waiting for a letter from Hogwarts, middle-age women everywhere will be waiting for some witch to die so they can inherit their assets.”

      “Except this isn’t new,” Kate said. “It’s just an extremely well-kept secret.”

      “Like the location of Paul Rudd’s fountain of youth,” Julie said.

      “Or Tom Cruise’s high level of crazy,” Rebecca added.

      Kate gave her a pointed look. “I think that cat’s out of the bag.”

      Before they finished their martinis, Libbie refilled their glasses. Kate decided she’d drink until she was too tired to drink anymore. At least she was home and didn’t have to worry about driving.

      “This is my last one,” Julie announced, as though reading Kate’s mind. “I’m driving tonight.”

      “Ethan’s picking me up,” Libbie said with a bashful smile.

      “So he can drive you home and bend you like a pretzel?” Rebecca asked.

      “I’ll need to do more yoga before there’ll be any pretzel twisting,” Libbie admitted. “I’m not fifteen anymore.”

      “Thank goodness,” Julie said. “Who wants to be fifteen again? Not me.”

      “Me neither,” Kate said quietly. Definitely not fifteen.

      “I bet you were more organized than the teachers in school,” Julie said to Kate.

      Libbie nodded. “She’s always been the most together person I know.”

      “Not lately,” Kate confessed. “I’m a mess.”

      Rebecca gaped at her. “A mess? You’re a machine.”

      “I’m not,” Kate insisted. She disliked when people described her that way; it made her seem cold and robotic. “I just have to ignore the obstacles and distractions and keep asking myself what I intend to do next. What’s the next step to get me closer to my goal?”

      “One foot in front of the other,” Julie interjected. “I get it. That’s how I got through Greg’s death, in no small part thanks to you, Kate.”

      “I didn’t do anything special,” Kate objected.

      “Are you kidding? Do you know how hard it is to offer words of compassion to someone in my position? People say all sorts of weird crap and I give them all a pass because until you’ve stood in my shoes...” Julie trailed off. “I didn’t hold it against anyone, but I really appreciated when someone said what I felt was the right thing.”

      Rebecca paled. “I said something stupid, didn’t I? I’m so sorry.”

      “No, no. I don’t mean to suggest that you two weren’t supportive. Honestly, you were all great. Inga, too.” Julie stared vacantly at the table. “It takes a special skill to talk to a young widow and actually make them feel better. That’s all I was trying to say.”

      Kate pressed her lips together, feeling a bevy of emotions beginning to stir. “I’m glad I helped.”

      “I like that you described yourself as young when you were what—mid-forties?” Rebecca asked, smirking.

      Julie punched her arm. “Such a bitch. You should be competing in that dog show.”

      “You’re not going to come home with another pet, are you?” Kate asked.

      Rebecca swallowed half her martini. “No, I’d just like to watch the show.”

      “I won’t offer to go with you,” Kate said. “The way my luck’s been going, I’ll release the hounds and the city will be overrun with purebreds.”

      “Things can’t be that bad,” Julie said. “You’re talking about a potential book deal.”

      Kate decided not to mention the radio show proposal since she wasn’t bringing it up to Lucas until their anniversary dinner this weekend.

      “My life feels off kilter,” Kate said.

      “That happened to me, remember?” Libbie asked.

      Kate shook her head. “No, it’s not the same. You chose to quit your job. You chose to confront Chris. I didn’t choose this.” She pointed to the offending spot on her chin.

      Her friends exchanged concerned looks.

      “I know it’s easy for me to say because I haven’t gone through it, but maybe ride it out and see what happens next?” Julie suggested.

      Kate didn’t like that answer. She wasn’t the type to ride things out. She crafted solutions. “What am I supposed to do?”

      Libbie gave her a sympathetic smile. “Figure out how to make that experience the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      “If a wart is the best thing that ever happens to me, let’s plan my funeral now,” Kate snapped.

      “I don’t know. You’re rocking that pink hair,” Rebecca said.

      “Look, entertain me for a second,” Kate said. “What if there really was a mistake with my cocktail? Where is it written that witches don’t screw up?”

      “It’s magic, Kate. We don’t fully understand how it works yet,” Libbie said. “I’ll send you the links for the books I bought to learn more about magic. I’m still using them pretty regularly, or else I’d let you borrow them.”

      Kate cocked her head, remembering. “The ones with the illustrations of the plants?”

      “Yes. You can research the cocktail recipe you already made, too,” Libbie said. “See if you can figure out what it’s meant to do. I haven’t used goldenrod in any of my cocktails yet, so I’m not familiar with it as a magical ingredient.”

      Kate nodded absently. Research she could do. She’d spent half her college career in the university library, surrounded by tomes. “Would you mind doing it tonight? If I order them now, I should get them on Monday.”

      Rebecca stifled a laugh. “Leave it to Kate to interrupt a perfectly good cocktail club meeting to place an order on Amazon.”

      “This is important,” Kate said. “If I did something wrong, I have to fix it.” She heard the note of panic in her voice and it sickened her. She hated the way she sounded.

      “I have no doubt you followed the recipe to a T,” Julie said.

      “She did,” Libbie agreed.

      Kate didn’t argue. She was already visualizing success. In her mind, she was combing through the books and figuring a way out of the mess she’d created.
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      The next morning Lucas announced he was spending the day on the golf course with his friend, Jeff. Thankfully, Kate wasn’t hungover from the night before or she might’ve snapped at him in front of the kids.

      With Brett’s help, she finished cleaning up the mess from a pancake breakfast and sat at the table to drink a cup of tea. Ava had taken over most of the table with paper and crayons.

      “What will we do, Mommy?” Ava asked.

      Kate shot her a quizzical look. “Do?”

      She pinned Kate with a set of hopeful blue eyes. “If Daddy’s golfing, can’t we do something special?”

      “It’s Saturday,” she said, as though that answered the question. Kate hadn’t scheduled a ‘special activity’ on the calendar. Saturdays were typically catch-up days around the house unless Gavin had a soccer tournament or Brett had play rehearsal, neither of which was happening today.

      Gavin lifted his gaze from his phone. “Can we go out on the boat?”

      Kate glanced outside and contemplated the request. The lake was too cold for swimming, but the sun was shining. They could still enjoy spending time on the water.

      “Can we?” Brett chimed in.

      Kate felt stuck. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to take them—she had plenty of experience as the sole parent on the boat. It was that she hadn’t planned for it.

      “I don’t think she wants to leave the house,” Ava said, sounding glum.

      “Wear a hat,” Brett said. “No one will see your hair.”

      “What about her chin?” Gavin asked. “The only way to hide that is a ski mask.”

      Normally, Kate would’ve told Gavin to mind his tongue and show his mother respect, but she was too taken aback by their interpretation of events to respond. Her kids believed vanity was the reason she was uncertain. What kind of message was she sending them?

      “I think the boat is a great idea,” Kate said.

      The children wore matching shocked expressions.

      Ava jumped to her feet and began shoving the crayons in the box. “Can I wear my mermaid fin?”

      “Not today,” Kate said. “You need to be able to walk properly on the boat and the fin makes you shuffle and lose your balance.”

      “We don’t want you to fall overboard,” Brett added.

      Ava shrugged. “I can swim. I’m a mermaid.”

      “No fin,” Kate reiterated. “And everyone bring extra layers in case it gets chilly.”

      “I’ll get the cooler from the garage,” Brett said.

      “Good thinking.” Kate opened the refrigerator and pulled out four bottles of water.

      Gavin went straight to the pantry to choose snack bags. Kate was unsurprised when he emerged with an enormous bag of pretzels. They were his favorite snack.

      Kate hurried upstairs to change into more suitable attire. She felt slightly out of sorts, but she knew it was because of their spontaneous outing. Kate was a planner and a day on the boat was not part of their Saturday plans.

      In the hallway, Ava emerged from her bedroom in a bright orange sweater and green cords. Kate took one look at her and sent her back to her room.

      “Find something that matches.”

      Ava glanced at her outfit. “Orange and green match.”

      “Your socks don’t even match each other,” Kate said.

      “Who cares?” Gavin asked from the top of the staircase. “We’ll be on the boat. No one will see us.”

      “Yeah,” Ava echoed. “No one will see us.”

      “And if they do, they’ll notice your hair first,” Gavin said, snickering.

      Ava pointed at her mother’s chin. “And your wart.”

      Kate pressed her lips together, resisting the urge to scold them. She didn’t want to give them a complex about their looks by being hung up on her own.

      “We’re leaving in ten minutes, so be ready.”

      Kate retreated to her office to check emails before they left for the day. No updates from the publishing company. There was, however, a follow-up email about the radio show. Kate still needed to discuss the possibility with Lucas, but she hadn’t found the time. It was their anniversary dinner tomorrow night. They’d be alone—a rare occasion. It wasn’t ideal, but she could use their alone time to raise the subject. It wasn’t as though they’d have a lot to talk about otherwise. Most of their conversations revolved around the kids and the schedule. If it weren’t for expectations, Kate wasn’t sure she would’ve bothered to make a reservation for them at all.

      Ten minutes later, they were settled in the Land Rover and ready to go.

      “Cat-Cat wants to come,” Ava said, buckling herself into the car seat.

      “A cat would not enjoy time on the boat,” Kate said.

      “But I would enjoy having her there,” Ava countered.

      “It’s not always about you,” Gavin pointed out.

      Kate drove to the marina and blocked out the sound of the argument brewing between the boys over whether Lord of the Rings was better as a book or movie. She pictured Lucas on the golf course with Jeff, having adult conversations and living his best life.

      She’d always considered herself confident and forthright. Why couldn’t she tackle the issue of their lopsided domestic partnership in a meaningful way?

      Kate tapped her fingernails on the steering wheel, thinking. Part of the reason was that she didn’t feel she should need to force the issue. It was pretty obvious to anyone with eyes and ears that Kate handled most of the workload involving the house and the kids. Lucas should know he needed to pitch in more without her saying it.

      Kate pushed the image aside. She could handle this. There was no reason to appear incapable.

      They spilled out into the parking lot and Kate grabbed Ava’s hand before she could bolt toward the boats. Although it wasn’t busy, Ava wasn’t always mindful of her surroundings. Her vivid imagination meant she spent a lot of time in her head and not paying attention to what was happening around her. Her teacher had remarked on it already and it was only the first quarter of the school year.

      “Hey, Mrs. Golden.” Phil Werkheiser waved from the bow of his boat. “That’s a sturdy-looking crew you’ve got there.” He winked at the children.

      Kate offered a friendly smile. “Phil, how are you?”

      She kept walking, not wanting to stand and chat. That only increased the odds of him noticing her hair and face. The hat only covered part of her head, leaving strands of pink poking out the bottom.

      She helped Ava step over the gap and onto their boat. She had nightmares of her small daughter slipping between the boat and the dock and plunging into the water.

      “You’re holding my hand too hard,” Ava said, shaking her off.

      “Everybody needs to be seated or we won’t go anywhere,” Kate said. She disconnected the boat from shore power, turned on the house battery, and ran the blower for a minute.

      “Why do you do that blower thing again?” Brett asked.

      “So we don’t explode into a million pieces,” Gavin replied.

      “Thanks for that visual.” Kate turned on the boat engine.

      “Can I help untie it?” Gavin asked.

      “No, I’ll do it,” Kate said automatically, and set to work untying the lines.

      “Why haven’t we named the boat?” Brett asked. “Most of the other boats here have a name.”

      “Your father and I discussed it a few years ago, but we couldn’t agree on one,” Kate said.

      She reversed the boat and headed toward the widest part of the lake. She welcomed the chill in the air and the fresh scent of pine trees.

      “We should name it Mrs. Sparkles,” Ava announced.

      Gavin grunted. “No way.”

      “Cat-Cat,” Ava said.

      Gavin gave her a dark look but said nothing.

      “How about Wayfarer Witch?” Kate asked.

      Ava clapped. “Yes. I like that.”

      Brett nodded. “Me, too.”

      Gavin turned his gaze to the water. “I’ll have to think about it.”

      “Daddy has to vote, too,” Ava said. “It won’t be fair without him.”

      “How about Beckham’s Boat?” Gavin suggested.

      Kate shook her head. “We’re not naming the boat after a soccer player, but I appreciate your input.”

      They’d reached the part of the lake where they were farthest from land. It was Kate’s favorite spot. She loved the view around them, the trees so tall and majestic they eclipsed the houses.

      It was here the boat slowed to a stop.

      “Why are we stopping?” Gavin asked. “Can I fish?”

      “What on earth?” Kate muttered.

      Ava inclined her head. “What happened, Mommy?”

      “I’m not sure, hon. Let me check.” She glanced at the fuel gauge and saw that it was on empty. How did that happen?

      “We’re out of gas,” Gavin said, peering over her shoulder.

      “Why do we need gas?” Ava asked.

      “Because the boat doesn’t run on rainbows and glitter,” Gavin said.

      Ava burst into laughter.

      Brett ran over to look at the gauge. “How did we run out of gas?”

      Kate had no idea. She was the type of person who refueled at a quarter tank. She stared at the gauge in horror, knowing she couldn’t blame Lucas. She’d been the one to use the boat most recently. Besides, she should have checked before they left the marina.

      “It’s not an emergency,” Kate said, reassuring the children.

      “Yeah, there’s no hurricane or anything,” Gavin said.

      Ava jerked her knees to her chest and shuddered at the mention of a hurricane.

      “No, but there’s a dark cloud,” Brett said, pointing to the sky.

      Sure enough, the sun disappeared behind the cloud and the air changed. Rain was coming, Kate could smell it.

      “Did you check the weather forecast before we left?” Gavin asked.

      No, she hadn’t. Why not? How could she remember to pack mints but forget to check the weather app?

      “I need to drop the anchor and then I need to make a call,” she said. “In the meantime, enjoy the view.”

      “Will we sink?” Ava asked, pressing her back flat against the seat.

      Kate cupped her daughter’s chin. “No, of course not. I should’ve checked before we left, but I assumed it was fine. It’s no problem. I promise.”

      Ava seemed to take it in stride. She sat in the chair opposite her mother and plucked a pair of binoculars from the ledge. She held them up to her eyes and turned toward Kate.

      “Your wart looks so much bigger,” she announced. “Ew, there’s a black hair in it.”

      Kate jerked her head aside. “That’s enough of that. If you’re going to use the binoculars, focus on spotting wildlife.”

      “You’re still beautiful, Mom,” Brett said.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      Once the anchor was secure, she turned away from the kids and called Lucas.

      “You what?” Lucas exploded with laughter once she apprised him of the situation.

      She bristled at his response. “It’s not funny.”

      “It kind of is. It’s the sort of thing I would do, and you’d go ballistic.”

      She lowered her voice, not wanting to be overheard. “When you’re finished gloating, can you help?”

      “Sure. It’ll be an excuse to cut and run. I’m losing anyway.”

      “I’m glad I can help you out,” she said wryly.

      “Sit tight and I’ll borrow Jeff’s boat. Your knight in shining armor is on the way.”

      She could practically hear him smiling at the phone. Lucas knew she hated the idea of being rescued by a knight or anyone else. Kate took care of herself and she liked it that way.

      She gave him their location. “Don’t take too long,” she whispered. “I think a storm is heading our way.” She tucked the phone in her back pocket and turned back to the kids. “Why don’t we put our hoods up?”

      “Why?” Gavin asked.

      “In case it rains,” Kate said.

      “If it rains, then I’ll put my hood up,” Gavin said.  “Can I fish while we’re waiting?”

      Ava wagged a finger. “No fishing.”

      Kate gave him a pointed look. “You know how your sister feels about the hooks in their mouths.”

      “So I’m not allowed to do anything because she’s a baby?” Gavin huffed.

      “I said no fishing,” Kate told him. “I didn’t say you can’t do anything.”

      “I should’ve stayed home,” Gavin complained. “This whole idea was stupid.”

      “Watch your tone,” Kate said.

      “He said a bad word,” Ava chimed in.

      “Stupid isn’t a bad word,” Gavin countered.

      Ava held out her hand. “That’ll be one dollar.”

      Gavin pretended to take the dollar out of his butt.

      Kate gave them a sharp look. “That’s enough.”

      The kids fell silent. At least there was one area of her life she continued to maintain control.

      “How long do we need to wait?” Brett asked.

      “Daddy’s going to borrow Jeff’s boat and bring us gas, so we don’t need to be towed.”

      Gavin shook his head. “Imagine being the kind of person who runs out of gas.”

      A few more sharp remarks were exchanged before Kate got control of the situation.

      A fat drop of water landed on the tip of Kate’s nose. Thunder rolled in the distance.

      “Cool. A thunderstorm,” Gavin said.

      Normally, Kate welcomed an autumn thunderstorm. She loved sitting in the kitchen and watching through the glass doors as raindrops pelted the lake and lightning lit up the sky.

      Not today, though.

      Not with three kids in a boat with no fuel.

      Kate spotted a sheet of rain at the far end of the lake, heading straight toward them. There was no getting around it. They’d be soaked even with hooded coats.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to no one in particular.

      Dark clouds gathered overhead and the wind picked up. More thunder.

      “This is awesome,” Gavin said, beaming.

      Rain pummeled them and they huddled together. Ava’s teeth chattered, although Kate was fairly certain she was being overly dramatic.

      Kate didn’t hear the roar of the boat engine over the sound of the rain. It was only when he pulled alongside them and prepared to board that she noticed him.

      “Daddy!” Ava jumped up and down and waved both arms, as though Lucas might miss them otherwise.

      “I’m pretty sure he sees us,” Gavin muttered under his breath.

      Lucas took great pleasure in brandishing a container of fuel like a knight ready to attack a foul beast with his sword.

      “Mom didn’t check that we had enough gas,” Gavin said.

      “Yes, I’m aware of the situation.”

      “It isn’t funny,” Kate said.

      Her husband’s mouth twitched. “No one’s laughing.”

      She folded her arms and glared at him. “Maybe not now, but you obviously want to.”

      Lucas sighed. “Nobody’s hurt?”

      “Not yet. Wait until we all come down with the flu,” Kate said.

      “You got to spend quality time outdoors, which is what you intended to do. Everything worked out.”

      Everything did not work out, Kate wanted to scream, but she bit her tongue. She didn’t want to make a scene in front of the kids. She’d done enough damage for one day.

      Lightning flashed on the horizon.

      “We should hurry,” Kate said.

      Lucas refilled the tank with a charming smile. “All set.”

      “Can we have ice cream when we get back?” Ava asked.

      Gavin looked appalled. “Ice cream? Now?”

      The ice cream shops in Lake Cloverleaf were mostly seasonal. Kate usually went to the one owned by Libbie’s ex-husband, Nick.

      “I don’t think this weather is conducive to stopping for ice cream,” Kate said.

      “Why don’t I stop at the store on the way home and buy a gallon of fudge ripple?” Lucas asked. “I don’t mind running in. I’m soaking wet anyway.”

      “A whole gallon?” Ava’s eyes were almost as wide as they appeared on Christmas morning.

      “To share, goofball,” Gavin said.

      The two younger kids cheered and Kate felt a stab of jealousy. She’d taken the kids on the boat while her husband golfed with a friend, yet he was the hero.

      Lucas glanced at her. “Is that acceptable?”

      Kate shrugged. “It has to be now, or there’ll be a mutiny before we reach shore.”

      “Let’s talk like pirates all the way home,” Ava said.

      “I’ll stay with you until we reach the marina,” Lucas said. “This rain should stop soon, though. It was clear on the golf course.” He climbed onto Jeff’s boat.

      “Can we race him?” Gavin asked.

      “Safety first,” she said. As competitive as Kate was, she refused to endanger her kids for the sake of winning a boat race.

      By the time they reached the marina, the storm had passed. Kate watched with a mixture of relief and resentment as sunlight broke through the clouds.

      “We survived!” Ava performed a happy dance on the dock, stomping her feet and splashing droplets of rain everywhere.

      Gavin gave his mother a look of resignation. “At least she forgot about talking like pirates.”

      Kate cut a glance at her daughter. But would she forget her mother’s thoughtlessness? Kate’s mistake could’ve gotten them killed.

      Brett seemed to sense her distress. He tugged on her elbow and offered a reassuring smile. “The storm’s over, Mom. Let’s go home and have ice cream.”

      Kate nodded mutely. In her mind, the storm was far from over. In fact, it seemed to still be brewing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Club Cloverleaf was one of the premier restaurants in the area. Kate and Lucas sat across from each other to celebrate their anniversary. Two flutes of champagne bubbled between them. It was more perfunctory than anything. She’d simply noted the date on the calendar and made reservations without much thought or excitement. They’d made it another year without killing each other. Hurrah.

      “I never get tired of this place—or you,” Lucas said. “Cheers to us.”

      They tapped their flutes together.

      Lucas ordered a steak and Kate ordered the salmon. Together, they’d have surf and turf.

      “Nice dress, by the way,” Lucas said.

      “Thanks. You bought it.”

      Lucas smiled. “Oh, I remember. I was relieved I bought the right size. Didn’t want to insult you by getting one too big or too small.”

      She angled her head. “You wore the tie the kids bought you for Father’s Day.”

      “Pretty sure the kids don’t get credit for the tie.”

      Kate wanted to say she’d put the tie to a vote, but the truth was she’d chosen it without their input. She hadn’t wanted to risk ending up with one covered in pictures of dogs or obnoxious colors.

      “It complements your eyes,” she said.

      The server deposited their plates in front of them. Kate didn’t realize how hungry she was until the salmon appeared.

      Her phone vibrated on the table and she immediately reached for it.

      “Do you really need to answer it?” Lucas asked.

      “It’s the landline calling,” she said, which meant one of the kids. Really, it meant Ava. The boys had cell phones.

      Kate listened as Ava complained that Gavin was shut away in his bedroom instead of looking after them. At the end of the call, Kate texted her eldest child to insist he pay more attention to his siblings.

      “Maybe we should have hired a babysitter,” Kate said.

      “Gavin promised he could handle it. We need to trust him.”

      Kate watched as a text appeared from Brett to report they were almost out of milk and could they please stop at the store on the way home?

      “Ava won’t be able to go to sleep without someone sitting with her,” Kate said.

      “Tell Brett. He’ll do it.”

      Kate sent a quick text and then flipped over her phone so she couldn’t see the screen. She needed to broach the subject of the radio show before the end of the evening and now was as good a time as any.

      “Someone wants to talk to me about hosting a radio show.”

      Lucas dragged a napkin across his mouth. “Wow. Seriously?”

      “Yes. Once a week. From what I gather, I’d answer questions on air and give advice based on my YouTube talks.”

      “You gather?”

      “I haven’t spoken to them yet. This was an exploratory email. I didn’t want to set up a call until I spoke to you.”

      He broke into a broad smile. “That sounds amazing. I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thanks, it would involve travel to Philadelphia once a week and it may lead to other speaking engagements that require even more travel.” She watched him expectantly.

      He shifted florets of broccoli around his plate. “That’s tough with the kids’ schedules.”

      “Yes, for starters, we’d need to swap cars so you could fit all the kids.”

      Lucas chuckled. “It’s one thing to drive around here, but you can’t drive a stick shift well enough to drive back and forth to the city.”

      “Then maybe it’s time you think about trading the Audi for a more family-friendly vehicle.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Why has this conversation become about my car?”

      “I’m just trying to find a solution to our predicament.”

      He speared a stalk of broccoli with a violent thrust. “There’s no predicament yet. You haven’t even talked to them. Maybe it won’t work out.”

      “I don’t want to waste their time if we can’t make it work on our end. There’s no point.”

      Lucas averted his gaze. “You know my schedule is tight, Kate. I can’t drop everything at three o’clock to run the kids around town.”

      “Like my schedule is wide open?” she shot back.

      “What good is a radio show in this day and age anyway? You already have a YouTube channel. Can’t you just add a podcast if you want another platform?”

      “A radio show can become syndicated. I’d reach a different segment of the population.”

      He tapped his fork against the edge of the plate. “I thought you were focused on getting a book deal. Do we really need to worry about a radio show too?”

      “Unlike some people, I can be focused on more than one thing at a time.”

      He glanced at the tables around them. “Can we talk about this later? I’d rather not argue in the middle of our anniversary dinner if it’s all the same to you.”

      “It’s not an argument. It’s a discussion.”

      “Sounds like an argument to me.” He shook his head. “I thought we might get through one dinner without tension. Apparently not.”

      “Maybe you should think about why that is. A little self-reflection goes a long way.”

      He gave an annoyed sniff. “Sorry, we can’t all be a self-help guru.”

      Kate stabbed a piece of salmon. “Don’t call me that. You know I don’t like it.”

      “Sorry, I meant personal and professional coach.” He paused. “Commander-in-Chief?”

      She set down her fork and leveled a look at him. “Let me be clear about this. I have no interest in complacency. Either we’re going to grow together or I’m going to outgrow you. I’m a forty-eight-year-old woman with goals and I won’t stand still for anyone.”

      His brow lifted. “Are you talking about a divorce?”

      “No.” Not today, anyway.

      He fidgeted with his tie. “Okay, if you’re going to open that Pandora’s Box, then so am I. You’d rather sleep with the cat than me and you don’t even like cats. How am I supposed to interpret that?”

      Kate flinched. “We’re talking about my career, Lucas. Don’t change the subject.”

      “You want me to make adjustments to accommodate you. Well, it works both ways.”

      She tossed her napkin on the table. “Oh, does it? Because it seems to me that it’s only worked one way for a long time.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Kate hesitated. She knew exactly what she wanted to say. It means you’ve carried on living like a bachelor who just so happens to share a house with a woman and three children who resemble him. It means you don’t pull your weight and this marriage has become completely imbalanced as a result. For whatever reason, she couldn’t pry the words from her lips.

      “Nothing,” she said. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

      “I guess this means dessert is out of the question,” he mumbled.

      “Get your creme brûlée to go.”

      “I can’t. They have to caramelize the top.”

      She groaned. “Fine. I’ll wait.”

      His jaw tensed. “Forget it. You know I don’t like when you watch me eat. It feels like you’re judging me.”

      “And now you sound like a middle school girl.”

      “I’m so glad we decided to celebrate our anniversary tonight. It’s worked out really well, don’t you think?”

      She ignored his sarcasm. “We had to go out and celebrate.”

      “And why is that? So you could post social media images touting your perfect life? Too bad because there won’t be any photo opps tonight, Kate.”

      “My followers will expect it. I mentioned it was our anniversary in this morning’s post.”

      “I guess you should’ve thought of that before you started picking fights with me.”

      Kate drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry. This is getting out of hand. I wanted to talk about the radio show. I didn’t mean for it to escalate.”

      He observed her with caution. “Does that mean I can get dessert?”

      “I’ll order the cheesecake,” Kate said. “That way I’ll have something to focus on aside from watching you eat.” She smiled in an effort to ease the tension.

      Her phone vibrated again and they both looked at it.

      “I need to check in case it’s one of the kids,” she said.

      “They have my number, too.”

      She said nothing. It wouldn’t occur to any of them to contact their dad.

      The text was an anniversary GIF from Libbie. She smiled and flipped the phone over.

      “Not the kids, I take it,” Lucas said.

      “Just Libbie wishing us a happy anniversary.”

      “I’m glad someone does.”

      The server came to take their plates and dessert order. Kate asked for her salmon to be wrapped. Lucas had somehow managed to devour his steak, despite the uncomfortable dinner conversation. She didn’t know how he could eat under stress.

      He practically inhaled his dessert, too, and Kate took hers to go.

      They paid the bill and stood at the same time to leave.

      Lucas smiled. “Ladies first.”

      Kate folded her jacket over her arm and started to walk toward the door. She was surprised when Lucas appeared beside her and tugged the jacket from her arm.

      “Put this on,” he said quietly.

      “I was going to put it on once we got outside,” she said.

      He met her gaze. “Trust me. You want to wear it now.”

      Kate slipped her arms through the sleeves and adjusted the belt. “Happy now?”

      Lucas said nothing as he snaked an arm around her waist and guided her outside. When they reached the parking lot, she stopped walking and looked at him.

      “What was that about?”

      “Let’s get home first. There’s nothing we can do until we get there.”

      She swatted his arm. “Lucas, tell me.”

      He surveyed the parking lot before responding. “You have blood on the back of your dress.”

      “Blood? I...” The words melted off her tongue. She understood. Her period, which had disappeared for the past five months, had returned with a vengeance. She’d felt cramps during the meal but became so wrapped up in their heated discussion, she’d forgotten about them.

      Lucas gave her a sheepish look. “I guess the good news is no menopause.”

      “How is that good news?” she snapped. “Do you know how awful it is to be stuck in a holding pattern?”

      “Yeah, actually I do.” His voice was soft but the message was clear.

      Kate stalked toward the car, mortified that someone might’ve seen the back of her dress. They drove home in silence. Kate couldn’t bring herself to speak. Her mind was too busy assessing the damage. Kate was supposed to be prepared for all eventualities. She should’ve known her period might make an inopportune appearance and carried pads with her. She tried not to focus on the ruined dress. It had been a gift from Lucas after her income had officially surpassed his. He’d been so proud of her, unlike some men whose egos would’ve been crushed by the change in circumstances.

      They arrived home to an unexpectedly lively house given the late hour. She resisted the urge to chastise Gavin for letting the younger ones stay up late. They were all alive and the house was still standing. Kate considered that a success.

      She hustled the kids to bed and checked on the cat before retreating to the bathroom to change out of her ruined dress and underwear. By the time she finished cleaning herself up and putting on pajamas, the bathroom looked like a crime scene.

      Kate wadded the stained dress into a ball and stuffed it in the kitchen trashcan downstairs. Everything was a mess. While she might not be able to chuck her entire life into the trash, she could at least get rid of the dress.

      When she reached the top of the staircase, she noticed Lucas with his hand on the doorknob to the guest room.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      He looked like a deer in headlights. “What do you mean?”

      “I assumed you’d sleep with me tonight.”

      He let go of the doorknob. “You’re not going to make me sleep in the guest room?”

      “It’s our anniversary. I figured I’d make an exception.”

      “How big of you,” he murmured.

      Kate continued into the master bedroom and he followed. The cat was sound asleep on the pillow. “You’ll have to battle her for dominance. Fair warning, though, her claws are sharp.”

      “It’ll be worth the pain,” he said.

      Kate folded back the sheet, preparing to climb into bed.

      “What are you doing?” Lucas asked.

      She turned to frown at him. “What does it look like?”

      Lucas edged closer to her. “If I’m going to sleep in here, I feel like we should at least take a stab at intimacy.”

      “The key word in that sentence is ‘sleep.’ Have you forgotten what happened during dinner? I’m wearing a pad thick enough to absorb Lake Eerie and I don’t think either one of us wants to deal with the bloodbath involved if I take it off.”

      His face crumpled. “Fair point.”

      Kate glanced at the bulge in his trousers. “How about a hand job?”

      “Really?” He seemed genuinely surprised. “I mean, it won’t take long. I’m halfway there.”

      “I noticed, although I don’t understand how.”

      “You’re wearing my favorite pajamas. I can see your nipples.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re ridiculous.”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist. “Since when is it ridiculous to be turned on by your wife?”

      Kate glanced toward the pillow, ready to tell Cat-Cat to take a hike, but the cat was already gone. She didn’t mind a YouTube audience, but one in the bedroom was another story.

      Lucas kissed her slowly, teasing her with his tongue and reminding Kate why she used to spend hours in a lip-lock with him before their kids were born. For a brief moment, she was thirty years old again, with no worries about wrinkles or white hair. She’d had most of her adult life ahead of her. She missed that feeling.

      “You excel at everything, Mrs. Golden,” he said. “Even kissing.”

      She unbuttoned his pants and lowered the zipper, her excitement rising to match his.

      “I like where this is going,” Lucas murmured.

      Their kissing intensified as Kate tugged down his boxer briefs and wrapped her hand around his erection.

      At least, what had been his erection.

      The second she touched him, he grew limp. Their lips froze, and Lucas opened one eye to assess the situation.

      “Traitor,” he said.

      “I assume you’re talking to your penis.”

      “Who else?”

      “That’s not like you,” Kate said. Lucas had his issues, but staying hard wasn’t one of them.

      He pressed his forehead against hers. “I’ve heard of guys my age having this problem. I guess I didn’t expect it to happen so suddenly.”

      Kate released a breath. “It’s not you. It’s me.”

      He held her shoulders and looked her in the eye. “Don’t even think that. I’ll be hot for you when we’re both prunes with a shuffleboard addiction.”

      Kate smiled. “No, I mean I think I caused this with whatever’s happening to me.”

      “What’s happening to you?”

      “That cocktail I made last week, the one I said was Libbie’s creation.” She heaved a sigh. “I lied. It was a recipe from the book Inga left me. Ever since I drank it, I’ve had a run of bad luck.”

      “Like the wart?”

      “And the hair. The boat.” She waved a hand toward the bathroom. “The dress.”

      “You think it’s all witch-related?”

      “Yes.” Her shoulders grew slack. “No. I don’t know.”

      Lucas brushed his lips softly against hers. “Maybe you’re giving this whole thing too much credit. Maybe there’s no magic. What happened with Libbie was a placebo effect and she made those changes on her own.”

      “But I’m not susceptible to a placebo effect,” Kate said. “Remember that hypnotist on the cruise that one year? He was so annoyed that he couldn’t hypnotize me.”

      Lucas chuckled. “That’s because you influence people, not the other way around.”

      “I’m sorry my influence was the opposite of what you wanted tonight.” She patted his boxer briefs, which he’d returned to their original position.

      “We’re both in good health,” he said. “We still have a lot of anniversaries left to celebrate.”

      “I’m tired and I’ve got a busy day tomorrow,” Kate said. “We should get some sleep.”

      “Same. My first meeting is at eight. I don’t know what lunatic scheduled that one, but he should be drawn and quartered and then fired.”

      They climbed into opposite sides of the bed and Kate tried to get comfortable. She wasn’t accustomed to having anyone in bed with her anymore, although she still slept on ‘her side.’

      “Happy anniversary,” he said, giving her one last kiss on the cheek. “Same time next year?”

      “Sure,” Kate said with all the confidence she could muster. She turned away from her husband and stared at the blank wall until she finally fell asleep.
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      Kate’s luck failed to improve the next morning. Her foot slipped on the Peloton bike and she pulled a muscle in her back as she tried to keep herself from falling.

      The silver lining was her delivery from Amazon. The books she’d ordered on Friday night had arrived.

      Kate set aside her other tasks and pored over every page. She studied the plants and their magical qualities the way she’d studied for college exams. She didn’t want an ‘A,’ she wanted a perfect score. She wanted her perfect life back. She used a black Sharpie to cross out any poisonous entries. There’d be no accidental deaths or injuries.

      Using the index, Kate located the ingredients in her original cocktail and flagged the relevant pages. There were multiple associations with goldenrod, so she wasn’t entirely certain how to interpret its inclusion. She skimmed the summary and stopped when her gaze landed on a particular word.

      Success.

      Goldenrod was used in spells to manifest success. Yes, that made sense, except, somehow, Kate seemed to be experiencing the opposite effect.

      The doorbell rang, forcing Kate to abandon her mission for the moment. She opened the door and was surprised to see Rebecca.

      “Hi,” she said blankly.

      Rebecca peered at her. “You forgot, didn’t you?” She held up the bag of cat food. “You asked me to bring you a sample of the one I use.”

      Kate slapped her forehead. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.” She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten. It wasn’t like her to screw up the schedule. Well, all bets were off these days.

      “What has you so distracted?” Rebecca asked. “The book deal?”

      “No, actually I’m working on magic.” She laughed. “That sounds ridiculous when I say it out loud.”

      Rebecca’s eyes widened. “More recipes appeared in the book?”

      “No, I’ve decided to take matters into my own hands.” She waved her friend inside. “Come on. I’ll show you.”

      Rebecca followed her into the kitchen where the books were still open on the island, along with multiple bottles of liquor.

      “This looks like a science lab,” Rebecca said.

      “I guess that’s accurate. I’m experimenting.” Kate inclined her head toward the books. “I want to mix a drink that counteracts whatever’s happening to me.”

      Rebecca licked her lips. “You’re creating your own recipes?”

      She gestured to the bottles. “Trying to.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works,” Rebecca said.

      “Why not? Libbie’s making her own recipes.”

      “First, it’s not a competition. Second, Libbie didn’t create her own recipes right from the start. She let the magic reveal itself to her.”

      “I’m not like Libbie,” Kate said. “I don’t wait for things to happen. I make them happen.”

      Rebecca’s expression softened. “Maybe that’s the problem.”

      Kate balked. “Who said it’s a problem?”

      “You look like you’re trying to fit a square peg in a round hole. What if you mix a drink that hurts someone, like Chris did?” Libbie’s ex-boyfriend had tried to use one of Libbie’s cocktail recipes for his own selfish gain and ended up hospitalizing an old woman in the process.

      “I’ve got it covered.” Kate held up a book where she’d put a black X across an entry. “Anything poisonous gets crossed out.”

      “Just because something isn’t poison doesn’t mean it can’t hurt someone,” Rebecca pointed out.

      Kate felt her blood pressure rising. “This is for me, okay? I don’t intend to let anyone else drink it. I just want to figure out how to reverse my bad luck.”

      “Bad luck,” Rebecca repeated. “Is that what you think it is?”

      “I don’t know, but that’s how it feels.” She returned her focus to the nearest book. “I’m going to keep experimenting until something works.”

      Rebecca scanned the entries. “Kate, some of these plants have multiple associations. If you don’t know what you’re doing, it can easily result in consequences you didn’t intend.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Like my own cocktail?”

      “Look, I don’t know whether you messed up or not, but my gut says you didn’t.”

      “My past week says I did.”

      Rebecca closed her eyes for a brief second. “I didn’t come here to argue with you. I only want to help.”

      “You did help. You brought the cat food.”

      “Sure.” Rebecca lingered in the kitchen for another minute. “Consider letting go, Kate.”

      “If I let go, everything will fall apart. Don’t you get it, Rebecca? I’m the glue.”

      Rebecca nodded, her expression solemn. “You don’t have to do this alone. You don’t have to do anything alone, not when you have people in your life who love you.”

      Rebecca couldn’t possibly understand. Her personality was different from Kate’s. She didn’t have a husband and kids either. Rebecca only had to worry about herself. What a luxury.

      “The only person I can count on in life is me. Anyone else can let you down.”

      “That’s because we’re human. We make mistakes. But we also forgive those mistakes.”

      “And what if I’m the one who made the mistake?” Kate asked, thinking of her botched cocktail.

      “That’s simple. Then you forgive yourself.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “I’m sure that’s what your clients say, too.” Rebecca slipped her handbag into the crook of her elbow and sauntered to the door. “I’ll see you later, Kate. Let me know if I can help.”

      Kate watched Rebecca leave the house, feeling slightly nauseated. It wasn’t like Kate to quibble with friends, especially friends who clearly had her best interests at heart.

      She returned her attention to the mess in the kitchen. She wasn’t ready to give up yet. No. She was just getting started.

      She texted Libbie to see if her friend was home.

      I’m with a client. What’s up?

      I want to raid your garden.

      Mi garden es su garden.

      Kate sent a line of kiss emojis and grabbed her keys. She had just enough time to pinch plants from the garden before her client call.

      Kate walked around the house to Libbie’s backyard. She heard Hercules, Libbie’s Irish Setter, barking inside.

      She stopped at the foot of the garden to admire the burst of colors. Even in the middle of the November, the garden was thriving. Was it magic or Libbie’s green thumb?

      Kate took a small sample of everything and placed each plant in its own sealed, transparent bag. She used her phone to take photos of the labels so she’d know which was which. She remembered that a vine was associated with friendship. My Little Pony sprang to mind and Kate suppressed a laugh. Ava liked to run around the house pretending to be one of the ponies and telling everyone within earshot that ‘friendship is magic.’

      Kate snipped a sample of Typha latifolia, or cat’s tail. According to one of the books, it was sometimes used as a charm of lust for women who wanted to enjoy sex but didn’t. That wasn’t Kate’s problem. Kate would’ve been perfectly happy to enjoy sex with her husband last night if she’d hadn’t deflated his penis.

      The longer she spent in the garden, the more interested she became in identifying the plants and their magical traits. She began to understand why Libbie had taken to the practice so quickly. The information was fascinating, and the gears of Kate’s mind didn’t stop clicking the entire time she was there.

      By the time she’d finished, her tote bag was overflowing with samples. She rushed home in time for the call with her client, only to have Simone cancel at the last minute. Simone never cancelled.

      In a huff, Kate resumed her place in the kitchen, now surrounded by even more magical paraphernalia. She unearthed her new reading glasses and put them on to read the fine print. She was so absorbed by the material that she failed to hear the front door open and close.

      “Mommy, this kitchen is a complete disaster.” Ava stood at the other end of the island and inhaled deeply. “But it smells wonderful.”

      “Have a snack,” she said absently.

      Ava rummaged in the pantry and emerged with a packet of peanut butter crackers. “Do I have to have fruit?”

      “A banana.”

      “You always say a banana,” Ava complained.

      “Then why did you ask if you knew the answer?”

      A disgruntled Ava swiped a banana from the fruit bowl and stomped into the family room.

      Kate scribbled furious notes, trying to design a cocktail that would counteract the first one. Her notebook looked like a CSI evidence board. Rebecca was right. There were so many variables; it would be very easy to get it wrong.

      “You look like a mad scientist.”

      She peered at Gavin over the rows of bottles on the island. “When did you get home?”

      “Ten minutes ago.” He angled his head toward the island. “Are you going to drink all those bottles?”

      “Not all in one go.”

      “Is this for your cocktail club?”

      “Yes.” It was only a partial lie. She’d be more than happy to share a recipe with her friends once she’d mastered one. There was no reason Libbie should have to shoulder the burden of being the local witch when Kate’s magic had been activated.

      “Can I have a snack?”

      “Banana,” she said absently.

      “Shocker.” Gavin grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl and disappeared from view.

      Kate hunched over the island, studying the collection of herbs she’d separated from the haul from Libbie’s garden. According to her research, any one of the plants in front of her had the ability to create a magical cocktail that triggered success. She’d make drinks all night in fifty variations if that’s what it took to find a recipe that worked.

      She’d mixed over a dozen cocktails and placed them in labeled containers in the refrigerator. Her first attempt was a vodka-based cocktail infused with white clover, which purportedly possessed the power of good luck. Exactly what she needed. She placed the mixture in the refrigerator to chill for a few hours and give the alcohol time to absorb the magic.

      “Mom, someone’s at the door,” Gavin said.

      “It’s probably your father home early.” Kate was too distracted to check.

      A minute later, Brett appeared in the kitchen. “Hi Mom. I’m home.”

      Home? Wasn’t he already home? And why was he wearing his coat and backpack? Before she could process, Hannah Greer appeared in the kitchen behind him.

      “Hannah?”

      The woman smiled. “I figured you got hung up with work so, when you didn’t show up, I offered to drive him home.” Her gaze swept over the array of liquor bottles in front of Kate. “Planning a party?”

      Kate straightened, her heart thundering her chest. Play practice. Brett had play practice today and she’d forgotten to pick him up.

      “It’s for Thanksgiving,” Kate lied. “Lucas’s mother has certain expectations. Thank you so much for driving him home. I really appreciate it.” It killed Kate knowing that Hannah would leave here and promptly tell anyone she saw that Kate was too busy with booze to remember to collect her child from school.

      “If you need help, you know, I’m only a text away,” Hannah said.

      “I don’t need help, but I appreciate the offer.”

      “I suppose Lucas is still at the office. It must be hard with both of you working so much,” Hannah continued. “That’s one reason my husband and I agreed that I’d stay home after the kids were born. I don’t let my degree go to waste, though.”

      “No?” Kate prompted.

      “Certainly not. I spend Saturday mornings teaching them the basics of accounting. They love it.”

      Kate doubted that very much, although she approved of the endeavor. “Thanks again, Hannah.” She started toward the door, hoping the woman would follow. It wouldn’t surprise Kate if her visitor tried to snap a photo of the liquor collection before she left so she could upload it to social media, captioned with a quip about Thanksgiving abundance.

      Thankfully she managed to get Hannah out the door without much effort. She spun on her heel and rushed back to the kitchen, desperate to apologize to her son. He stood at the refrigerator, adding ice to his cup of water. Normally Kate hated when he added the ice after the water because it inevitably resulted in drops of water on the floor. She bit her tongue today, though. Today her mess was much worse.

      “I’m so sorry,” Kate said.

      He held the cup in both hands and Kate had a sudden image of him as an infant clutching his bottle. He’d been the sweetest, easiest baby.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I knew something must’ve happened. You’re never late.” His brow creased. “What happened?”

      Kate faltered. How could she explain it to him? There was no excuse. “I flaked,” she admitted.

      His solemn expression tore at her heart. “You forgot me.”

      She dropped to her knees and hugged him tightly. “It was an accident, sweetheart. I’m really sorry. It’ll never happen again, I swear.” She leaned back and held up her pinkie. “Pinkie promise.”

      “I’m too old for that now,” he said.

      She released her hold on him. “How about a smoothie? It isn’t Friday, but I’d be willing to make an exception.”

      “I’m not hungry.” He turned and walked away.

      Kate continued to kneel on the floor, the hardness of the tiles hurting her knees. She was becoming the kind of mother she’d tried desperately to avoid. The kind that abandoned her children, too preoccupied with herself.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and pulled herself to her feet.

      

      They ate dinner in relative silence. Kate wished Lucas was there to smooth things over with a corny joke. He’d texted he’d be home by seven and she kept glancing at the clock on her phone, watching the minutes tick by. It wasn’t typical that she found herself in a situation she didn’t know how to handle, especially when it came to her children. She knew how they operated. What annoyed Gavin didn’t bother Brett. What delighted Ava was of no interest to Gavin. This evening, however, she looked at her children and felt like a stranger to them, as though she’d taken their presence in her life for granted. She went through the motions of being their mother—feeding them, clothing them, chaperoning them—but it occurred to her that maybe she could work on being more present. She resented Lucas for not carrying his weight, but was she any better? Sure, she was there to supervise homework and make sure they all had what they needed, but only on a basic level. When was the last time she’d checked in with them—had a real conversation about their day? Most of the time, she’d ask the perfunctory questions and leave it at that.

      “How was your day, Brett?” she asked.

      His gaze remained fixed on his plate. “Fine.”

      “Couldn’t have been that fine,” Gavin said. “You got left at school.”

      “Gavin,” she said sharply. She didn’t need him to make matters worse.

      “Anything interesting happen during rehearsal?” she asked.

      Brett stirred his pile of corn with a fork. “The Beast’s voice cracked during his song.”

      Ava’s brow furrowed. “What does that mean?”

      Brett demonstrated by singing a few lines, prompting laughter from Ava. Kate relaxed when she saw her son smile in response. He was still her sweet and easy baby, which was probably the reason she forgot him. She never would’ve forgotten Gavin or Ava. They demanded too much of her attention.

      “I can’t wait to see you in the play,” Kate said.

      Brett’s smile broadened. “It’s really good.”

      The garage door swung open and Lucas entered the house with a garment bag draped over his arm. Had she forgotten to pick up his dry cleaning, too?

      “There’s my family,” he declared happily. At least someone was in a good mood.

      “Mommy forgot Brett at school,” Ava said.

      “Mrs. Greer brought him home and saw all the bottles on the island,” Gavin added.

      Lucas’s gaze flicked to the booze-infested island before landing on Kate. “I’m sure that was pleasant for you.”

      “It wasn’t pleasant for me,” Brett grumbled. “I waited twenty minutes.”

      Lucas placed the garment bag on the half wall that separated the kitchen from the family room and joined them at the table. “Did I ever tell you kids about the time my parents forgot me at the baseball field?”

      “They did?” Ava asked, sounding shocked.

      “They sure did. I was so upset that I cried right there on the diamond.”

      Brett’s head jerked to attention. “You cried?”

      “In front of the coach, too,” Lucas said. “I was convinced he was going to bench me the next game for being a baby. When my mom got there, she apologized and explained that she’d gotten caught up in conversation with our neighbor.”

      “That’s not a good excuse,” Gavin said.

      “That’s what I said to her,” Lucas said. “I said ‘couldn’t you have lied and come up with a better reason?’” He made sure he had their rapt attention before continuing. “She looked at me point blank and said, ‘Lucas, I’m your mother, but I’m also a human being. That means I make mistakes. The sooner you realize that about people, the happier you’ll be.’” He shook his head, chuckling. “So what do I do? I go ahead and marry the most perfect woman in the world.”

      Ava scrunched her nose, smiling. “Mommy’s not perfect.”

      “No, she’s not,” Brett agreed.

      “Cut your mom some slack,” Lucas said. “That’s my point. She does a lot for you kids.”

      “That’s her job,” Gavin said.

      He focused on Gavin. “Do you think every mother spends the kind of time your mother does, baking cupcakes for school parties and volunteering to search the earth for costumes for the school play, plus running a successful business on top of everything else?”

      Kate sat in silence, allowing her husband to go to bat for her. It was rare that he needed to, but she had to admit she enjoyed listening to him. It made her realize that maybe Lucas noticed more than he seemed to.

      After dinner, he sent the kids upstairs to finish their homework while Kate cleaned up the kitchen. She pressed the button to start the dishwasher and turned to find him standing behind her.

      “Brought you a present.” He held up a hanger with a familiar dress—it was the one she’d worn for their anniversary dinner the night before.

      Kate balked. “Where did you get that? I’m sure I threw it away.”

      “You did. I took it out and cleaned it.” He turned the dress around so she could see the back. “Good as new.”

      Kate’s face softened. “How did you manage that? You’ve been at work all day.”

      “We have the internet, you know. It also helps that I’m friendly with the cleaning staff. I watched a YouTube video about removing blood stains. It kind of worries me that a video like that is necessary. It had a thousand likes. I picture hitmen sitting around a table and watching it together.”

      She laughed. His imagination had always been one of his qualities that most appealed to her. Where other men saw obstacles, Lucas saw opportunities.

      “Apparently there’s more on YouTube than my videos.” She gave an exaggerated shrug. “Who knew?”

      “Believe me, I would’ve preferred to watch you. The guy in this video was definitely an axe murderer.”

      She accepted the dress, her gaze still pinned on her husband. “Thank you, Lucas.”

      “It’s a beautiful dress and you’ve had it for years. Be a shame to toss it now because of a bad experience.”

      Kate nodded slowly, grasping his meaning. “I’ll hang it back in the closet before it wrinkles.”

      “Wrinkles are good,” Lucas said. “Wrinkles mean that dress had a good time.”

      She kissed his cheek and carried the dress upstairs.
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      Kate went through her morning routine with a heightened sense of anticipation. Last night she’d downed the cocktail she’d created and went straight to sleep, hopeful today would bring a reversal of fortune. If not, at least she knew there were more options on deck. Lucas had raised an eyebrow at the sight of the stacked containers in the refrigerator but wisely kept any comments to himself.

      Cat-Cat followed her from room to room, seemingly invested in the outcome of Kate’s experiment. Kate finally replied to the email about the radio show and requested a phone meeting. In light of her conversation with Lucas, she wasn’t sure if she could make it work, but it was worth a phone call. When it was time for her rescheduled virtual meeting with Simone, Kate ejected the cat from the office.

      “I don’t need an assistant, thanks.” She closed the door before the cat could step a paw across the threshold.

      Kate gave her hair a final check and adjusted the lighting to make it look less pink. She’d already stuck a small, flesh-colored Band-Aid over the wart and had prepared a story about a biopsied mole.

      She clicked the ‘call’ button on the laptop and waited for Simone’s face to appear. Her client was based in Los Angeles, although she often talked about relocating to somewhere less intense. She was a former television actress with self-esteem issues, and Kate’s main job was to teach her how to be her own best cheerleader. Simone had been in-demand a decade ago, but one failed television show had tanked her career and she’d been fighting her way back ever since. She and Kate had a standing monthly appointment where they met virtually for an hour.

      “Hey, Simone,” Kate said.

      Her client brightened at the sight of Kate on the screen.

      “I’ve been dying for this meeting,” Simone said. “I’m so sorry I had to cancel.”

      “Good news or bad news?” Kate asked, bracing herself for bad news. It usually was.

      “The best news,” Simone said, practically vibrating with excitement. “Remember that talk show my agent told me about?”

      “Of course. It sounded right up your alley.” It was a show similar to The View featuring four women in different stages of their lives.

      “Well, drum roll, please. I got the job.” Simone waved her hands excitedly.

      Kate pressed a hand to her chest. “Oh, wow. That’s incredible news. Simone, I’m so pleased for you.”

      “And I’m moving to New York, which means we’ll finally be in the same time zone.”

      “This is amazing. All your hard work is finally paying off.”

      “If it weren’t for you, I would’ve given up ages ago.”

      Kate gave her head a dismissive shake. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re a fighter, Simone. You got back on your feet every time you got knocked down.”

      They continued to talk about the show and Simone’s new apartment in the city. Kate had never seen her client so animated. It felt good to know she’d helped someone get back on track. Simone was fifty-two. In Hollywood years, she was a walking corpse, so it was gratifying to see a middle-aged actress staging a comeback.

      “I hate to ask, but what’s going on with your skin?” Simone asked. “If you’re having an issue with breakouts, I can recommend something. My dermatologist swears by it.”

      Kate’s fingers brushed against the Band-Aid. “It’s a biopsied mole.”

      Simone leaned forward and squinted. “Oh, I didn’t even notice the Band-Aid.”

      Kate swallowed a cry. What was wrong with her skin now?

      “I’m digging the pink hair, by the way,” Simone said. “Very trendy.”

      Kate stiffened. “Thanks. I don’t think it suits me, but I need to wait for an appointment to change it back. I don’t trust myself to do it right.”

      “Ha! As if you could do anything wrong.”

      Kate was relieved to end the call. She immediately looked in the mirror to inspect her skin. It wasn’t as flawless as usual, but it didn’t seem that bad to her.

      The cat scratched at the door and Kate stood to readmit her. “Did you hear all that? Simone’s suddenly living her best life and I’m...not.” Kate began to understand how other women must feel in her presence.

      Cat-Cat jumped onto the scratching post and dug her claws into the fabric.

      “Work it, girl,” Kate said.

      The phone trilled and she gasped at the sight of the New York City area code. Finally! She snapped up the phone. “Kate Golden.”

      “Kate, it’s Timothy Turnbull.”

      “Mr. Turnbull, so good to hear from you again.”

      “I’d hoped to get back to you sooner, but that’s life.”

      Kate held her breath. Had they changed their minds already? She hadn’t even pitched them in person yet.

      “Your proposal has been making the rounds and you’ll be pleased to know you’ve added a few new subscribers to your channel from our office. They’re instant converts.”

      “That’s great. I’m so glad they like it.”

      “They like you so much that we’d like to skip the next phone call and have you meet with us in New York.”

      Kate nearly floated out of her chair. “That’s fantastic. I’d love to. When?”

      “How about the first week in December? That’s not too far away.”

      That worked for Kate. Thanksgiving and all its unhappy associations would be past her, not to mention the holiday workload. Every year she hosted Lucas’s parents for Thanksgiving and this year would be no exception.

      She was tempted to ask about the dodgy director’s book deal—the one who’d drugged actresses—but it seemed like a futile gesture. After all, the director already had a contract with the publisher and Kate was still trying to secure one. She had no power here and she knew it.

      “Tuesday of that week is best for me,” she said. There were various school activities that week, including a Christmas concert at the elementary school. Kate would have to work around them somehow.

      “Perfect. I’ll schedule it and email you the details.”

      “Thank you so much. I’m looking forward to it.”

      Kate set down the phone with a smile, wondering whether the publisher’s welcome news meant her cocktail had worked. The phone rang again and Kate recognized the number of her salon. Lacey said they’d had a cancellation and could fit her in if she was interested. Kate jumped at the chance.

      With her hair back to its normal shade of blonde, Kate started to feel more like herself and even wondered whether she’d created all the mishaps. Like Lucas had said, some kind of placebo effect from the original cocktail.

      As she paid at the front desk, the owner of the salon emerged from her office to signal Kate. As a successful businesswoman and the member of a prominent local family, Mrs. Quincy was a fixture in Lake Cloverleaf.

      “Kate Golden, please step into my office, you gorgeous creature.”

      Kate crossed the salon floor to the office, curious as to why she’d been summoned.

      “Have a seat.” Mrs. Quincy motioned to the chair across from the antique desk that had been repainted a bubblegum pink.

      Kate noticed Trixie, the salon beagle, sniffing her feet. The dog didn’t usually take an interest in her.

      “She must smell my cat,” Kate said.

      “I bet she does.” Mrs. Quincy smiled at Kate. “I was hoping to talk to you about a local nonprofit organization called RISE. Are you familiar with it?”

      Kate shook her head.

      “The organization assists women in challenging circumstances to rise up and make positive and meaningful changes to their lives. We’ve devised a program that provides them with educational opportunities, sessions on financial planning, employment preparedness—all sorts of tools to help them develop their skills and confidence. I’ve served on the board for a number of years now, and it’s an excellent organization.”

      “That all sounds like amazing work.”

      “It is, but we can do more.” She slotted her fingers together and regarded Kate. “You’re a homegrown success story, Mrs. Golden. We’d love it if you’d consider speaking to these women. Offer one of your motivational talks. I’m a huge fan of your YouTube channel and I think you could help these women perform miracles in their lives.”

      Kate laughed awkwardly. “That’s a lot of pressure.”

      “Water off a duck’s back for someone like you,” Mrs. Quincy said. “Will you consider it? I understand your time is valuable—so is mine—but I believe it’s our duty to those less fortunate to extend a hand and help them rise above their situation.”

      Kate squirmed in her seat. She disliked being put on the spot. The holidays were on her doorstep. Thanksgiving, in particular, was a challenging time for Kate.

      “I’m not sure my schedule will allow it, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      Mrs. Quincy wagged a finger. “I recognize when someone’s blowing me off, Mrs. Golden. No matter. You’ll come around.” She offered an easygoing smile. “Just call me when you change your mind.”

      

      By the time another Friday rolled around, Kate was more than ready for cocktail club. It was Julie’s turn to host, although she’d warned the women in advance that her mother was in a foul mood.

      Sure enough, Doris, otherwise known as Der Kommissar, hobbled into the kitchen, her cane clicking steadily across the floor. She wore a peach-colored robe and matching slippers.

      “Happy Friday, Doris,” Rebecca greeted her.

      “Every day is Friday when you’re my age,” the older woman snapped. “Don’t go drinking yourselves into a stupor and leaving me a mess to clean up.”

      “When do we ever drink ourselves into a stupor?” Rebecca asked.

      “Or leave you a mess to clean up.” Julie glared at her mother. “I always clean up.”

      “Don’t be too noisy. I’ll be on a Zoom call with the ladies from my bridge club.”

      “Would you like an appletini to go?” Libbie offered.

      “An appletini? What on earth is that?” She shook her head angrily. “How a generation can manage to destroy a perfectly good cocktail is beyond me.”

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Julie said.

      Her mother swiveled around and stalked out of the room.

      “Isn’t she supposed to avoid the stairs?” Libbie asked.

      Julie shrugged. “Does she ever listen to me?”

      “She could fall and break a hip,” Rebecca said.

      “And if she does, it will be all my fault.” Julie took a careful sip her cocktail. “Let’s talk about something else. We’re witches now. I’m afraid if we say something out loud, we might make it come true.”

      “If only our magic was that obedient,” Kate said.

      “Are you still having a hard time?” Julie asked.

      “Things are still off,” Kate admitted. “I thought the second cocktail I made turned things around, but now I don’t know.” She swallowed a generous mouthful of her drink. “Things feel...harder.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing?” Libbie asked. “You’re always telling your clients they have to put in the hard work if they want to see results.”

      Julie laughed. “You make her sound like a fitness instructor.”

      “She’s a fitness instructor for the soul,” Libbie said.

      “Move over SoulCycle,” Rebecca murmured.

      “It’s not hard work that’s the problem,” Kate said. “I already have a system that works for me. Everything’s under control, or it was before that stupid recipe appeared.”

      “When I was upset about my job and Chris, Lorraine told me not to resist but to surrender to it. To listen to what the universe was trying to teach me.” Libbie’s mouth formed a half smile. “And if I recall correctly, you said you liked that idea.”

      “You did,” Rebecca said. “I remember.”

      “Lorraine was as high as a kite,” Kate said.

      “Doesn’t mean she gave bad advice,” Julie said. “It seemed to work out for Libbie.”

      Libbie’s expression softened. “I’m not foolish enough to tell Kate Golden what to do, but maybe think about slowing down. You’re always on a schedule.”

      “With color-coded lists,” Rebecca added.

      Julie nodded. “You make the Energizer Bunny look like a lazy piece of shit.”

      “It seems like your system is controlling you instead of the other way around,” Libbie said. “The holidays are coming up. Maybe let go of your lists and your schedule, at least for a little while. Take time to focus on yourself, and I don’t mean on your wart.”

      Kate mulled it over. “Maybe you’re right.”

      Several of Kate’s YouTube videos touched on this subject, including one of her most popular ones entitled Shifting from Autopilot to Manual, where she talks about the importance of staying present and engaged in daily life. She encourages people to act with intention rather than simply going through the motions. Part of that involves getting off the hamster wheel and getting to know themselves—their authentic selves and not the mask they wear for others. What are their needs? Their passions?

      What were Kate’s needs? Her passions?

      She wasn’t sure anymore.

      “Any update on the book deal?” Julie asked.

      “I’m going to New York in less than two weeks to meet the executives in person.”

      Rebecca raised her glass. “Cheers to that.”

      The other women lifted their glasses. “To Kate, for successfully navigating challenging times.”

      As they tapped their glasses together, Kate’s mind drifted to her meeting with Mrs. Quincy. Something about their conversation nagged at her. It suddenly bothered Kate that she’d basically said no to the request. But wasn’t this a good development—that Kate had declined to take on yet another project? That she was willing to look incapable by not overloading her schedule with an additional task?

      “Do you know there’s actually a spell witches can perform to help them get through challenging times?” Kate asked.

      Libbie’s brow lifted. “A spell?”

      Kate nodded. “In one of the books I ordered, there’s a section that talks about spells and divides them into categories. I’d ignored it because I was focused on the cocktails, but now I’m wondering if I should’ve tried a spell.” Maybe a cocktail alone wasn’t enough for Kate’s situation.

      “How does it work?” Julie asked.

      Rebecca looked at her with an eager expression. “Yeah, what would we have to do? Christmas is coming up and I would love to know how to navigate difficult holidays.”

      Kate tapped her fingernails on the stem of her glass, trying to remember the salient terms from the book. “I don’t know exactly. Let me see if I can find it online.” She held the phone at an awkward angle as she typed.

      “Where are your reading glasses?” Libbie asked. “What’s the point of getting them if you don’t intend to wear them?”

      “I don’t need them. I can see fine. As a matter of fact, I found it.” She increased the size of the webpage and was able to see the words without help.

      “What does it say?” Julie prompted.

      “It says we need candles, a lemon, and an orange.” Kate scanned the rest of the paragraph. “And we need to do it outside.” She craned her neck. “Is there a clear sky? We need to be able to see the moon.”

      “I can see the moon,” Rebecca confirmed.

      “How do we know this is legit?” Julie asked.

      “We don’t, but it’s worth a try.” Kate set down the phone.

      “We can use the fire pit,” Julie said. “That’s better than candles.”

      Hesitation flickered across Rebecca’s features. “Are we sure this is a good idea? Lorraine said we needed to be ready to do magic.”

      “No, Lorraine said we needed to be ready to receive the gifts Inga left us,” Kate said. “And Libbie and I have received them, so we’re good to go.”

      Julie turned and plucked a lemon and an orange from the fruit bowl. “Someone get the lighter from the drawer next to the fridge.”

      Kate retrieved the lighter. “We also need chalk to make a circle.”

      Julie chewed her lip. “I don’t have any chalk.”

      “I have plenty of chalk at home,” Kate said. “Ava’s drawn so many butterflies on the driveway, you can’t see the slate color anymore.”

      Rebecca opened a cabinet door. “What about flour? That’s a white powdery substance and we can make a circle with it.”

      “Too bad nobody has cocaine,” Julie said.

      “I know a guy,” Rebecca offered.

      Julie laughed. “I bet you do.”

      Rebecca took the bag of flour from the shelf and the women made their way to the backyard to plant themselves around the fire pit.

      “I love sitting by the lake when it’s dark,” Libbie said.

      “We should’ve brought our sweaters,” Kate said, rubbing her arms.

      “We should’ve brought our drinks,” Rebecca said. “I feel like attempting a spell requires more alcohol.”

      “I’m buzzed enough,” Kate said. “If we’re creating fire, we should probably have our wits about us.”

      Flames illuminated the fire pit and Rebecca sprinkled flour around them, forming a big circle.

      “What do we do with the fruit?” Julie asked, juggling the lemon and orange.

      Kate swiped them from the air. “I’ll show you. Sit down.”

      The other three women sat cross-legged around the fire pit.

      “Let’s do this quickly,” Julie said. “You know I have tight hip flexors.”

      Kate stood beside the fire and held the lemon over the flames. “Now, think about words of encouragement.”

      “To you?” Libbie asked.

      “No, to yourselves.” Kate squeezed the lemon and watched the juice drip into the fire. I am Kate Golden. I rise to meet any challenge.

      “Do we chant?” Julie asked.

      Kate shushed her. “No chanting. Just focus on your words of encouragement.”

      “So bossy,” Julie said and burst into a fit of giggles.

      Kate rolled her eyes and held the orange over the fire. “Feel the positive energy as it fills your spirit.”

      “I’d love to see you do a YouTube video like this,” Rebecca said. “Your subscribers would go nuts.”

      “They’ll think I’ve gone nuts,” Kate said and tossed the orange and lemon into the fire. She joined her friends in a seated position, aware of streaks of fruit juice as they slipped under her sleeves, cascading down her arms and dripping onto her clothes.

      “Julie, what are you drinking?” Libbie asked.

      Julie lowered the bottle from her mouth, wearing a guilty expression. “I might have brought out a bottle of Malbec.”

      Rebecca wriggled her fingers. “Pass it here.”

      “You’re supposed to be navigating challenges,” Kate said, annoyed.

      “I know, and the first challenge I need to navigate is staying in this cross-legged position for more than five minutes,” Julie said. “Hence the wine.”

      “She’s a problem solver,” Rebecca said. “Like you, Kate.”

      Julie nodded exuberantly. “That’s right. I’ve absorbed your motivational energy through years of osmosis.”

      “What do we need to do now for the spell?” Libbie pressed.

      “We have to get naked,” Kate said.

      Libbie barked a short laugh. “Easy for you to say, Miss Peloton.”

      “Oh, stop. You look amazing,” Kate said.

      “No, I look normal,” Libbie protested. “You look amazing.”

      “Women’s bodies are beautiful,” Rebecca said. “Why are we so hard on ourselves? Men walk around shirtless all summer long, beer bellies on full display, yet we try to hide every flaw.”

      “We try to erase all evidence of our strength and struggles,” Libbie added. “I’ve given birth to two kids, but God forbid I look like I have.”

      “I have stretch marks and don’t have any kids to show for it,” Julie said.

      Everyone looked at Kate, waiting for her contribution.

      “I have a wart.”

      Libbie laughed. “You sure do, and it is butt-ugly.”

      “I was kidding about the nudity,” Kate said. “I just wanted to see if anyone was drunk enough to fall for it.”

      “Give me ten more minutes,” Julie said. She tipped the bottle back and drank before passing it to Libbie.

      “Who’s driving me home?” Kate asked, holding out her hand for the bottle.

      “Ethan can drive all of us,” Libbie said. “He’s such a terrific guy.” She sighed dreamily.

      “Did we finish the spell?” Rebecca asked.

      “I don’t know,” Kate said.

      Libbie gasped. “We need to do our compliment circle.”

      Inga had started the ritual of a compliment circle during cocktail club meetings. Each woman had to sit quietly and listen to compliments from the other women in the circle. Kate marveled at Libbie’s willingness to initiate it now, given that she was the one who hated it the most—before Libbie’s magical cocktail took effect, that is.

      “Let’s multitask and do our words of encouragement out loud instead,” Kate said.

      Rebecca shook the bottle at her as though it was an extension of her finger. “Solid plan.”

      A breeze rushed through the circle and nearly extinguished the fire.

      “That’s Inga saying she agrees with my suggestion,” Kate said.

      “In that case, can we ask her why I don’t have any magic yet?” Julie asked.

      “I’d rather ask her what went wrong with mine,” Kate said.

      Libbie hugged herself. “Let’s finish the spell, or whatever we’re doing. I’m cold.”

      “My butt’s numb.” Julie shifted from side to side and repositioned her legs.

      Kate took a swig from the wine bottle and passed it to Libbie. “My words of encouragement are that I’m capable of rising to meet any challenge.”

      Rebecca snorted. “That’s like saying the sun is capable of rising to meet the daytime.”

      “Hey,” Julie admonished her. “No criticism.”

      “Fine. During challenging times, I persevere like a palm tree in a hurricane,” Rebecca said.

      “When I face a tough situation, I still manage to be a kind person,” Libbie said.

      “You really do,” Kate said.

      Libbie passed the bottle to Julie, who took a long drink before sharing her words of encouragement. “When I’m dealing with a difficult situation, I can weather any storm,” Julie said.

      “That’s too close to mine,” Rebecca told her.

      “I don’t think it matters for purposes of the spell,” Kate said. She noticed an ant crawling on her sleeve. It took three tries, but she managed to brush it off. “Gross. I’m covered in citrus and I’m sure there’s flour on my ass. I hate being sticky.”

      Rebecca waved a drunken hand. “You’ve got nature’s bathtub right there. Go wash off in the lake.”

      Kate climbed to her feet without a second thought.

      “I was kidding,” Rebecca yelled, but Kate was already up and running.

      She ran straight across the lawn and leaped into the water. She screamed the moment she touched the icy cold water and the sound pierced the quiet night air.

      Peals of laughter echoed behind her.

      Kate swam back toward the shore where Julie waited with her arm extended. Kate gripped her friend’s hand and pulled her forward.

      Libbie and Rebecca doubled over with laughter as they watched their friends emerge from the lake, their clothes clinging to their bodies.

      “My kingdom for a towel,” Kate said.

      “What in the hell is going on out here?” Julie’s mother leaned on her cane in the grass, bathed in moonlight.

      The women froze.

      “Are you trying to catch hypothermia right before the holidays?” she continued. “How selfish can you be? Then who will look after me?” She thumped her cane on the ground and glowered at Julie. “You’re not sixteen anymore. One look at your boobs will tell you that.”

      “Hey!” Julie’s arms moved to cover her chest.

      “You should join us,” Rebecca called.

      “So I can drop dead like your friend Inga and Julie can inherit my house? Nice try.” Doris turned and marched back to the house.

      The women waited until the screen door slid shut to burst into laughter.

      “She hates me,” Julie said.

      “Your mom was wrong,” Rebecca said. “You really are sixteen as long as you’re living under the same roof as her.”

      “And your boobs are perky as hell,” Kate added.

      Julie smiled. “Aw, thanks. You’re the best friends a teenaged grownup could ever have.”
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      As much as Kate loved autumn, she hated the holiday associated with it. Each year she begrudgingly set her feelings aside and fulfilled her familial duty on Thanksgiving. She disliked the excess of food, the political disagreements, and the dark history behind the seemingly festive occasion. But mostly she hated the memories and emotions this particular holiday evoked.

      Lucas’s parents had arrived the day before. Kate had been shocked to see how much older they looked since their last visit. She noticed the tremble of her father-in-law’s hands when he reached for the newspaper and the age spots that marred her mother-in-law’s complexion. It was as though they’d aged exponentially in a matter of months, providing an unwelcome reminder of their mortality.

      She silently vowed to take plenty of photos to mark the occasion—keepsakes for Lucas and the kids. As always, she’d also take a few well-lit photos of the food to post on social media—ample dopamine hits for her brain.

      “Can I help, Mommy?” Ava asked, climbing onto a stool in front of the island.

      Kate smiled at her. “You can help by staying out of the kitchen. Everything needs to be done a certain way.”

      “That means you’re too incompetent,” Gavin called from the family room.

      Kate narrowed her eyes at him. “No, that means little people can’t be underfoot.”

      “I can do mash the potatoes,” Ava said. “It’s hard to mess up mashing.”

      “I can supervise,” Brett said, popping up from the table.

      Kate laughed. “Then it will be the blind leading the blind.” She didn’t miss the look of disappointment that flashed across her children’s faces.

      “Come on, you two,” Lucas said. “Out you get. You know how stressed your mother gets on Thanksgiving.” He winked at Kate as he steered the kids into the family room.

      Kate tried to focus on the recipe on her laptop. If she used the zoom feature on the computer, half the recipe got cut off. She considered using the new reading glasses, but her pride refused that option, especially with her mother-in-law around. Generally speaking, Helen Golden was a nice woman, but she had her unpleasant moments. When Kate had trouble breastfeeding Gavin and switched to formula, Helen acted as though Kate had failed a maternal test. On Kate’s fortieth birthday, Helen had loudly remarked that age was the great equalizer and no amount of exercise would turn back time. Most recently, she’d seemed downright gleeful upon discovering Kate colored her hair. Well, Helen wouldn’t get the chance to celebrate Kate’s aging eyesight. Kate had always enjoyed 20/20 vision and she wasn’t ready to admit defeat, at least not until after her guests went home.

      Kate busied herself in the kitchen, humming along to music playing on her laptop. She chose her playlist wisely—upbeat songs only. Cat-Cat tried to make a nuisance of herself on the counter, but Kate enlisted her daughter’s aid in keeping the curious cat occupied.

      “How’s everything at headquarters?” Lucas asked. “Can I get you a drink while you work?”

      “That would be nice,” Kate said.

      He hovered in front of the wine cabinet. “Pinot noir?”

      “Sure.” She whisked the eggs for the stuffing as he poured a glass of wine and set it on the counter in front of her.

      “How are you holding up?” Lucas asked softly.

      She squared her shoulders and kept whisking. “Fine.”

      It wasn’t fine. Every year, she endured the stretch of time between Thanksgiving and Christmas with a brave face, but it was never easy. After her parents divorced, it became a time of stress and anxiety, with her parents battling over Kate’s time. Kate remembered feeling distressed over leaving her mother alone when it was her father’s turn. Even now, Kate associated the holidays with tissues. She used to stock tissue boxes in each room of the house, ready to catch her mother’s inevitable tears. After her father remarried and lost interest in Kate, the holiday became a sore spot for an even worse reason. It was right after Thanksgiving that Kate’s mother had sent her to the store for milk. Kate had made the twenty-block roundtrip in the bitter cold, believing she was doing her mother a huge favor. Kate to the rescue. Her mother had only needed to set up a hoop and Kate jumped through with abandon, eager to be the perfect daughter.

      Kate stopped whisking and took a sip of wine.

      Lucas glanced at the counter. “Do you have enough eggs?”

      “Yes, thanks.” She set down the glass of wine.

      Enough.

      Kate hadn’t been enough, not for either parent.

      If your parents are dead, are you still considered a daughter? Can you be a forty-eight-year-old orphan?

      Kate had tried to win them over. Straight As. Obedient. Helpful. She tried to be so amazing that it would be a scientific impossibility not to love her.

      It didn’t work. Her mother had opted for the worst exit strategy imaginable and, even before her father’s death, he’d basically abandoned her. Her father had been a competitive man and his early custody fights had more to do with winning than wanting Kate. His second wife had only been ten years older than Kate. He’d successfully replaced both her and her mother in one fell swoop.

      “I’ll bring the bottle to the family room for Mom and Dad,” he said.

      Kate nodded absently, her mind on the various moving parts of Thanksgiving dinner. The oven had been on since this morning with the turkey nestled inside. The stuffing she was making now was technically the dressing, although no one ever seemed to call it by its rightful name.

      Kate opened the cabinet in search of rosemary. The bottle was there, but the moment she pulled it from the shelf, she could tell it was empty.

      “Shit.”

      How had she failed to notice the bottle was nearly empty the last time she used it? There was no way she could get it from the store now. They’d be closed. She contemplated calling Libbie, but she didn’t want to disrupt her friend’s holiday. Libbie was celebrating her first Thanksgiving with Ethan and her children.

      Kate glanced at her husband in the family room, where he sat on the couch watching football with the kids. Sort of. The boys were on their phones and Ava sat with a lap desk across her knees, drawing with crayons. For a fleeting moment, she contemplated asking Lucas to drive to Libbie’s house and pinch rosemary from her garden. No, she couldn’t do that. If she asked for help, then her in-laws would know she’d screwed up.

      She decided to skip the rosemary.

      By the time Kate took the turkey out of the oven, her stomach was rumbling. She’d swallowed more wine than food and her hunger was catching up to her.

      “The turkey’s resting if you want to do the honors,” Kate called to her husband.

      Lucas placed an empty wine glass in the sink and retrieved the carving knife from the wooden block.

      Kate pulled a hot bag of broccoli from the microwave and set it in a bowl before she burned her fingers. Although she preferred to steam broccoli the old-fashioned way, she had to streamline her process on Thanksgiving.

      “The turkey’s still raw in the middle,” Lucas said.

      Kate whipped around, ready to see a mischievous glimmer in her husband’s eyes. She was stunned to see him examining the bird with a furrowed brow.

      “Oh, shit. You’re serious.”

      Helen’s head popped up like an inquisitive meerkat surveying the savanna for signs of food. “What’s going on in there?” she asked.

      “Nothing, Mom,” Lucas said quickly.

      “Is dinner ready?” his father asked.

      “In a few minutes,” Lucas called back.

      Kate shot him a quizzical look. How did he expect dinner to be ready in a few minutes with an uncooked turkey?

      Lucas shrugged. “Do you think Libbie made extra?”

      “Libbie isn’t catering our Thanksgiving dinner,” she said.

      Helen shuffled into the kitchen. “What’s the matter?”

      “The turkey’s not ready,” Lucas said. “The oven broke.”

      Kate closed her eyes. That wasn’t the lie she would’ve chosen.

      “Broke? How?” Helen brushed past them to examine the oven. “Ken, can you come here? You need to fix the oven.”

      Ken ambled into the kitchen, hiking up his trousers. “What’s wrong with the oven?”

      “I don’t know,” Helen said. “That’s why you need to look.”

      Ken bent over the oven and peered through his thick glasses. “Seems to be on. What makes you think it’s broken?”

      Lucas patted his father’s back. “Thanks for checking, Dad. We’ll take it from here.”

      “How about another glass of wine, Helen?” Kate offered. “A beer for you, Ken?”

      “I’ll pass,” Ken said. “Any more beer and my stomach won’t have room for actual food.”

      At this rate, Kate was beginning to wonder if there’d be any actual food.

      “I don’t know why you didn’t check on the bird,” Helen said.

      “I did,” Kate said.

      Helen continued rambling. “I baste mine and give it a peek every hour or so. How long did you cook it for? For a bird this size, I’d say it needed fifteen minutes per pound, unless you cooked it from frozen. Then it would need about twenty-two minutes per pound.”

      Kate blanched.

      “You did thaw it first, didn’t you?” Helen gave her a curious look. “Hmm. I’m surprised you didn’t think to do that, especially as you’re the one who insists on making Thanksgiving dinner every year.”

      A scream traveled from the pit of Kate’s stomach but stopped midway in her throat.

      The turkey wouldn’t be ready in time for Thanksgiving dinner. It was a complete disaster.

      In a matter of weeks, her whole life had become a complete disaster.

      So much for the spell she’d performed with her friends. She wasn’t navigating challenging times, she was creating them.

      Wordlessly, Kate poured another glass of wine.

      Concern shimmered in Helen’s eyes. “Come on, Ken. Let’s go sit with the children and give these two some space to figure it out.”

      Lucas waited until his parents were out of earshot to address Kate. “We can salvage this. We’ll eat the sides and have dessert. We don’t need a turkey.”

      No turkey? Kate felt lightheaded. “We can’t.”

      “What will happen? The turkey police will show up on our doorstep and cite us for failing to uphold Thanksgiving standards?”

      “Maybe,” Kate said weakly.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Lucas said. “It’s fine. No one’s going to starve with all these carbs.”

      Kate wasn’t worried about anyone dying of starvation. She was worried about dying of abject humiliation.

      Lucas took control of the situation, carrying plates to the table. Gavin had been allowed to set the table earlier, so everything else was there except the food.

      “Dinner,” Brett yelled.

      “Sort of,” Kate mumbled.

      She sat in her usual place at the end of the table closest to the kitchen. Nausea swept over her as she glanced at the sorry state of the table. Sweet potatoes. Broccoli. Green beans. Stuffing. This wasn’t a suitable meal for a random Monday night, let alone Thanksgiving.

      “You won’t soon forget this year,” Helen said.

      “No,” Kate said.

      Lucas began to fill his plate and passed each serving dish to his father.

      “My friend’s family are vegetarians,” Brett said. “They never have a turkey on Thanksgiving.”

      “I didn’t know you were friends with hippies,” Ken said.

      Brett frowned at his grandfather. “What’s a hippie?”

      “We’re not supposed to celebrate Thanksgiving anyway,” Gavin said. “We totally screwed over the Native Americans.”

      Helen sucked in air between her teeth. “What are they teaching at that school?”

      “Have you considered homeschooling?” Ken asked.

      “Kate is far too important to homeschool,” Helen said. There was something about her tone that didn’t sit well with Kate.

      Ava’s face scrunched in horror. “Why are the sweet potatoes spicy?” She gulped down her entire glass of milk.

      Lucas scooped a spoonful from Ava’s plate and stuck it in his mouth. His eyes widened, suggesting his taste buds agreed with Ava’s assessment. “Is this a new recipe?”

      “No, it’s the one I used last year.”

      Brett darted into the kitchen and returned to the table with a small plastic container. “This was on the counter.”

      “Yes, that’s what I used.”

      Lucas frowned. “It says cumin.”

      Kate nearly choked.

      “Isn’t that what you use in a chili recipe?” Ken asked. “Why would you put that in sweet potatoes?”

      “It wasn’t deliberate,” Kate said. “I thought I used cinnamon.”

      “Well, this must be unprecedented,” Helen said. “Two mistakes in one day.”

      “We ran out of gas on the boat and she forgot to pick up Brett from play practice,” Gavin said.

      “That’s enough, Gavin,” Lucas said sharply.

      Ken’s hand trembled as he reached for the serving bowl. “I’d like to taste them. I’m a big fan of spicy.”

      “He even puts hot sauce on macaroni and cheese,” Helen said.

      Kate’s body grew numb. She’d single-handedly ruined Thanksgiving. Even the very first Thanksgiving dinner she’d ever cooked had gone better than this one, and her kitchen had been the size of a shoebox. It had been the year after college graduation. She’d been renting an apartment with two friends. Libbie had plans to eat at her parents’ house and Kate had no interest in being subjected to them. She’d decided to make the best of a bad situation and invited similarly situated friends to the apartment for dinner. She’d punched above her weight, of course, choosing recipes that only experienced cooks would be willing to tackle. The meal had come together flawlessly. Everyone had raved over dinner and heaped praise upon Kate.

      And now this.

      “What happened to you, Mommy?” Ava asked.

      “I wish I knew,” she whispered. It didn’t matter. This was her mess and she had to clean it up. “I’m sorry.” She jerked back her chair and fled the room before the emotional floodgates opened.

      “It’s the change,” Kate heard her mother-in-law announce. “Hormones do all sorts of crazy things to people.”

      Kate raced upstairs and locked herself in the bathroom until she calmed down. It was one thing to ruin a single dish, but Kate seemed to have screwed up everything she touched, which was par for the course lately. She didn’t think she could take much more of this. She wasn’t equipped to handle failure. Kate had only trained herself for success.

      She splashed cold water on her face and gazed at her reflection in the mirror. The wart stared back at her, taunting her. It had all started with that stupid cocktail. Why had she ever wanted magic? She didn’t need it. Her life had been perfect as it was.

      Or was it? a small voice inside her asked.

      She slid to the floor, not caring whether the tiles were clean enough for her Saint Laurent tailored trousers. She hugged her knees to her chest and closed her eyes. A memory stirred. She still remembered the chill in the air that day. She’d worn a chunky knit scarf, a gift from her mother. Her mother had spent weeks knitting the scarf without Kate’s knowledge. Kate had been surprised to learn her mother knew how to knit. There’d been so much Kate hadn’t known about her mother. Too much, really.

      In her mind’s eye, Kate saw her mother’s lifeless body on the floor. The earth seemed to tilt. She’d dropped the container of milk and watched as creamy white pools formed around her mother, creating the illusion of angel wings. After the police and paramedics had come and gone, Kate cleaned up the milk until there was no trace of it. Not a speck of evidence of the tragedy that had occurred there.

      Her grandmother had moved in afterward. Her father hadn’t offered and Kate had been too proud to ask. She and Grandma Iris spent the next two and a half years leading parallel lives until Kate left for the University of Pennsylvania. Grandma Iris hadn’t been a warm woman, but she’d been there when Kate needed her and, for that, Kate would always be grateful.

      Kate stared at the white tiles, picturing spilled milk in their place.

      There was only one way she was going to get through the rest of this horrific holiday.

      Tequila.
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      Kate sat in her office that night, her eyelids heavy. Everyone had gone to bed after dessert except Lucas and Kate. Lucas had volunteered to sit with Ava until she fell asleep. She’d heard him go downstairs at some point, but lost track of him after that.

      Kate would suffer the consequences of her tequila consumption tomorrow, that much was certain. She knew she should be drinking water now, but she couldn’t seem to uproot herself from the chair. This was her comfort zone and she was loath to leave it.

      Cat-Cat jumped on the desk and walked across the keyboard. Kate’s arm shot out to sweep the cat off the desk. She missed the cat entirely and smacked the side of the computer. Kate’s pained laughter morphed into a belch.

      “Thanksgiving is the worst holiday,” she told the cat. “But Christmas sucks too. People buy you gifts you hate because they don’t really know you. They just think they do. It’s all surface level.” She paused to burp again. “You have to smile and thank them. Helen buys the most heinous presents imaginable.” She shook her head so hard, she nearly tipped over. “Helen is my mother-in-law. You’re lucky you don’t have one of those.” She narrowed her eyes. “Because you’re a cat and cats don’t get married.”

      She started to fall asleep, her head lolling to the side. Suddenly she snapped back to attention. “Marriage is hard work and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Lucas calls himself a feminist. Ha! He doesn’t know the meaning of the word. He leaves me to do all the household work and childcare even though my career is just as busy as his.” She tried to run her fingers through her tangled hair, but they got caught and she fought awkwardly to extricate them. “Don’t let a tomcat devalue you, Cat-Cat. That’s my advice.”

      Cat-Cat moved across the desk, traipsing over the keyword without a care in the world.

      “I’ve worked so hard to become this person. People don’t see that—they think I rose out of the sea on a clam like that goddess.” She snapped her fingers repeatedly. “Athena. No. Aphrodite. Venus.” She gave her head a dismissive shake. “Whatever. The point is there’s no clam. Not even a seahorse. I have to swim and I’m tired, Cat-Cat. I’m exhausted. I make it look effortless, but they don’t see my legs frantically kicking underneath. I’m not even going anywhere. I’m treading water.”

      Cat-Cat meowed.

      “You’re absolutely right,” Kate said in response. “I have no business coaching anyone. I should ask them to coach me. I’m a fraud. A fake. The veneer’s been cracked and now everyone can see there’s nothing underneath. I’m naked like that emperor. Exposed.”

      She covered her face with her hands and started to cry. As though sensing her distress, the cat jumped onto her lap and purred.

      “My life is a mess and I don’t know how to fix it. I’m not Wonder Woman. I’m just like everyone else, only worse because I pretend I’m not. Inga knew that about me. She saw right through me, but she liked me anyway. Warts and all.”

      Kate tapped her chin.

      “She would’ve embraced this. Given the wart its own Twitter account. Not me. One wart and I crumble. What’s the universe trying to teach me, Cat-Cat, because I don’t have a clue? How am I supposed to become the best version of myself when I thought I already was?”

      The cat rubbed Kate’s hand with her face.

      “You’re so wise. You should have your own YouTube channel.” She bonked the cat on the nose with her index finger.

      The cat returned to the desk and tried to settle on the keyboard again, but Kate gave her a gentle push and she jumped to the floor.

      Kate staggered out of the office and followed the cat to bed. Thankfully, she had the presence of mind to turn off her cell phone so she could sleep in tomorrow morning, assuming one of the kids didn’t come charging into the room in dire need of pancakes or a sharpened pencil.

      If she dreamed at all, she didn’t remember it.

      She woke up to ribbons of sunlight streaming across the bed.

      “Hey, sleepyhead.” Lucas appeared in the doorway. “How are you feeling?”

      Unsurprisingly, her head felt like it had been cracked open by a sledgehammer. “Fine,” she said.

      “I brought you a glass of water and ibuprofen earlier.” He nodded toward the bedside table.

      Kate shifted to a seated position. “Thanks.”

      “Good news is that the kids are occupied and my parents have vacated the premises.”

      She grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

      “They usually leave early anyway. You know my dad likes to beat traffic, as if there’s something pressing they need to do at home.”

      “They’re set in their ways.” She drank half the water and downed the pills.

      “I’m worried about you,” he said. “You haven’t been yourself.”

      She managed a smile. “No shit.”

      He perched on the edge of the bed. “I know this weekend is always rough, but I feel like it’s more than that.”

      “I’ve had a run of bad luck lately, but I’m going to turn it around.” By sheer force of will, like always.

      “There are scrambled eggs in the pan.” He smirked. “And turkey.”

      She groaned.

      “What? I finished cooking it last night so we could have it for dinner tonight. Why waste it?”

      “No, you’re right. Thank you.”

      He patted her leg. “I’ll be downstairs. Ava is finger painting.”

      Kate tried not to think about the mess that was sure to follow. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      After he left, she went into the bathroom to wash her face and brush her teeth. Her breath had to be worse than normal. She caught sight of the wart in the mirror and glared at its reflection. “I blame you.”

      She ate alone at the table and started to feel better. “I’m going up to shower.”

      “Can we play Monopoly later?” Brett asked.

      “Anything but Monopoly,” she called over her shoulder. The last game had taken three days to finish. No game should take three days unless it was The Hunger Games.

      Kate ventured upstairs to her office to check emails and comments before she showered. It was a habit she was unable to break, even hungover and miserable.

      She automatically scrolled to the top comments and frowned.

      I feel you on Christmas gifts, wrote Tamara from Florida. My mom gets me the Christmas Barbie every year and I’m 28.

      LOL. Guess your MIL isn’t a subscriber, wrote Janine from Tennessee.

      Huh?

      Kate scrolled to the video at the top and leaned forward to examine the image more closely. She recognized her top from the night before and her heart sank. Her hair was in complete disarray and there were pieces of food stuck to her cheek. According to the small print, the video lasted twenty-two minutes. Her mind drifted back to the middle of the night. She’d sat in this very chair, a drunken mess. Even Cat-Cat had tried to console her.

      The cat.

      It seemed that not only had she been inadvertently recording herself, she’d also managed to upload it to the internet. Her easy system, the one she’d created to streamline her process, was about to destroy her.

      “No, no, no.”

      With a shaky finger, Kate hit the play button.

      She listened for twenty-two agonizing minutes as the words she spoke last night were thrown back in her face.

      Kate avoided looking at the rest of the comments. Instead, she began researching the help topics to see how to take down the video. She didn’t know how because she’d never encountered an issue before. Her videos had always been flawless.

      Until now.

      Frantic, Kate clicked on the first link that seemed to offer a solution. It took fewer than five minutes to do, but the video had been up for over ten hours and the number of views...Well, the video had clearly gone viral.

      Under other circumstances, this would be a dream scenario. All her carefully crafted motivational videos—any single one of them would’ve been an ideal choice to go viral.

      But not this one.

      Lucas appeared in the doorway, deathly pale. “My mother called,” he said.

      Kate blinked back tears. “And?”

      “She wants to know if you’re on medication where the potential side effects include insanity.”

      Kate closed her eyes and silently counted to ten. “I’ll call her.”

      He moved further into the office. “Did you know?”

      She shook her head. “I was drunk. I think it was the cat.”

      He scoffed. “You’re blaming the cat?”

      “Not for what I said, obviously.” For that, she blamed the tequila. “I took it down.”

      “I’m sure you did, but you know how the internet works. Once it’s out there, it’s out there.”

      Kate nodded solemnly. She’d cautioned enough clients against sending racy photos and videos to their lovers for this very reason. She knew better. And yet.

      “How are you going to fix this?” Lucas asked.

      “I’ll send her flowers.”

      “Not my mother,” he said, and waved his arms at the computer. “This. All of it. Don’t you think your subscribers will be unhappy? What about your clients?”

      Kate’s stomach twisted into hard knots. “My book deal.”

      “Everything you’ve worked for and why? Because of one lousy Thanksgiving dinner? Kate, millions of people screw up holiday dinners every year. You’re not a unique case.”

      “I know that.”

      He regarded her curiously. “Do you?” He continued to linger for a moment. “You should talk to the kids later. No doubt some of their friends’ parents watched it.”

      Kate’s throat was so dry, she couldn’t swallow. “Did you watch it?”

      “No, the highlights were enough for me. I’m taking the kids out for a walk at the lake. I need to clear my head and Ava wants to see the ducks.” His nostrils flared. “I’ll text you if we end up going anywhere else.”

      “I’m sorry, Lucas.”

      “Tell that to my mother,” he said, and stormed out of the room.

      Kate continued to stare at the computer screen, willing the whole thing to disappear. Maybe this was a nightmare and she’d soon wake up. She’d had a lot of tequila last night. She could be unconscious, like in that strange movie with Tom Cruise. Vanilla Sky.

      She pinched her inner thigh hard and winced. No. Unfortunately, she was wide awake.

      Kate went to the bedroom to retrieve her phone. She turned it on and was shocked to see the number of messages. That video had more mileage than a NASA spacecraft.

      She returned to her office to scroll through her texts in a daze. She knew she had to rip off the Band-Aid to see the damage she’d done to her career. Just because it was the Friday after Thanksgiving didn’t mean the world stood still.

      The internet never sleeps, she thought.

      She drew a deep breath and clicked on her YouTube advertising account.

      One glance delivered the bad news. Advertisers were leaving her channel. Kate buried her face in her hands. This truly was a nightmare. It felt as though it was happening to someone else and Kate was watching from an undisclosed location with great sympathy. She didn’t know what to do. Failure wasn’t in her vocabulary. Now what? Without advertisers, she’d only have her coaching business and she had no doubt those clients would be canceling once they got wind of the video.

      Her whole life. Everything she’d worked for would disappear like it had never existed. She was eight years old again, adjusting to a new life after her parents’ divorce. A new house and school. New friends. Her old life with two parents under one roof seemed like a dream, an image she’d invented. Then she was fifteen and the earth shifted under her feet yet again. Her mother gone. An absentee father. Kate was alone and uncertain how to proceed. From that moment on, she’d been so careful to construct the life she wanted. A life without surprises or upheaval. A life where she was so wonderfully perfect that no one would ever leave her again.

      She checked her emails. Big mistake.

      At the top of her inbox was the email she’d been dreading. Paisley Sheridan was cancelling her meeting with the publishing executives in New York. There was no reason given. No mention of rescheduling. Timothy Turnbull didn’t even have the courtesy to cancel himself.

      There would be no book deal.

      Kate winced as pain, sharp like tiny needles, attacked the side of her chest. She bent forward and clutched the spot as though she could make it stop with the touch of her own hand. She was a witch, wasn’t she? Why didn’t her magic extend to self-healing?

      Her heart started to race. Sweat bubbled across her brow and Kate felt as though she couldn’t breathe. She called out before remembering no one was home. Lucas had taken the kids to walk around the lake because their mother was an embarrassment.

      She reached for her phone and tried to hit Libbie’s name on her contact list, but her finger missed and she clicked on Julie instead. It would have to do.

      “Hello? Kate, is that you?”

      Kate tried to speak, but no sound came out.

      “Kate, are you there?”

      “Help,” she squeaked, and promptly passed out.
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      Kate’s eyes fluttered open to see Julie beside her. She glanced around in a panic when she realized she was in a hospital room.

      “Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” Julie said with a reassuring smile. “Welcome back.”

      “What happened? How did you get me here?”

      “I tossed you over my shoulder and carried you. You’re not the only one with super powers, you know.”

      Kate stared at her, unblinking.

      “Okay, fine. I called an ambulance.” Julie squinted at her. “You don’t remember any of it? You were in and out of consciousness.”

      Kate took a moment to think. Snippets of images flashed in her mind, including Julie holding her hand and telling her everything would be okay.

      “Lucas should be here soon,” Julie said. “He’s waiting for Libbie to arrive to watch the kids. He didn’t want to leave them alone in case they got upset.”

      Kate’s tongue felt thick and dry. “Did the kids see me?” The thought of her children watching as paramedics carried her out of the house...It was too painfully close to her own experience.

      “No, they came home after we left.”

      Relief flooded her. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. What are friends for?” Julie patted her leg. “If it’s any consolation, you look amazing on a gurney. Not many women can pull that off.”

      Kate laughed. “I’m more concerned with not dying than my appearance.”

      “Good.” Julie held up a magazine. “Want to read about aliens abducting our pets?”

      “Don’t tell Rebecca. She’ll end up in here with me.” Kate noticed her hospital gown. “Did I change into this?”

      “I helped. You were pretty uncooperative, to be honest. You had a whole Weekend at Bernie’s vibe going on.”

      Kate snorted.

      “You have a bunch of text messages. I finally had to silence your phone. It was annoying the other patients, mostly because it reminded them they didn’t have that many friends.”

      Kate spotted her phone on the chair, along with her neatly folded clothes. “I assume you know about the video.”

      “I think the man on the moon knows about your video.”

      “The publishing company cancelled our meeting. There won’t be a book deal.”

      Julie pressed her lips together. “I’m sorry.”

      “It was my white whale.”

      “You’re forty-eight years young. There’ll be other amazing opportunities in your future.”

      Kate grunted. “Not after last night.”

      Julie cocked her head and looked at Kate. “Do you remember what Inga said the night she died?”

      “You’re bringing up death now? Know your audience, Duncan.”

      “I’m trying to make a point, if you’ll allow it, Your Honor.”

      Fine. Kate would play along. “Breath is the spirit.” Those had been the older woman’s dying words.

      “No, before that. Her toast. She quoted The Rolling Stones, remember?”

      Kate did remember. She’d been the one to finish Inga’s sentence. “You can’t always get what you want.”

      Julie covered Kate’s hand with hers. “You get what you need.”

      Kate’s lips formed a wry smile. “Is this one of those blessing in disguise situations?” She’d never believed in those. If she had, she’d have to entertain the notion that other negative experiences in her life had also been blessings in disguise. Her parents’ divorce. Her mother. No. Kate refused to believe that. Some events were tragedies, plain and simple.

      “No, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find it was a learning opportunity. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.” She bobbed her head to an imaginary beat. “That’s a good song, too. We should make a Dread Pirate Witches Playlist.”

      She was about to ask Julie to get the phone for her when a nurse scurried into the room. The nurse smiled when she noticed Kate was upright.

      “You’re awake. Terrific. The doctor will be in shortly.”

      “Thank you,” Kate said. “Is it possible to get a glass of water? I’m really thirsty.”

      “That’s from sleeping with your mouth open,” Julie said. “I had no idea you snored.”

      “I don’t snore,” Kate objected. “Lucas snores.”

      The nurse returned a minute later with a cup of water. “I hope you don’t mind me saying, but I’ve seen your YouTube videos. Every time I watch one, my husband says I’m ten times more productive. They’re like a vitamin, though. I have to watch again and again to replenish my system.”

      Kate had a feeling the nurse had missed her latest video. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “Dr. Gordon will be with you shortly.”

      Kate waited until the nurse left the room to break down into sobs. She felt Julie’s hand rubbing her back but didn’t have the strength to brush it away. Instead, she allowed herself to be comforted until the tears subsided.

      Julie handed her a wad of tissues from the box on the bedside table. “Might as well get your money’s worth since you know the bill will be outrageous.”

      Kate managed a laugh. “I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Honey, why would you be embarrassed?”

      Kate looked at her friend with a deadpan expression. “Where should I start?”

      Julie slid onto the exam table to sit beside her. “Life has thrown you a curveball. It happens.”

      “Life didn’t throw me a curveball. I swung the bat and hit myself square in the face.”

      “Your imagery is very violent when you’re upset. One would think you grew up in New Jersey.”

      More tears spilled down her cheeks and she attacked them with the tissue, wiping them away with the force of an exfoliator pad.

      “I’ve had worse curveballs, you know.” Kate gulped down air in what was meant to be a calming breath. “I swore from that moment on that I’d make sure everything was within my control.” And then everything would be perfect.

      She would be perfect.

      Julie leaned a head on her shoulder. “Kate, you had to know that wasn’t possible. It would be like trying to catch snowflakes in your mouth. Sure, you might catch one or two, but the rest would melt right into your eyelashes or float up your nostril. Complete control is bullshit.”

      Kate knew her friend was right, yet she’d been peddling the fantasy for years—to herself as well as to others. She’d believed it, too.

      The door opened to reveal the doctor. “Hi there. I’m Dr. Gordon. You must be Katherine Golden.”

      “Gee, how’d you guess? The fact that I’m holding a wad of tissues dense enough to make a softball?”

      The doctor smiled. “And your hospital gown.”

      “I’ll get out of your way.” Julie scooted to the side of the room to give the doctor room to work.

      The doctor listened to Kate’s chest with the stethoscope, asking her to breathe deeply. “I understand from Nurse Shemansky that you’re some kind of internet sensation.”

      “Hardly,” Kate said.

      “She’s being modest,” Julie interjected. “She helps people all over the world, motivates them to be their best selves and achieve their goals.”

      “Like a motivational speaker?”

      “Exactly,” Kate said, although she wasn’t sure that would be feasible anymore. Who would want to be motivated by someone like Kate? She was in no position to advise anyone. She was a fraud.

      The doctor checked Kate’s eyes and asked her to stick out her tongue.

      “Lucas just texted,” Julie said. “He says Ava’s crying and doesn’t want him to leave. He wants to know whether he should still come.”

      “Tell him to stay.” Kate wasn’t about to drag a father away from his distressed daughter. Ava needed him more than she did. Besides, she had Julie with her. She’d be fine.

      “Poor Libbie. Ava’s going to hurt her feelings,” Julie remarked as she typed a response.

      Kate smiled. “She’ll recover. Ava adores her. I’m sure she’s just out of sorts because she knows something’s going on but doesn’t know what.”

      Kate remembered how that felt, to know something important was happening without knowing the details. She’d been helpless and left to fill in the blanks on her own. She refused to let that happen to Ava. When she got home, she would explain what had happened—assuming Kate found out the answer.

      “What’s the verdict, Dr. Gordon?” Julie asked. “Cardiac arrest?”

      “A lot of people come here thinking they’ve had a heart attack when they’ve actually suffered a more minor issue,” the doctor said. “It’s basically a diagnosis of exclusion.”

      “You have to rule out everything else?” Julie asked.

      Kate knew her friend was no stranger to the inner workings of a hospital. She’d spent enough time in one with her husband before he died.

      “Everything significant,” Dr. Gordon said.

      “What’s next?” Kate asked the doctor. It was a question she’d often ask herself and it seemed entirely appropriate now.

      “We need to check your heart, gallbladder, pancreas, G.I. All of those can mimic a cardiac cause. We’ll do an EKG, get your labs drawn, of course. X-rays.”

      “God bless insurance,” Kate mumbled.

      “And a stress test, too,” the doctor added.

      “What does that involve?” Kate asked.

      “It takes about an hour. We’ll have you perform physical exercise like walking on a treadmill or riding a stationary bike.”

      Kate’s eyebrows shot up. “Do you have a Peloton bike? Because I can ride that like a champ.”

      The doctor frowned. “We don’t need you to be a champion rider, Mrs. Golden. We use it to measure your heart rate and blood pressure.”

      “I exercise regularly.”

      “I’m sure you do.” The doctor inclined her head toward the nurse, who’d returned to the room. “We’ll get you set up, but you might as well make yourself comfortable. You’re going to be here a few hours.”

      “I can stay,” Julie said without prompting.

      “What about your mom?”

      “She knows I’m here with you. She’s been playing poker on a video call with her friends.”

      Kate laughed. “That’ll be us in a few years.”

      “A few years? Bite your tongue. Try a few decades.” Julie gave her a playful smack.

      “Why don’t we get started?” the nurse asked.

      Kate was eager to get the testing over with so she could go home and see her family. She didn’t want them to worry. She blocked everything else from her mind. The damage was done. She’d worry about the fallout later. One step at a time.

      Kate submitted to the battery of tests. Julie was a great friend to sit patiently through each test. It couldn’t be easy for her spending time in a hospital again, Kate knew.

      “Take a photo of me to send to the kids,” Kate said. If they saw her awake and smiling, that might put them at ease. “From the neck up. No hospital gown.”

      “It’ll make your wart more prominent,” Julie said.

      “So what?”

      Julie took a photo and sent a text to Lucas.

      While they waited for results, they played Scrabble on their phones and sent selfies to Libbie and Rebecca. For a short time, Kate even forgot about the reason she’d fallen apart in the first place.

      To Kate’s relief, Dr. Gordon returned to the room with a smile. “Good news, Mrs. Golden.”

      “Heartburn?” Julie asked.

      “No, you had a panic attack,” the doctor said.

      Kate blinked. “A panic attack?”

      Dr. Gordon nodded. “I would suggest rest. It’s that time of year when stress starts to build. I see this a lot in female patients, especially those in a certain segment.”

      Kate’s eyebrows shot up. “Old?”

      “No, Mrs. Golden. Important. Women like you who are clearly the bedrock of their household.” She consulted Kate’s chart. “I would also suggest you avoid caffeine and alcohol.”

      Julie and Kate exchanged looks.

      “When you say no alcohol,” Kate began.

      “Avoiding substances like caffeine and alcohol can help reduce fear and anxiety, which can contribute to panic attacks,” the doctor said.

      “What about one drink a week?” Julie pressed. “We’re in a cocktail club together...”

      “I’m not forcing you on the wagon,” the doctor said. “I’m offering my recommendations based on my medical expertise.”

      Kate thought scaling back wasn’t such a bad idea. Tequila had taught her a valuable a lesson.

      “Continue to get regular sleep and exercise,” the doctor continued. “I can’t recommend yoga enough. I’m a big fan.”

      “You’d be great at yoga,” Julie chimed in.

      Kate stiffened at the suggestion. “I prefer my Peloton bike.”

      The doctor regarded her. “You might want to consider mixing up your routine a little. Don’t give up the bike necessarily, but try to rotate in less intense workouts.”

      Less intense. Kate wasn’t sure she knew how to be less intense. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll let you get changed.”

      “I’m free to go?”

      Dr. Gordon smiled. “It’s not a prison, Mrs. Golden.”

      Kate waited until the doctor left the room to get changed. She felt better once she was back in her own clothes. A text from Lucas appeared on the screen to say he was on his way. Kate typed a quick reply that she was about to be discharged and to sit tight.

      “I bet your kids will be thrilled to see you,” Julie said.

      “I’ll be thrilled to see them.” It seemed like days had passed.

      Julie slung her handbag over her shoulder. “Your chariot awaits and, by chariot, I mean an Uber.” She peered at Kate. “What’s the matter? You’re not having another panic attack, are you?”

      Kate shook her head. “No, I’m just thinking about the messes I need to clean up. I’m never going to recover from this, Jules. I’m finished.”

      “You’re not finished.” Julie clasped Kate’s hands in hers. “From where I stand, Kate Golden, you’re only just beginning.”
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      Kate squinted as morning sunlight streaked through the room. She’d forgotten to close the blinds again, another sign of her newfound incompetence. She stared at the ceiling and ran through recent events in her mind. If only the wart had been the worst of it. No, there had to be a video that memorialized her ultimate moment of weakness. No wonder she’d had a panic attack. She was a bonafide mess.

      Her entire world was crumbling around her and all she could do was watch in abject misery. There was no way of controlling the fallout. No damage control. Her YouTube channel was finished. She’d lose clients. She’d lost the book deal and she’d certainly lose the radio show. No speaking engagements. Kate Golden was yesterday’s news. She was about to become one of those invisible women she’d read about.

      She heard the faint sound of a knock on the bedroom door. “Come in,” she croaked, not that she wanted anyone to see her in this state. She wanted to dig a hole in the mattress and bury herself among the springs.

      The door creaked open and Lucas appeared carrying a tray of food. Kate sniffed the air as the rich aroma of coffee reached her. “Smells delicious.”

      “It’s decaf,” he said.

      A small gasp escaped her when she noticed the mug. “Where did you find this? I thought I’d lost it ages ago.” She’d used that mug every day for years until it disappeared. It was decorated with a quote by Deepak Chopra. Happiness is a continuation of happenings which are not resisted.

      “I don’t know. Gavin got it out of the cabinet. He wanted to help.” Lucas set the tray on the empty side of the bed. Cat-Cat was nowhere in sight, although Kate knew the cat had slept in the room most of the night. “Thought you might like to have something to eat. Hospital food sucks.”

      “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

      Lucas gave her a funny look. “I’m your husband, Kate. Acts of kindness are part of the package.”

      Not lately. Somewhere along the way kindness had fallen by the wayside. They’d taken each other for granted with little appreciation shown by either party.

      Lucas backed away slowly. “I’ll leave you to eat in peace. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I won’t bother you,” she said distractedly. Her gaze drifted to the toast and the ramekins of butter and jam on the side. He knew better than to add them to the toast.

      “It’s no bother.”

      “You don’t have work to do today?” It wasn’t as though weekends were an exception when it came to his job.

      He smiled. “I always have work to do, but I won’t be doing any today.”

      She frowned. “Why not?”

      His expression softened. “Because you need me, Kate. My priority is to take care of you.”

      She didn’t know how to respond. The idea that someone would take care of her—it wasn’t something she’d come to expect from anyone, including her husband. Kate had always, always taken care of herself.

      “Thank you.”

      “The new mattress and box spring are being delivered for the guest room today, but I’ll handle it. You just stay here and rest.” He hesitated. “The kids want to see you. I told them maybe you’d come down for lunch later.”

      “I don’t mind if they come in,” she said.

      “Are you sure? I don’t want them to stress you out.”

      She shook her head. “Lucas, I’m the one who stresses me out.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll remind you of that the next time we take a road trip. Can I get you anything from your office while I’m up here?”

      “No, thanks. I’m going to try some deep breathing exercises. Rebecca texted me a few links.”

      He tapped the doorframe. “Sounds like a good plan.”

      Kate ate everything on the plate and washed it down with coffee. The decaf didn’t taste as good, but she thought it was the right choice today.

      She picked up her phone and watched the first video from Rebecca. She inhaled deeply through her nose and exhaled from her mouth. Her mind began to wander as the breathing became more natural. She felt herself slipping into autopilot and forced herself back to the present moment, returning her focus to her breath.

      Breath is the spirit.

      Kate thought of Inga’s book and that first cocktail. She’d been so convinced the recipe was wrong or that she’d mixed it wrong, but she was starting to think her friends had been right. They’d encouraged her to let go, yet she kept fighting it, trying to control it.

      How do I listen to what the universe is trying to tell me when I think I know better?

      But Kate didn’t know better. She glanced at the mug now on the bedside table. Happiness is a continuation of happenings which are not resisted.

      She’d been resisting more than she realized, but that was going to change—starting now.

      She downloaded a meditation app on her phone and texted her friends, thanking them for their support. She didn’t check emails or her YouTube account. Work could wait.

      She took a nap—something she never would’ve done before because it would be admitting she needed more sleep. After feeling refreshed, she went downstairs to seek out the kids.

      Ava laughed at the sight of her disheveled mother. “You’re still in your pajamas and your hair is sticking up.”

      Kate pretended to lick her palm and smooth it down.

      “You missed lunch, but you made it in time for dinner,” Lucas said cheerfully. “I hope you like turkey because we sure have a lot of it.”

      Kate laughed.

      “There’s a new mattress in the guest room,” Ava announced. “It’s comfy.”

      “I must’ve slept through the delivery,” Kate said.

      “And you slept through Brett practicing songs for the play,” Gavin said. “Lucky you.”

      Kate smiled. “I’m sure you sound great, sweetheart. I can’t wait to see you perform.”

      “He sounds like a chipmunk that inhaled a helium balloon,” Gavin said. He ducked his head before anyone could scold him. “I’m just kidding.”

      They ate dinner as a family and Kate enjoyed their time together without thinking about the next thing on her task list or worrying about the fallout from the video. She delighted in Ava’s loose tooth and her heart warmed when Brett offered to swap puddings with his brother because Gavin wanted chocolate.

      After the boys cleared the plates away, they all played Go Fish and Kate didn’t even mind when she lost.

      “Make sure not to leave out the leftover turkey or Cat-Cat will run off with it.” Kate paused. “Has anyone seen Cat-Cat?”

      Lucas frowned. “Now that you mention it, no. I went to put food in her bowl earlier and noticed it was still full.”

      Kate’s pulse began to race. Cat-Cat never missed a meal. That cat could do real damage at an All You Can Eat buffet.

      “I’ll go look for her,” Lucas said.

      Kate pushed back the chair. “She won’t come to you.” Her legs nearly buckled as she moved to her feet. She’d been in bed or seated most of the day.

      “I’ll find her, Kate.”

      Kate looked at her husband. She knew he was trying to help and she didn’t want to dissuade him. She’d done quite enough of that the past few years. “It isn’t that I don’t think you’re capable of finding her, it’s that she’s a pain in the ass and I think she’ll run from you.”

      His mouth twitched. “Well, when you put it that way.”

      “Maybe someone accidentally locked her in a closet or the garage,” Kate said.

      At the mention of the garage, his expression shifted to one of concern. “I’ll check the backyard. The weather app says it’ll dip below freezing tonight.”

      Kate felt a growing sense of unease. “I’ll check upstairs.”

      She checked under the beds and in the dressers, opening and closing each drawer. Cat-Cat loved to jump into drawers when she put clothes away. Maybe someone had inadvertently left her in a drawer. The thought sickened her.

      “What are you doing, Mommy?” Ava appeared in the doorway as Kate closed the last drawer.

      “Still looking for Cat-Cat. Have you seen her?”

      Ava shook her blond curls. “Daddy is checking the backyard with a flashlight.”

      “Don’t worry, sweetie. We’ll find her.”

      “Can I help?”

      “N...” Kate was about to default to her usual negative position but stopped herself. “Yes. As a matter of fact, get your brothers. They can help, too.”

      Ava clapped her hands. “It’ll be like a secret mission.”

      Kate didn’t correct her. There was nothing secret about finding Cat-Cat. She’d involve the entire town of Lake Cloverleaf if it came to it.

      Ava began shouting her brothers’ names at the top of her lungs. Kate could tell she was enjoying the excitement, as well as the leadership position.

      Gavin met them in the hallway as they left the bedroom. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Cat-Cat is still missing,” Ava said.

      Brett emerged from his room. “Cat-Cat’s gone?”

      “Missing,” Kate corrected him. “I’d like everyone to look for her. Check in your closets and backpacks. Anywhere a cat might fit.”

      “Aye, aye,” Brett said and saluted her. “No cat left behind.”

      After a fruitless search both inside and outside, they congregated in the kitchen, each expression more solemn than the last.

      “I can draw her,” Ava said. “We can make flyers.”

      “I have photos of her,” Brett said. “We can hang them on every telephone pole in town.”

      “I wish I’d had the guys leave all that packaging paper from the delivery earlier. We could’ve used it.”

      An idea sparked in Kate’s mind. An idea that made her sick to her stomach. “Lucas, what did the delivery men take away with them?”

      “The old mattress and box spring. It’s not like we’d want to give them to someone. The box spring had a hole in it.”

      Kate closed her eyes as a feeling of dread washed over her. “A hole big enough for a cat?”

      Cat-Cat gravitated to boxes the way Kate gravitated to a glass of prosecco.

      “Sure. Probably even a small dog,” Lucas said.

      Kate opened her eyes and inhaled deeply. What was the next step to achieve her goal? “We need to call the company.”

      “No one will answer at this hour,” Lucas said. “We’ll have to wait until morning.”

      “We can’t,” Kate insisted. “Tomorrow is Sunday. What if...?” She couldn’t run through her list of possibilities. They were too terrible to contemplate.

      Lucas pulled out his phone. “You know what? I can call the delivery guy. He called me half an hour before they arrived, so I have his cell number.”

      Hope flared inside her. “Good plan.” She didn’t want Ava to listen too intently in case things went in a devastating direction. “Ava, why don’t you start on that picture of Cat-Cat so we can get those flyers up quickly? We can even hang them up tonight.”

      “Okay.” Her bare feet darted across the tile floor as she went in search of her art supplies.

      Kate hovered next to her husband as he made the call.

      “Calvin? I’m so sorry to bother you after hours. This is Lucas Golden. You delivered a mattress and box spring to me earlier today.”

      Kate leaned closer and strained to hear the exchange.

      “There’s a chance our cat might’ve ended up in the box spring you hauled away. Where did you take it?”

      Kate realized that her hands were clenched into fists and tried to relax her body. Tension wasn’t going to solve anything and the last thing she needed was another panic attack.

      Although she couldn’t hear the answer, she could tell from the expression on her husband’s face that it wasn’t good news. By the time Lucas put away the phone, his face had paled considerably.

      “Where?” she prompted.

      “There are two possibilities. One’s a warehouse about thirty minutes away and the other...isn’t.” He mouthed the word ‘incinerator.’

      “We’re going now,” she said.

      “But no one is there,” Lucas said.

      “I don’t care if we have to break down the door, we’re going.”

      “Kate, we can’t get ourselves arrested over a cat.”

      She gave him a hard look. “What if it were one of the children? You’d be throwing a blue flashing light on your roof and blaring a siren the whole way.”

      “Of course, but we’re talking about a cat. You don’t even like...” Lucas stopped. “You know what? You’re right. Cat-Cat is a member of the family and we go to the ends of the earth for family.”

      “Damn right we do,” Kate said firmly.

      Ava gasped as she reentered the room with a box of crayons. “Mommy said a curse word.”

      “Damn right I did,” Kate said. “Let’s go.”

      Lucas observed her. “Now? Don’t you want to get dressed first? Maybe wash your face?”

      “Cat-Cat is missing, Lucas. I’m not going to waste precious minutes preening.”

      He raised his hands, palms out. “I wasn’t suggesting that you should.” He swiveled away from her. “I’ll get the keys. You get your handbag.”

      They scrambled around the house, preparing to launch Operation Rescue Cat-Cat. Kate forgot all about her own misfortune. The only thing she could think about was making sure the cat was safe. She couldn’t bear to contemplate any harm coming to her. She’d belonged to Inga. Her friend had trusted her with a beloved pet. Not only that, but Kate had grown fond of Cat-Cat, fonder than she’d realized until now. She’d be heartbroken if anything bad happened to her.

      “Mommy, can I use paper from your book?” Ava asked. “There’s lots of blank pages.” She held open the book from Inga.

      Kate started forward. “We can find you other paper. This book is special.” She halted as she noticed an unfamiliar image on the open page. It wasn’t the recipe for her golden-colored cocktail.

      “What’s wrong?” Ava asked.

      Kate’s heart pounded as she held out her hands for the book. “I need to mix a drink.”

      Lucas seemed taken aback. “Now’s not really the time for a cocktail, Kate.”

      “It won’t take long.” Somehow she knew the book would have a sense of urgency. She scanned the list of ingredients. As suspected, there was nothing too difficult. “We have lemons, right?” She looked up from the book and saw that Lucas had placed several bottles of alcohol on the island.

      “I wasn’t sure which one you’d need, so I got a bunch,” he said.

      She walked over and planted a grateful kiss on his lips. She didn’t bother to tell him this one was a mocktail—the recipe didn’t require any alcohol.

      “I need a sprig of laurel from the tree in the backyard,” she said.

      “On it.” Lucas ducked outside.

      Kate turned to see Brett holding up a lemon. “You are amazing,” she said.

      Brett flashed a blinding smile.

      Kate retrieved two glasses from the cabinet and Gavin set a cutting board and knife on the counter in front of her.

      Lucas returned with a small branch and a bleeding hand.

      “What happened?” Gavin asked.

      “I fought the tree and the tree won.” He handed the spoils of war too Kate. “My queen.”

      “Thank you, kind sir.” She plucked off the leaves and added them to her mixture.

      “Won’t Daddy have to drive now?” Ava asked.

      “Daddy needs to drive his car to the other place.” She didn’t want to say the word ‘incinerator’ for her own sake as well as the children’s. “Besides, this one’s a mocktail.”

      “That means there’s no booze in it,” Gavin told his younger sister.

      Lucas scratched the back of his neck. “You didn’t need any of those bottles I got out?”

      “I wasn’t planning to mention it.”

      He offered a sheepish grin. “Sorry about the mess.”

      “All for a good cause.” Kate downed the drink, barely tasting it. All she cared about was rescuing Cat-Cat.

      “I’m going to head over there now,” Lucas said.

      “Drink first,” she said.

      He shot her a quizzical look but drank the second mocktail without protest.

      “Go,” she urged.

      He headed for the door, pausing before he opened it. “I’ll meet you at the warehouse afterward.”

      Kate nodded. “We’ll wait for you.” She would’ve liked to feel a special sensation upon finishing the drink, something to let her know there was magic at work. There was no time to wait, however. She gathered the kids and hurried to the Land Rover. It was cold and dark, but no one complained.

      Kate drove with a singular focus, ignoring the pinging sound from her phone.

      Gavin poked his head between the front seats. “Mom, aren’t you going to get that? It’s annoying.”

      Kate kept her gaze on the road ahead. “Not right now.”

      “But you always clear your screen right away,” Gavin said.

      “A place for everything and everything in its place,” Ava chirped from behind her.

      “That’s not the right expression,” Gavin said.

      “Close enough.” Brett strained to look at Kate. “Everything’s going to be fine, Mom.”

      Kate relaxed. He had a soothing way about him. Why hadn’t she noticed that before?

      She craned her neck for a better view of him. “Thank you, sweetheart. You always know the right thing to say.”

      “That’s because I sound like you,” he replied, causing Kate’s chest to nearly crack open with an outpouring of love for her middle child.

      “Butt kisser,” Gavin said under his breath.

      Only when they arrived at the warehouse did Kate question the decision to bring her kids along for the ride. Confronted by the large nondescript building in front of them, Kate realized this moment had the potential to traumatize them for life. Kate was no stranger to that.

      “It’s probably locked. How are we going to get in?” Gavin asked.

      Kate climbed out of the Land Rover. “We’re Goldens. We’ll find a way.”

      “The lights are off,” Ava said. “Did we bring a flashlight?”

      “Don’t be a scaredy cat,” Gavin said.

      “Don’t say cat.” Ava’s lower lip began to tremble.

      “There’s a flashlight in the glove compartment,” Kate said.

      Gavin rooted around until he found it and brought it to his mother. Kate tugged on the handle of the door. Locked.

      Gavin folded his arms. “Now what?”

      “Have a little faith in your mom. Have I ever let you down before?” She paused. “Forget I asked that.”

      “We should look for a spare key,” Brett said.

      Gavin gave him an incredulous look. “It’s a warehouse, not Mrs. Nocella’s house. There’s no doormat or flower pot.”

      Kate focused on the door, her frustration building. There had to be a way inside. The thought of the cat being injured or frightened was too much for her. It was the end of November and the warehouse would be cold. They couldn’t wait until Monday to check for her.

      “The windows are too high,” Gavin said.

      Kate concentrated on the door. If there was ever a time for magic to reveal itself, it was now. Libbie got to expel her ex-boyfriend from her house. Surely Kate would be able to save the cat.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Kate summoned her strength and lashed out, giving the door a solid kick near the handle. The door creaked open, its squeaking hinges echoing in the night air.

      “Mommy’s Wonder Woman!” Ava cheered.

      Kate’s heart pounded as she turned to the children. “Stay here and stay together.”

      They huddled together in front of the entrance. Kate crept across the threshold of the darkened building and switched on the flashlight. She checked the wall for a light switch but finally gave up. One sweep with the flashlight and she could see she’d have her work cut out for her. The warehouse was in complete disarray, with mattresses and box springs piled every which way. She wondered how the workers found what they needed, let alone something that didn’t belong. Then she remembered these were used items destined for the incinerator and she picked up the pace.

      “Cat-Cat,” she called. “Cat-Cat, I’ve come for you.” She stopped for a second to focus. Maybe she’d sense the cat’s presence. She felt mildly silly. Then again, she was a witch with a connection to this cat. If anyone could find her, it was Kate.

      She pictured Cat-Cat asleep on the desk at home, bathed in natural light. It was one of the cat’s favorite spots. At first, Kate had been annoyed by the cat’s constant presence, but she’d grown accustomed to it. Cat-Cat had become a friend.

      A soft sound emanated from the back wall.

      Kate’s palms started to sweat. “Cat-Cat?”

      There it was again.

      She darted forward and began shifting mattresses and box springs aside. As tempted as she was to simply shove things out of the way, she knew she had to be careful in case the cat was trapped or stuck. She didn’t want to make matters worse.

      “I’m here for you,” she said. “I won’t leave you. I promise.”

      Kate didn’t even realize she was crying until she saw the shine of the cat’s eyes in the shadows. It appeared as though the cat had been trapped in the box spring by the mattress on top.

      Cat-Cat clawed her way out, yowling at the top of her lungs. Kate scooped the cat into her arms and kissed her head.

      “Your poor thing. Are you hurt?” She’d have to take her to the emergency vet and make sure there were no significant injuries.

      Cat-Cat trembled and Kate held her closer to her chest to soothe the cat’s frayed nerves. She left the warehouse with Cat-Cat still cradled in her arms, eliciting a cheer from the kids. They threw their arms around Kate’s waist and pressed their faces against her. Kate relished the moment of closeness with her children.

      “You did it,” Gavin said, and Kate saw the flash of pride in his eyes.

      A pair of oncoming headlights startled Kate. It was too dark to see whether it was a police car. The car door flew open and Lucas emerged from behind the wheel.

      “You found her?” His relief was palpable. He joined them at the warehouse door, encircling his family with both arms stretched as far around as they could go. “It’s a miracle.”

      No, not a miracle. Magic.

      Lucas offered to take Cat-Cat to the vet so Kate could go home to bed, but Kate insisted on being the one to take her. She and Lucas swapped vehicles so he could drive the kids home.

      Two hours later, Kate and Cat-Cat arrived home from the vet. She wasn’t sure which one of them was more exhausted. The cat was fine, albeit traumatized.

      Kate crawled into bed and noticed Lucas fast asleep on the other side. She settled Cat-Cat between them and felt the soft vibrations as the animal purred, content.

      Kate curled into a ball facing her husband and the cat. If she could’ve purred, too, she would have.
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      Kate rested on the yoga mat after a grueling forty-minute workout. Leave it to Kate to make something as calm and restful as yoga challenging. She shifted to a cross-legged position and took a moment to express gratitude. She’d thrown out her gratitude list, deciding to try a more mindful approach. Kate was following her own advice and acting with intention. Her days of robotic reciting were over.

      She was also letting go of the system she’d allowed to control her. It was one thing to be competent and organized, but Kate’s compulsion to take charge and do everything for everyone had sucked the marrow from her bones and left her a hollow shell. In reality, her control had been nothing more than an illusion, the mask she wore for others—until she lost her grip on it.

      She finished on the mat and reached for her phone to call Mrs. Quincy. By cutting back on the tasks she only did for the sake of appearances, she’d have more time to devote to projects she truly cared about. She told Mrs. Quincy she’d love to volunteer her time to RISE and, even better, she’d like to make it a monthly event. Mrs. Quincy was thrilled with the development.

      “What made you change your mind?” Mrs. Quincy asked.

      “I realized I said no for the wrong reason and now I’m saying yes for the right one.”

      Kate had become so entangled in goals and checklists that she’d forgotten why she’d traveled down the path of motivational speaking to begin with.

      Her mother.

      Her mother’s suicide had tilted Kate’s world on its axis. It had not only affected how Kate viewed herself, but how she viewed others as well. At some point, she’d started to avoid women in genuine need, as though their misfortune was a disease they might pass on to her. She’d avoided any reminders of her mother’s pain and suffering. Kate hadn’t been using her voice to help others, she’d been using her voice to help herself. To make Kate look better to others. To heal a wound that had been torn open all those years ago, the day an unsuspecting teenager had arrived home from the store with a carton of milk.

      Her mother could’ve used an organization like RISE after her divorce. She’d been a housewife during her marriage and the divorce had thrown her into the deep end of the pool without a flotation device. As a child, Kate hadn’t been fully aware of the detrimental impact of the divorce on her mother, both financially and psychologically. Her mother must’ve spent years suffering in silence. While Kate recognized the divorce wasn’t solely responsible for her mother’s decision to take her own life, she also acknowledged that RISE could’ve helped her mother learn to navigate rough waters. It could’ve meant the difference between life and death.

      “Whatever the reason, my dear, we’re thrilled to have you.”

      “Are you sure you’re still interested?” Kate ventured. She had to ask.

      “Why wouldn’t we be? Because of the Thanksgiving video?” Mrs. Quincy belted out a laugh. “Darling, don’t be absurd. You show the women that video and they’ll trust every word that comes out of your mouth. My only hesitation about inviting you initially was that you were a little too perfect. I worried the women might write you off as unrelatable. As far as I’m concerned, that video is pure gold. In fact, I hope you still have a copy. I couldn’t find it online the last time I looked.”

      After the call, Kate sat at her desk and turned her attention to the computer. Her eyes popped when she noticed the number of emails in her inbox. She’d stopped checking multiple times a day to make time for more worthwhile projects.

      She scrolled down and started with the oldest message first, scanning each one through narrowed eyes in case she wanted to quickly close them again. She could tell from the subject line that some of them were in response to the infamous video and they weren’t complimentary.

      “What do I care what some stranger in Nebraska thinks of me? This is ridiculous.” She didn’t click those emails and dragged them all directly to the trash icon. It felt satisfying to hear the crinkling sound when she emptied the trash. Next she moved to the emails from senders she recognized.

      Her phone vibrated on the desk and Libbie’s name appeared. Kate clicked the speaker button.

      “Hey, there. How are you?” Libbie’s voice rang out in the room.

      “Fine.” Kate paused. “Scratch that. I’m great.”

      “Glad to hear it. I guess you’ve seen all the latest comments on your channel.”

      Kate leaned back against her chair, bracing herself. “As a matter of fact, I haven’t.”

      “You might want to look, just for fun. They’re pretty amazing.”

      Kate frowned at the phone. “Amazing as in amazingly rude?”

      “No, amazing as in they seem to love you more than ever. Check your subscriber numbers. I think your popularity has exploded.”

      Kate shifted her gaze from the phone to the computer screen. “How many?”

      “A lot. I don’t know, Kate. You may have lost your original advertisers, but I have a feeling this is going to work in your favor, not that I had any doubt.”

      Kate dared to click on her YouTube page and her breath caught in her throat. Sure enough, her numbers had grown exponentially and there were more comments than she’d ever have time to answer. People had gone to her last video to comment—the one she’d uploaded prior to Thanksgiving. That’s how motivated they were to share their feedback.

      “I mean, we already knew you were an inspiration, but the world seems to be waking up to it, too,” Libbie said.

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “I’ve got a luncheon to prepare for, but we’ll talk later, okay.”

      “Love you, Libbie.”

      Her friend paused, likely thrown off by Kate’s words of affection. “Love you, too.”

      Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes as Kate scanned the comments. She’d screwed up—big time—but they didn’t leave. Instead, they were cheering her on and thanking her for her vulnerability and authenticity. She’d inadvertently let them peek behind the curtain and they hadn’t found her wanting.

      You remind me of me, Alba from New Mexico wrote. I thought I had my shit together until I broke my leg skiing. It was the wake-up call I needed.

      That took so much courage, Deena from New Jersey wrote. I cried watching it and then I watched it again and cried some more. I learn something from you every time you speak.

      Please don’t ever stop posting, Mitch from Michigan wrote. You’re like the best friend I’ve never met. P.S. - I love tequila too.

      There were hundreds more like those. Kate was floored by the positive responses. Although the messages were reassuring, she didn’t want to place too much importance on them. Kate smiled to herself as she clicked the link to ‘hide comments.’

      A new topic took shape and she laughed at the title that flashed in her mind—F@ck It, I’m Over 40.

      Kate reopened the window to her emails and continued to review them in case there was something important. She scowled at the sight of Timothy Turnbull’s name. She didn’t even bother to read it. It didn’t matter if he offered her double what she would’ve accepted before, she had no interest in working with them. She deleted the email and moved on to the next one.

      She leaned forward and squinted at one from a Fortune 500 company. The contents of the email took her by surprise.

      “Cat-Cat, do you see that?” She turned toward the scratching post where the cat was currently exercising her claws. “This executive wants me to speak to their employees at a corporate retreat. Isn’t that amazing?”

      She moved on to the next email and the next. People either wanted to advertise on her channel or hire her for a speaking engagement. One company even wanted her as a spokesperson for a new perfume.

      Her stomach clenched when she spotted the name of one of the big publishing houses. They wanted to discuss her book proposal. She whooped so loudly that Ava came thundering up the stairs.

      “What’s going on?” Ava looked like a mismatched princess, wearing Ariel’s fin with Jasmine’s top and Rapunzel’s wig. Kate didn’t say a word about it. She simply opened her arms for a hug.

      “Wonderful things,” Kate said. She smacked her lips on her daughter’s smooth cheek. “Things that I never thought would happen, but I’m so glad they did.”

      “Like me?” Ava asked.

      Kate squeezed her daughter tightly. “Not quite. You’re pretty hard to beat.”

      “Can I still live here when I go to college?”

      Kate laughed. “Why would you ask that?”

      “Because I don’t want to go if I have to live with someone else. I always want to live with you.”

      Kate rubbed her daughter’s arm. “You probably won’t feel that way when you’re eighteen, but we can talk about it then.”

      “I like your sweater,” Ava said. “It sparkles.”

      Kate glanced down at her soft pink cardigan with its sparkly trim. “I guess it does.”

      “I want to learn to knit so I can make sweaters.”

      Kate hugged her again. “Sure.”

      Ava looked gobsmacked. “Really? You’d let me?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      Kate smiled as Ava wiggled out of the office. Once she was gone, Kate crossed the office and opened the closet door. She stood on her tiptoes to reach an item on the shelf. The box was black with a hot pink lid. Her mother hadn’t liked to wrap presents. Even in the years before gift bags became popular, her mother had found ways to avoid wrapping. This particular box had housed a perfume bottle once upon a time, before it became the final resting place of the chunky knit scarf Kate’s mother had knitted for her. It was the scarf she’d been wearing on that fateful day. She’d kept it hidden away in a box all these years because she’d viewed it as a sad reminder of what she’d lost, but she’d been loath to give it up. It was only recently that she realized the scarf had more to offer than sadness—it was a tangible reminder of her mother’s love.

      Kate opened the desk drawer that contained all her wrapping necessities. Scissors, tape, a variety of paper, ribbons, gift bags, labels, and markers. She chose a sparkly red label and wrote—

      For my sweet Ava. Merry Christmas.

      She smiled as she placed the box in the closet with her stockpile of wrapped presents. Christmas was going to be different this year.

      Kate was going to be different this year.

      

      Kate relaxed on the boat in a warm parka as Lucas steered them to the widest part of the lake. The surface of the lake was as smooth as glass and theirs was the only boat on the water. Perfect.

      “You’re sure there’s a full tank of gas?” she teased.

      He laughed. “You’ll never make that mistake again.”

      “Even if I do, it’s okay.” She sighed contentedly. “Autumn is the best time of year to live here.” The crowds had dispersed months ago and the locals had become too caught up in daily life to enjoy the water, leaving Kate and Lucas to enjoy it by themselves.

      “I’m partial to summer, but I know what you mean.”

      Kate rested her hands behind her head. “I have an idea for a name.”

      Lucas looked at her sideways. “A name?”

      “For the boat.” She paused. “Wayfarer Witch.”

      “It’s got my vote.” He slowed their speed. “I can’t remember the last time it was only the two of us on the boat.”

      “After Gavin was born. Your parents offered to babysit so we could have a day to ourselves.”

      His mouth twisted into a wry grin. “Oh, yeah. It’s coming back to me now. That was the last time they were allowed to babysit unsupervised.”

      “They gave him whiskey.” Kate was still outraged by the memory. Her mother-in-law couldn’t understand their objection. She’d insisted that Gavin was teething, but Kate was convinced the woman simply wanted an excuse to tote around a flask of whiskey at all hours.

      “Not their finest hour, I admit.”

      Kate didn’t pursue it. In light of recent events, she didn’t think she was in a position to criticize anyone. “I’m glad your parents are still around.”

      He blinked, seemingly surprised by the remark. “Really?”

      “It’s nice for the kids to have a set of grandparents.” It wasn’t something Kate could offer them.

      “It’s nice for them to have two parents around as well.”

      “Mm,” Kate replied absently. She lifted her chin toward the sun and closed her eyes, letting the warmth permeate her skin. She felt revitalized.

      “Listen, there’s something I’ve been meaning to say,” Lucas began. “I don’t want to kill the nice vibe we’ve got going, but this seems like the right time to bring it up.”

      Kate opened her eyes and looked at Lucas, trying to maintain a neutral expression despite the tendrils of fear uncurling in her stomach.

      “Oh?” The only word she could muster.

      “I’ve been an ass of epic proportions,” Lucas said.

      She swallowed hard. “You’ll need to expand on that.”

      “Do I have to? I think it’s pretty obvious.” His grip tightened on the wheel. “I stopped paying attention. I became one of those guys I can’t stand.”

      “The kind in plaid shorts and a polo shirt in fifty-degree weather?”

      He chuckled. “No, the kind who lets his wife do everything because he convinces himself that she’s better at it.”

      “Well, I am better at it.”

      “Even so.” He held out an arm, inviting her closer. “The only way to get better is to practice. I stopped practicing.”

      Kate leaned into him. “We both did.”

      She understood the reason, too. It had bothered her that she couldn’t find her voice with Lucas when it came to their uneven distribution of duties. It was only after her stint in the hospital that she realized why. It was because she loved him the most. Deep down, she’d worried that if he viewed her as less than perfect, he’d stop loving her and eventually leave. If she handled everything without complaint, she’d prove she was worthy of his love. Of course, because she wasn’t aware of her reason, her resentment had built up over time.

      “How do we fix it?” His eyes widened slightly as another thought occurred to him. “We can fix it, can’t we?”

      “I think if we’re both willing participants we can.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “But I’m giving you an out, Lucas. I won’t hold you hostage because of the kids. If you don’t want to be with me anymore, this is your chance to say so.”

      His brow furrowed. “Not want you anymore? How can you think that?”

      “I’m not the woman you thought you married.”

      Lucas curled his fingers around her arm. “Kate, you have to know I love you, literal warts and all. It was never about you being perfect. You’re not an object to me. You’re a person. An incredible woman with a generous nature and an indomitable spirit. You encourage and inspire everyone around you, including me.”

      “Even after all my screw-ups?”

      “Even then. Even if you have spinach in your teeth...”

      She recoiled. “But you’d tell me if I did, wouldn’t you?” There were some standards she refused to lower.

      “Of course.” He pressed his forehead against hers. “I’m so sorry we let our marriage get away from us. I don’t want to be roommates. I want to be husband and wife again. I keep thinking about the future, that one day the kids will be gone and it will be just us again.”

      “And it terrifies you?” she asked.

      He kissed her softly on the lips. “Not anymore.”

      

      The next few days were filled with family activities and a surprise from Lucas, who’d sold his Audi and bought a family-friendly SUV instead, just in time to strap a Christmas tree to the roof and drive it home. Kate usually chose the tree without input, but they went as a family this year and everyone got a vote. Ava was pleased to be the tie-breaker. It wasn’t the tree Kate voted for, but she didn’t mind. It was a beautiful tree nonetheless.

      Beauty and the Beast went off without a hitch. Kate sat through the entire performance with her hands gripping the arms of the chair, afraid at any moment something would go wrong and it would be all her fault. To her relief, nothing went wrong except a few microphones cutting out, which happened during every play. The costumes she’d sourced looked great and Brett was wonderful in his role as Gaston’s friend, LeFou. He seemed like a different person onstage.

      “I think we have a budding actor in our midst,” Lucas said, after the final curtain call.

      “He was awesome,” Ava declared. “Can I go up and tell him?”

      “No, you need to wait,” Kate said. “Let him celebrate with his friends. He’ll find us shortly.”

      Kate sighed inwardly as she watched Brett mingle with the other actors. Her kids were gaining independence and forming their own identities. It was heartening to witness but also a little sad. One day they’d move out and live their own lives. Kate was committed to enjoying the time she had with them.

      They arrived home from the play to find Gladys Nocella on their doorstep with a large bag looped over her shoulder. Their neighbor looked beautiful in a black sweater and houndstooth trousers. A silver statement necklace sparkled around her neck. Kate didn’t want to say that widowhood agreed with the older woman, but wow.

      “I didn’t realize you were out,” Gladys said. “I saw the Land Rover in the driveway.”

      “We have a new set of family wheels,” Lucas said.

      “I’m sorry to intrude on family time,” Gladys said.

      “Don’t be silly. We’re glad to see you.” Kate ushered her into the house. “Were you able to sort everything out with your accounts?”

      “Oh, yes. Thank you so much, dear. I’ve come to pay you back and then some.” Gladys retrieved an envelope and a laptop from the bag. She handed the envelope to Kate and opened the laptop on the island. “Turns out I’m a very wealthy woman. I had no idea my husband was so cheap.” She shook her head. “Rest his sweet soul.”

      Kate wasn’t sure why Gladys needed the laptop. Did she want to show off her account balance?

      “Once I got access to my accounts, I set up new logins and passwords and I had that nice boy from the club give me a tutorial on internet use.”

      “Do you mean Libbie’s son?”

      “Yes, Josh. He’s a doll.”

      Kate agreed. Josh was a wonderful kid.

      “I was on the YouTube and saw some of the comments about your Thanksgiving video. Not sure what I was doing wrong, but I couldn’t find it.”

      Kate cringed. “Ah, right. That video was removed. There were some...technical issues with it.”

      “Well, I saw that you lost some of your advertisers and I couldn’t believe it. Don’t they know what they’re missing? Anyway, Josh told me about this thing called Patreon, where you can have people donate directly to an account to get access to your content.” She beamed. “So I had him help me set one up for you. Once you get enough money, you won’t need to rely on finicky advertisers.”

      Kate’s heart swelled at Gladys’s kindness. “Thank you. That’s very sweet of you.”

      Gladys logged into the account. “I kicked things off, of course. I told you I’m a wealthy woman now. That seemed to do the trick. Once there was a chunk of change in there, the money came rolling in.” She shifted the laptop screen to give Kate an unobstructed view.

      Kate’s jaw unhinged when she saw the dollar amount. “Wait. What? That’s...for me?”

      “That’s right, dear. For access to your videos. You don’t even need to stay on the YouTube if you’d rather not.” She shrugged. “Or do both. Exclusive content for your Patreon supporters and something else for the masses.”

      “Gladys, this is incredible,” Lucas said, coming over to peek at the screen.

      “It’s been a fun project,” Gladys said. “Who knew the internet was such a big place? I just think it would be nice if you had the option to forgo corporate sponsors. You maintain your independence, if you want.”

      Kate understood the appeal. Gladys had relied on her husband to take care of her and it had thrown her for a massive loop after his death.

      “This is amazing, Gladys. I can’t thank you enough.”

      “We need to change the account link so it goes to your bank instead of mine,” Gladys continued. “I can help you with that. I’m practically an expert now.”

      Kate gazed at the older woman. “How would you feel about taking on another project?”

      Gladys smiled. “I’d be delighted. In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve got nothing but time.”
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      Kate stood in her kitchen and studied the recipes on her list. “I need more sandalwood.”

      “Got it.” Libbie handed her an open container.

      Julie inhaled the scent. “I love the smell. What’s it for?”

      “Inspiration, wisdom, and wishes,” Kate said.

      Rebecca nodded. “Seems appropriate.”

      Julie eyed Kate. “Did you ever figure out what the magic in your original cocktail was?”

      “According to my research, it was the power of success,” Kate said. “Obviously it worked out, but I don’t understand how. Libbie’s magic helped people. Why was mine such a shit show?”

      Rebecca pinched her cheek. “Because you, my darling Kate, have been helping people your entire life. The magic you experienced was about helping you for a change.”

      “By dragging me through the ringer.” Kate mixed the first cocktail, paying careful attention to the measurements. If she wanted to give these women their best shot at success, that meant not screwing up the recipe.

      “Hey, your wart is gone, isn’t it?” Libbie asked good-naturedly.

      Rebecca splayed her hands on the island. “The universe had to get your attention somehow.”

      Kate smiled wryly. “I think it worked.”

      Lucas pirouetted into the kitchen wearing a red curly wig and fairy wings. “I don’t know who I’m supposed to be.”

      Kate laughed. “Ava will tell you. She likes to make up her own characters.” He reached for a cube of cheese and she smacked his hand away. “These are for my guests.”

      “You would deprive your husband of a single piece of cheese?” He clucked his tongue.

      Kate picked up the cube and tossed it so that he caught it in his mouth.

      “I think what you’re doing is great,” Lucas said.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Even though there’s no money involved?”

      “There’s money involved,” he said. “We’re just donating it instead of earning it. We’re sharing the wealth.”

      “I’m sharing more than wealth,” Kate said. She was sharing herself—her authentic self and all her experiences. Not just the ones that made her successful, but also the ones that made her scared and vulnerable.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to take the kids out?” Lucas asked.

      “No, they’ll be good. Just try to keep your shenanigans upstairs.”

      He smirked. “What? You don’t think the ladies will want a glimpse of your fairy husband?” He flapped his sparkling green wings.

      “I’m sure they’d find you very appealing.”

      The other women laughed.

      “Britney!” Ava yelled from upstairs. “Can you come back now? I found a skirt for you.”

      Kate laughed. “I guess she decided on a name for you.”

      “Duty calls.” He leaned across the counter and kissed Kate on the lips before dancing out of the kitchen.

      “Still a hunk after all these years,” Libbie said.

      Kate’s chest tightened with emotion as she watched him disappear around the corner. She was so relieved they were back on track as a couple. The whole family would benefit from a strong marriage, although Ava’s costumes seemed to be benefitting the most right now.

      By the time the doorbell rang, Kate felt ready. She smoothed the front of her dress and crossed the foyer to greet her guests. They were arriving together on a shuttle arranged by the organization.

      “Welcome. I’m so pleased you could all make it.” Kate ushered the group of women inside.

      Gladys slipped in among them. “Thought I’d wait until I saw everyone arrive.”

      Kate smiled. “You could’ve come sooner. The girls are already here.”

      “Your home is gorgeous,” a woman named Sally said. Her head was swiveling left to right so fast that Kate worried it would snap off.

      Kate guided them to the formal living room where she’d set up platters of nibbles and, of course, a cocktail station.

      “Help yourselves,” Kate said. “My house is your house tonight, ladies. We’re going to get to know each other and, by the time you leave here, not only will you have a plan to tackle at least one problem area in your life, you’re also going to be excited about implementing it.”

      A white-haired woman named Dottie came to stand beside Kate. “Do you have anything else to drink? Cocktails are off the menu for me.” She held a small object in the palm of her hand that Kate realized was a sobriety coin.

      Kate offered a smile. “Congratulations, Dottie. That’s great work.”

      “Thank you. Work is the key word in that sentence.”

      “As it happens, I have a non-alcoholic version of my special drink,” Kate said, “It’s the one I’m drinking tonight.”

      “Wonderful,” Dottie said. “Honestly, I feel inspired just being here. I don’t think you even need to make a speech, dear.”

      “Everyone’s going to make a speech tonight,” Kate said. “This isn’t only about me. It’s about all of you. I want to learn your stories.”

      Dottie made a dismissive sound. “Nobody wants to hear my story unless they like hearing about one woman’s persistent failures.”

      “Only through failure can we recognize success,” Kate said.

      Dottie wagged a finger at her. “You should think about writing fortune cookies. I bet you can make money doing that. Sell them to all the restaurants.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      Kate tended bar and made sure each woman received a cocktail or a mocktail, depending on their choice. She gave others the chance to speak instead of dominating the conversation. Her friends circulated, too. As Rebecca pointed out, they were in a room filled with potential witches, waiting to be created.

      Kate limited her speech to ten minutes so each woman would get a chance to share her story as well. She hoped to set the tone and allow the guests to feel comfortable and safe enough to reveal themselves.

      “I like this,” Julie said, after the third woman’s speech. “It feels like we’re a coven of witches at our monthly meeting.”

      Kate took a sip of her mocktail. “It really does, doesn’t it?”

      Kate observed Gladys talking to two women, offering to teach them how to use accounting software. Talk about a fast learner. Gladys truly was an inspiration.

      The evening ran smoothly and Kate felt energized by the buzz of conversation. Her friends lingered afterward, enjoying a final drink of the evening.

      “The sweet smell of success was everywhere tonight,” Rebecca said.

      “I sure hope so.”

      “Speaking of success...” Libbie opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a rectangular plate.

      “What’s that?” Kate hadn’t noticed it earlier.

      “I snuck it in from my car during the meeting,” Libbie said. She set the plate on the island and Kate saw it was a cake in the shape of a book. Written in purple icing were the words F*ck It, I’m Over 40.

      Her chest tightened with emotion. “Libbie, you made this?”

      Libbie shrugged. “I’m still more of a chef than a baker, but I’m getting better every day.”

      “It’s cake,” Julie said. “Mix me some eggs, flour, and sugar, and I’m a willing participant.”

      “Thank you.” Tears glistened in Kate’s eyes as she looked at her trio of friends. “You’re such amazing friends, I might even mention you in my book.”

      They laughed and Rebecca handed Kate another mocktail. “This probably won’t taste as good as yours, but here you go.”

      “Practice makes perfect,” Libbie said.

      “Bah! Nobody’s perfect,” Julie interjected.

      Kate’s face softened. “No, they’re not,” she agreed.

      And nobody has to be.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t miss Vintage Spirits, the next book in the series!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thanks so much for reading. If you enjoyed the book and are interested in learning about future releases, you can sign up for my newsletter here — http://eepurl.com/gC32bf.

      

      

      
        
        You can also like me on Facebook where I post about new releases, sales, and random thoughts at 2am.

      

        

      
        Check out my other books at www.annabelchase.com.

      

        

      
        Special thanks to Deranged Doctor for the amazing cover and Andrea Fenton for editing.
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