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Chapter 1

Dark Rumors

Eighth grade is a bubbling cauldron of rumors that spread fast in the dark. That’s why I’ve started avoiding any activities that take place during the nocturnal hours. School dances, movie nights, and sleepovers aren’t hard to avoid when you don’t have any friends. Not that it’s stopped the rumors.  

Liza makes love potions. 

Liza practices dark magic at midnight.

Liza is a witch.

All of them started by my ex-best friend, Abby.

I’d love to act all above it like Aunt Candy. Nothing bothers her. Maybe there is real magic in those tarot readings she does at her shop, Mother Goose Apothecary. Or maybe she’s just cooler than everyone else. Whatever her secret is—magic or coolness—I don’t have it.

I do have a secret. It’s the reason why Abby started all the rumors about me. She will never let me forget what I did at her birthday party this summer. And Abby will never stop trying to kill my social life, even though it’s deader than the Wicked Witch after Dorothy doused her with a bucket of water.

I shiver on the steps of the wraparound porch of our old farmhouse as I wait for the bus. Before I was born, my dad built this porch for my mom, but now it’s mostly used by fat garden spiders to build webs.

Summer weather has hung around well into fall this year, so it’s one of the first crisp mornings of the season. I remembered to say “rabbit, rabbit” when I saw it was October 1. Candy says it’s good luck, and I need all the luck I can get if I’m going to make it through the rest of eighth grade. 

The first month was awful, and I doubt October will be better, but it’s not like I can stop going to school. Or stop seeing people when I help my dad at the farm’s pumpkin stand.

My breath comes out in puffs and I consider running back inside for a jacket, or for good. This time of year my dad is out before the sun rises and home after it sets. He probably wouldn’t notice if I skipped school. 

That option is eliminated when the rumble of a diesel engine announces the bus coming down the hill. I rub my arms and pretend it’s the cold that has me pulling my hoodie up over my ponytail.

Narrowed eyes stare at me from the window at the very back of the bus. From her eyes alone, Abby looks angry, but I see the quirk of a mean smile in the corner of her mouth that says she’s out for blood this morning. My blood.

I take the stairs quickly, giving a half-nod to the bus driver when she says, “Good morning, Elizabeth.” She grew up with my mom, whom I’m named after, and is one of the few people who calls me that.

I take a seat at the front of the bus, but it’s not long before Abby pops up over the back of it. Her dark brown hair is in tight curls that frame her heart-shaped face. Tiny bats dangle from her ears and her lips are a morbid black…and she’s the one who says I’m a witch.

She smirks. “Nice shirt.”

It’s just a black sweatshirt with the Vincent van Gogh painting Wheatfield with Crows on it. It shows a golden field at night with crows flying up out of it into the dark sky, a big moon in the background. Van Gogh was famous for his thick, swirling brush strokes that gave his paintings movement. The birds look like they really are flying, and I can practically hear their caws.

Van Gogh is my favorite artist and it was one of the last things he painted before he tragically died at the age of 37. 

My mom was a painter, too. She was only 29 when she died. When I was little, I’d have one-sided conversations with her before bed and tell her all about my day, but I don’t do that anymore. What’s the point when she can’t talk back, and probably can’t hear me either?

Aunt Candy bought me the Van Gogh sweatshirt, and I thought it had the right mood for today. I should have known Abby would make fun of it. Then again, if it wasn’t the sweatshirt, it would’ve been something else. I face forward and try to ignore her, but Mia—another ex-friend—squeezes into the seat next to me. 

I know the role Mia’s playing; I played it myself for years. Abby makes everyone else do her dirty work, so if they get caught, she can claim “plausible deniability.” Her dad’s a lawyer and she loves to pull out random legal terms to make herself seem smarter than everyone else. 

Despite having been on the other side of this game and knowing it’s best to ignore them, I never manage to pull that off. I give it my best effort by pulling out a book and sinking further into my hood. The bus is too bumpy to actually read without getting a headache. It’s impossible to concentrate on the words when Mia leans in to whisper “witch.”

“Don’t get too close,” Abby warns before lowering her voice. “You never know what she might slip into your drink when you’re not looking.”

Mia looks down at her travel mug and scoots to the edge of the seat. She opens the top and takes a sniff, as if there’s something more than a pound of sugar and pumpkin-spiced creamer in there with the splash of coffee. 

I try to focus on the trees outside with their touch of fall yellow as the countryside gives way to the outskirts of town. 

Abby laughs with an obnoxious cackle that no one would dare say sounds like a witch. 

“Careful, Mia,” she whispers so only the three of us can hear. “The next thing you know you’ll be six feet under the dirt.” She slashes a finger across her neck. “Just like Liza’s mom.” 

Mia squeals and scrambles into the aisle, but I can barely breathe. It’s a low blow—even for Abby. It would’ve hurt less if she’d actually punched me; at least it would explain the pain in my chest. 

My mom died in a car accident when I was three. I stayed safe in my car seat, but her seatbelt wasn’t enough to keep her from bursting through the windshield when our car was forced off the road by a drunk driver. Or so I’m told; I was too little to remember what happened.

“Girls!” the bus driver yells. “Back to your seats.”

I dig my stubby nails into my palm, hoping the pain will keep the tears at bay. Things were so different a month ago when we were about to start eighth grade. I was Abby’s best friend and she wasn’t so mean…not to me anyway.

Before Abby heads to her seat at the back of the bus, she says in a harsh whisper, “Don’t even think about cursing me, witch.”

I swipe away a stray tear as I stare out the window. The streets turn busier the closer we get to school, and it takes that long for me to catch my breath. My fingernails dig so hard into my palm that they pierce the skin, giving Abby the blood she was hoping for. 
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Chapter 2

Trick of the Universe

At the beginning of the year, the teachers decided to give the entire eighth-grade lunch wave assigned seats. Last year Abby and I would have been first in line to start a petition against such an “infringement of our rights”—another lawyerly term Abby likes to use. This year I couldn’t find the energy to care until, by some trick of the universe, Abby and I were assigned to the same table

I hover at the entrance of the cafeteria until Abby sits down with Mia and Gabrielle. Then I hustle over to the table. Unfortunately, Daya, the fourth girl at our table, claims the seat next to Gabrielle. So I’m stuck next to Abby. 

More than anything, I want to hide in my hoodie, but we’re not allowed to wear hats in school, so I make do with keeping my gaze on my lunch. 

Being the daughter of a farmer means having lots of fresh produce, but when something’s in season, it can get old pretty fast. So in my attempt to try something different with the last of the corn and tomatoes, I grilled the corn, diced the tomatoes, and added fresh herbs from the garden to make a salsa. 

I open a bag of tortilla chips and realize my mistake as soon as I take the first crunchy bite. Everyone at the table pins their gazes on me. I push the salsa and chips to the side and take a small bite of my peanut butter sandwich.

Abby gets that smirky smile. She looks wistfully at one of the boys’ tables. “It’s too bad they separated all the boys from the girls. No one to slip a love potion to.”

One of the rumors is that I slipped a love potion into the drinks at Abby’s birthday party. My cheeks burn as I think about what happened with Nathan Houston behind the shed and the accusations that followed.

“I guess the teachers realized boys and girls were too much of a distraction to sit with each other,” Abby goes on. “I wonder how Nathan likes being at Wellburn Academy with only boys.”

The usual noise of the cafeteria seems to fade away as our table falls totally silent. There’s a pressure in my head, like my ears need to pop.

Gabrielle says, “I bet he hates it.”

The heat creeps from my cheeks to my neck and probably turns me as red as the salsa. I can’t believe she’s bringing this up. She’d get in as much trouble as me if the school found out what really happened to Nathan with all the online harassment. A thing that I’m sure played into the decision for him to transfer.

I’m debating on how to respond when Daya speaks up. “I heard he goes by Nate now and made the lacrosse team. He got his braces off, too.”

Abby narrows her eyes at Daya. “That’s right, you’re neighbors. Tell Nate I say ‘hi’ the next time you see him.”

Daya raises her chin. “I will.” 

Gabrielle compliments Abby’s earrings and they move on to talking about what costumes they’re going to wear for the flashlight corn maze. It takes place on Halloween night in the field next to my house. I’d love to tell them they can’t come this year, but it’s a big tradition and the town runs it with permission from my dad, so I have no say in who comes.

Daya sneaks a glance at me and I give her a small smile. She’s usually pretty quiet and has avoided the worst of Abby’s wrath. Sticking up for me is a good way to ruin that, and I can’t imagine why she’d put herself out there like that. 

When the bell rings at the end of lunch, I fall into stride next to Daya. I wait until my old friends are out of earshot to say, “Thanks for that.”

“Oh, sure.” She shrugs, and then she notices my sweatshirt. “Are you into art?”

“Yes,” I squeak, my throat dry. “I used to draw a lot.” I don’t know why I tell her that; I gave up drawing a long time ago.

“There’s a meeting of the young artists’ club in the art room after school tomorrow. You should come.”

My mouth opens in surprise at the invitation. Daya and I went to different elementary schools and have never hung out in the same middle school crowd. I had already given up art by sixth grade, and she’s in the higher-level history courses where I’ve always been more of an English person.

I’m about to say yes when I remember tomorrow is Friday, the day I walk over to my aunt’s shop after school. It’s become kind of a tradition. It started when I got my first period and had such bad cramps I had to leave school early. My dad was working, so Candy came to get me. She took me back to the shop and made me a special tea that helped ease my pain. 

Even though my period was over by the next Friday, I stopped by anyway. She made me a different tea, and I’ve been going over there every week since. The store is usually quiet, but I like watching the hustle and bustle on Friday afternoons as people get out of work and head out to the restaurants downtown. Abby used to come with me sometimes. 

I’m sure my aunt’s noticed that Abby hasn’t been around, but she hasn’t mentioned it. 

“Liza?” Daya brings me out of my own head, and I realize the hallways are emptying as everyone heads to their next class. “Do you wanna come tomorrow?”

I think about the room down the hall from my bedroom where all of my mom’s old paint supplies are stashed. It’s a corner room, so it gets a lot of light. I used to draw in there a lot. Then I think of the earthy scent of Candy’s shop and the calming music piping through the speakers. “I can’t tomorrow.”

“Oh.” Daya rubs her arm awkwardly, like she’s not sure why I—a person with no friends—would turn her down. 

It’s as if I'm not actually in control of my own mouth when I find myself saying, “I have to work at the pumpkin stand on Saturday afternoon, but I can do something after if you want.” 

Daya’s face brightens. “It’s bracelet night at the carnival. Me and a couple of friends are going. You should come.”

“Okay.” I don’t know where any of this is coming from. It’s against my rule of going out in the dark.

“See you Saturday!” She hurries off as the next bell rings, and I’m left wondering what I just did.
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Chapter 3

The Crucible

Talking to Daya after lunch sets off a chain reaction of me being late to all my afternoon classes. The lateness follows me all the way to my last class of the day. I feel everyone’s eyes boring into me as I walk into English. 

It used to be my favorite subject, but last week we started The Crucible, Arthur Miller’s play about the Salem witch trials, and I cringe at every mention of witches. It doesn’t help that Abby insisted on reading the part of Abigail because, as she likes to remind everyone, they share a name. 

I managed to keep quiet about the fact that my name is also a character in the play and did not volunteer for a role. I spend the class listening to others read, while Mr. Juno interrupts every few minutes. At this rate, it’ll take all month to finish. 

Unless directly asked, I don’t take part in the discussions either. I swear every word Abby reads is directed right at me, and instead of the play, all I hear is her screaming at the last party I ever went to, her accusations echoing loudly in my head.

“Liza?” Mr. Juno says, breaking into my thoughts. 

I blink from my seat in the very back of the room. “What?”

“What do you think about this line?” He recites a line about the devil’s presence and stone.

I obviously haven’t been paying attention, and I want to tell him I have no idea. Instead I make up something. “Maybe they think the devil chiseled messages in stone.”

Giggles erupt from Abby and Mia. Mr. Juno shoots them a look that silences them but fails to wipe the smirks off their faces.

“Not quite,” he says. “John Hale is referencing what is known as a devil’s or witch’s mark, among other names. Any kind of birthmark, mole, or scar could have been used as evidence of a person being a witch.” 

I subconsciously rub the scar on my left arm, the one I got in the car accident with my mom. 

Mr. Juno continues, “We’ll see other examples of what could be used as evidence against a witch later. Historically one of the most famous examples to test if someone was a witch was the swim test. Accused witches were bound and thrown into water. If you floated that was proof you were a witch.”

Anthony Rodriguez raises his hand. “What happened if you didn’t float?” 

“If you sunk, you would have been posthumously cleared of any charges,” says Mr. Juno. 

“What’s past-cho-mosly?” Anthony asks. 

Abby shows off her lawyerly knowledge again. “It means after they died. But if they drowned, it wouldn’t matter if they were cleared after the fact.”

“It might have mattered to their families.” Mr. Juno writes “posthumously” on the whiteboard with the pronunciation, a sure sign that this will end up on the next test. He loves his “words of interest” as much as Abby loves her legal terms. 

On the day we started the play, we spent almost the whole class on the word “crucible,” learning its definitions and origins and discussing why Arthur Miller chose it for the title. 

Mr. Juno is in full lecture mode now. “Oftentimes, accusations of witchcraft extended to spouses or children. Being formally cleared of charges, even posthumously, could help clear their family members.”

“It’s so not cool that they drowned innocent people to prove they weren’t witches,” says Abby, and it’s the first time I’ve agreed with her in a long time. “What about due process and being judged by a jury of your peers?”

“Good question.” Mr. Juno never reprimands students for talking in class if he thinks it adds to the conversation. “The Salem witch trials happened more than three hundred years ago, before there was a Constitution, before there was even the United States. The Puritans determined the laws, and many of them were unfair or came from a place of fear.”

“That sucks,” says Anthony.

“Better language, Anthony,” Mr. Juno says. “But, yes, it was bad for many people. The Puritans led hard lives, no modern medicine, harsh winters, and food shortages. It was easy to blame anyone that was different for the hardships.” He checks the clock, and thankfully it’s only a couple of minutes before school ends. “Good discussion today. Tonight your homework is to review what we went through today and answer the questions in your virtual classroom. I have a surprise for you next week.”

That gets a cheer from everyone except for me because I don’t need any surprises in my life right now. 

On my way to my locker, I pass by Abby and Mia, who are whispering with their heads close together. I think I’ve avoided their notice, until Abby shouts in a friendly voice, “Hey, Liza!”

I’m so caught off guard that I turn around. “What?”

“You should come over this weekend and go swimming.”

This summer it would have been a perfectly normal request, but it’s October…and, well, we’re not friends anymore. My forehead pinches together in confusion. Unfortunately, our exchange has earned the attention of everyone in the hallway and they’re all staring at us.

“But she might drown,” Mia says loudly, playing it up for the crowd. Now I see where this is going, but there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Abby shoots a pointed look at the faces watching us. “Witches can’t drown. Can they, Liza?”

Abby may have preached about due process in the classroom, but she’s been acting as judge and jury since her party. And she’s sentenced me to middle school misery.
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Chapter 4

Mother Goose Apothecary

I run out of the school all the way downtown. The tears hold off until I’m in front of my aunt’s shop across the street from the town green.

I wipe my face and try to fan the puffiness from my eyes. If my aunt finds out I’ve been crying, she’ll have a million questions, and I can’t deal with that right now. It’s strange enough that I’m showing up on a Thursday.

I skip the front entrance where the door is decorated with a mosaic of blue and white sea glass, above it a green sign with Mother Goose Apothecary written in scrawling gold lettering. Instead I walk down the driveway that leads to the back where there are a few parking spaces for customers. A gate takes me into the garden behind the shop, and it’s like opening a door to another world.  

It’s small, but Aunt Candy makes use of every inch of space. A big butterfly bush, still in bloom, sits in one corner. Droopy sunflowers that no longer have their petals slouch in a line along the side fence. A patch of bright yellow goldenrod borders one side of the waterfall—yes, my aunt’s garden has its own waterfall. 

Then there are the herbs, all different kinds popping up throughout the garden. And that’s only the plants I can identify. 

A patchwork of slate stones littered with goose poop make a walkway to the door where Randi stands guard. She opens her mouth and honks. I honk back and shoo her out of the way. 

Randi is a Canada goose and the source of all the poop. She’s also grouchy and a pain in the butt. She’s been a regular in my aunt’s garden for as long as I can remember, and I think the shop is named in her honor. 

Candy is impossible when it comes to that goose and spoils her like she’s an actual pet. I don’t know why Randi can’t go hang out with all the geese in the pond over by City Hall. As if reading my thoughts, the goose nips at my heels as I slip through the back door. I slam it shut before she can sneak in. 

An assortment of scents hits me immediately. It never smells exactly the same way when I step into the shop. There’s always a hint of sage. Today my nose picks up mint and something flowery, maybe lavender. All along the back are antique cupboards with small compartments where bundles of herbs are kept. To the right is an aisle devoted to candles of all scents and colors. Tapers, tea candles, big ones in jars—my aunt sells them all.

I walk by cases full of items that Candy calls treasure, but some people might call trash, like the snow globe with red “snow” that falls around a bloodshot glass eyeball and the pewter hand holding a large rat, which I hope is fake but is so real-looking it’s probably one of those gross taxidermy ones. I try not to look directly at it as I pass by.

My favorite things are the tiny fairy figurines that are hidden all over the store. They are constantly moved around, and it’s easy to imagine they’re alive. I love coming across one I’ve never seen before or finding an old favorite in a new spot. There are almost always a few hidden in the plants.

And there are many plants. They hang from the ceiling, sit in large pots in corners, and some even find their way inside the display cases. I swear when any surface opens up, my aunt covers it with a plant in five seconds flat.

I drop my bag behind the counter that houses an old-fashioned cash register and take a seat on the stool. Behind it is an open doorway marked off by a beaded curtain that leads to a room where regular customers aren’t allowed. I hear a murmur of voices coming from it. 

Candy must be doing a tarot reading. The shop may look fantastical with the plants, fairies, and oddities, but that’s the ordinary stuff; the real magic happens behind that curtain. My aunt will be sitting on one side of the table, her client on the other, a beautiful tarot deck in between them. 

Since my aunt’s not expecting me today, I take out my homework and wait for her to be done. My concentration is shot and my eyes feel tired, so I mostly stare out the window at the people passing by.

When Candy doesn’t have clients, the private room is where I spend most of my time. In between customers, we drink tea and it often feels like my aunt’s reading me without the help of a tarot deck. 

I’ve never had her do a reading for me; she doesn’t read minors. My aunt is happy to illuminate the mysteries of people’s lives as best she can. She says that people don’t always know what to do with that information, and certainly not young people. 

She’s prone to saying things like, “Some things are best left unknown.”

I wonder if I had known how things turned out between Abby and me, if I would have done anything differently. There are some things I should have done differently, but I wonder what else might have changed if I had seen what was coming. It’s confusing to think about.

A woman with frizzy hair and thick-framed glasses emerges from behind the curtain. “Liza! You’ve gotten tall.”

It’s the kind of thing grown-ups say when they don’t know you very well. “Hi, Mrs. Greenwood.”

My aunt pokes her head out and a look of concern flickers across her face before it settles into a smile. “Liza, what a nice surprise. I’ll put on some tea.”

A little bell jingles as Mrs. Greenwood opens the front door. “Thanks, Candy. See you next month.”

In the private room, the cards are gone from the table and a set of mismatched teacups and saucers—family heirlooms—are set up. The tea infusers are sitting in the cups, waiting for the hot water to heat up in the electric kettle.

“Sage tea?” The smell is enough to confirm it, even if I didn’t know that Candy always drinks it after a reading. Something about it being cleansing.

“Of course.” She pours the hot water into our cups. “And fresh mint in yours. I brought in some of my herb plants last night with the cold finally here.”

I thought the shop felt extra full of plants today, but honestly, it’s hard to tell. I run my finger along the gold brim of the teacup, the smooth edge soothing.

“You’re quiet today,” my aunt says.

I shrug. If I start talking, she’ll get me going, and I don’t feel like getting into it.

“Hmmm.” She examines me with her eyes. “Your period didn’t come early, did it?”

“Ugh, no.” Despite my pleas for her not to track my cycle, she does anyway. She claims she doesn’t keep a calendar, just that she remembers.

“I won’t force it out of you, but you know I’m always here to talk.”

“I know.” She tells me that just about every week. It’s kind of annoying, but it’s also nice to have the reminder. I don’t always want to talk, but I know I can, which is more than I can say of my dad. He’s not much of a talker.

I blow on the hot tea. The warm, minty smell boosts my mood. 

Candy resorts to small talk, which is her way of giving me time. “You helping your dad this weekend?”

“Yup.” I sip my tea, even though it’s too hot and burns my tongue.

“Maybe I’ll send Felicity to get pumpkins for the shop. They’ll look good out front, don’t you think?” Felicity is my aunt’s girlfriend. She’s been around as long as I can remember. I don’t know why they don’t get married, but I guess it’s none of my business.

“I’ll set aside the funky-looking ones.” My aunt likes everything to have character. She gives a home to the things that other people overlook or leave behind.

“Any other plans for the weekend?”

“I’m going to the carnival Saturday night,” I blurt out.

“Ohhh.” She draws out the word. “Who with?”

The way she asks tips me off that she has noticed Abby hasn’t been around. She’s probably been waiting for me to bring it up. If Candy is tiptoeing around the absence of my ex-best friend, then she must realize what a big deal it is.

“Daya, a girl from my lunch table.”

“That should be fun. Call me if you need a ride.”

Daya hadn’t mentioned going together, just meeting there. We didn’t talk about what time to meet either. Now I’m not sure if I should go.

I think my aunt senses my hesitation. “Felicity and I were thinking of going.” It’s a total lie because a carnival is so not their scene. They’re more into craft fairs and farmer’s markets. I can’t imagine either one of them on a ride or eating fried dough. “Why don’t we pick you up at seven and we can all go together? Should we pick up Daya on the way?”

“No.” I add honey to the tea and watch it swirl around and dissolve as I stir. “I’m meeting her there.”

The bell on the shop door jingles. Before my aunt can stand to see who’s there, Felicity’s singsong voice rings through the shop, “Hello, my love!”

Felicity bursts in, a flurry of bangles clanking on her wrists and a scarf flowing out behind her. She never simply enters a room but makes an entrance. At seeing me, the same look of concern my aunt had crosses her face. She bends down to give my aunt a peck on the lips.

“Liza!” She squeezes my shoulder. “How are you, my dear?”

I get up and give her a hug, the scent of her chamomile moisturizer filling me up. Felicity claims copious—her word—amounts of it keeps her skin smooth and shiny. She’s a little older than my aunt and doesn’t have a wrinkle on her face. I recently added moisturizer to my skin routine. Mine doesn’t smell as nice, but I’m embarrassed to ask where she gets hers.

“We’re bringing Liza to the carnival Saturday night,” Candy declares.

Felicity’s face lights up. “What fun! I’ll wear my silver headband. It’ll be extra sparkly under all those lights. What’s your favorite ride, Liza? I won’t do anything spinny, but anything high or fast, I’m game.”

I grin into my teacup. My aunts are the best. I’m almost looking forward to going to the carnival.
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Chapter 5

Brand of Faith

My aunts drop me off at my house in time for me to heat up leftover pasta and sauce for dinner. My dad gets in around seven, looking dirty and tired. Like usual, he was up before the sun this morning and left the house before I got up.

“Did you harvest a lot of pumpkins?” I ask.

He grunts as he scrubs his hands in the sink. When he sits at the kitchen table, he reaches across for my hand for us to say grace. We only go to church on Christmas Eve and Easter, but on days we actually eat dinner together, he insists on saying a blessing before the meal. 

His hand is cold and rough in my much softer one. His skin is tan from all the hours he spends in the fields and wrinkly like a raisin. 

I’ve tried to convince him to use a daily sunscreen. I even gave him a bottle I bought with my own money, which he put in the medicine cabinet in his bathroom. But I’d bet all the money I earn working the pumpkin stand that he hasn’t touched it since. He doesn’t share my worry over skin cancer, but I don’t want to end up an orphan. 

He says a short prayer and ends with an “Amen.”

After that it’s quiet except for the scrape of utensils. When I was younger, I used to fill the quiet with chatter about my day, but I have less to talk about with him these days. He would never understand the Abby drama. I’m not sure he’s noticed that she hasn’t been around.

Tonight I feel like trying. “Did Mom like church?”

“Your mother?” he asks slowly, like it’s taking him a moment to remember her. “She wasn’t much the church type.”

“Why not?” I always assumed they went every week, like most of the families in town. I figured my dad stopped going regularly once my mom died, but I guess that wasn’t the case. There’s a lot I don’t know. My dad doesn’t like to talk about her, and I’ve mostly stopped asking.

“She had her own brand of faith.” He stops shoveling food into his mouth and looks thoughtfully out the window. It’s dark and all you can see is the reflection of the light over the table.

I have no idea what he means by that. “Wasn’t she Catholic?”

“She grew up Catholic but moved away from the church in her teens.” He scoops a big bite and shoves it in his mouth.

My parents both grew up here, so they knew each other a long time before getting married. My mom went away to college but came back, and my dad has lived here his whole life. He never went to college, instead opting to work on the farm full-time before eventually taking over for my grandparents. That’s when my grandparents moved out of this house and my mom moved in, and a few years later I was born. 

My dad’s parents both died when I was five. I only have a few memories of them, but that’s more than I have of my mom.

“And that was okay with Grandpop and Gram?” I ask of my mom’s parents, who also died when I was little.

“Not really.” He sets his fork on his empty plate. “Your aunt stopped going to church around the same time. Your grandparents and your mom and Candy used to fight about it, arguments loud enough for the neighbors to hear.” He stands and sets his dishes in the sink. “Thank you for making dinner, Liza. I’m going to shower and do some work before bed. Make sure to do your homework.”

“Okay, Dad.” He’s out of the kitchen before the words are out. It’s always like that with him. Sometimes I wish I didn’t have to go fishing for information; I just want to know who my mom was. Maybe I’ll ask Aunt Candy about the whole church thing. She’s more willing to talk about my mom.

I’m not sure why I bothered asking my dad. Maybe it’s because I haven’t been as busy lately; it gives me more time to wonder about her. Like how my life might be if she were still here. Or what she would have thought about the Abby situation.

I clean up the dishes and head to my room. In the upstairs hallway, I stop at the self-portrait my mom painted the year she died. I usually pass by it without a second glance, but for some reason, I stop to look. My favorite photo of her that I keep in my room is black and white, so I’ve never noticed how her hair is the exact same light brown as mine. 

She must not have dyed it. Candy’s always dying her hair different colors, and Abby’s mom definitely isn’t a natural blonde. I never thought about how sad it is to die before you have to worry about gray hair.

In my room, I finish my homework quickly and then get ready for bed. I’m not tired, but I don’t have anything to do. I turn on my phone, but there’s nothing to see. Before I deleted my accounts, all the posts were my ex-friends hanging out without me or them spreading rumors about me. I’m not sure which was worse, feeling ignored or having them be mean.

I leave my window open a crack and tuck myself up in my warm quilt. I try to remember my mom—like really stretch my memories for what her face was like and not just how she looked in the self-portrait or pictures. I can’t get a good image. 

A sense of her smile is there, but that’s probably from the pictures, not a real memory. I imagine being snuggled up in her lap and running my fingers through her hair. Right before I fall asleep, I think I get a whiff of what she might have smelled like. It must be the lavender mist I sprayed on my pillow that Candy says helps with sleep, and not a long-lost memory of my mother. I don’t have any of those.
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Chapter 6

Carnival

Saturday is warm, the pumpkins baking under the sun as people from all over town and beyond come to find the perfect one for their front yards and porches. It’s busy, but it’s mostly families with young kids, so I don’t see anyone from class. 

It’s only a matter of time before Abby and her giant family come by this fall, though all of them probably won’t come together. Her family is uncommonly large. Of her nine siblings, two of them no longer live at home, and her oldest brother has a daughter of his own. She’s three years old and Abby’s youngest sister is only two, so it’s a case of the niece being older than the aunt. 

I used to wonder what it was like to have siblings, almost as much as I wondered what it was like to grow up with a mom. Then I became best friends with Abby and got an inside look at what a big family is like. It’s chaotic and loud and fun…sometimes. 

Being used to having my own bathroom at my house, it was weird to have to wait in line to use one of the three bathrooms in their house. They never sit down for meals. Instead her mom fills the big dining table with food and everyone grabs a plate and disperses throughout the house. 

Abby and I would usually end up eating in the downstairs room of their raised ranch with a couple of her younger brothers. We’d watch TV and sit on the floor. I was never alone at Abby’s house. 

The busy pumpkin patch distracts me from how depressing my life has become. And it’s good for my dad and the farm. He doesn’t talk much about money, but a drought this summer meant he had to buy water to keep the crops alive. He’s been working on a more sophisticated water collection system, but that takes time and money as well.

I work one of the registers under the pop-up tent, so that keeps me out of the sun most of the day. I’m comfortable in my leggings and baggy t-shirt. I glance at my phone a couple of times, but it’s quiet. It used to be an hour wouldn’t go by without my phone buzzing with a text or notification, but not anymore.

My dad comes by in the afternoon, his pickup truck full of pumpkins that I help unload. It makes me all hot and sweaty before my shift is over. 

“Can I get paid today?” I ask my dad. “I’m going to the carnival tonight with Candy and Felicity.”

He usually pays me every other week, but I want enough to buy food and the bracelet for unlimited rides. He hands me a couple of twenties out of the register and offers me a ride back home. I’m happy to take it because it gives me time to shower before Candy picks me up.

When my aunts arrive in Candy’s cotton-candy pink convertible, the top is down, despite the fact that it’s grown dark and cold. The horn beeps, and I grab my jacket and run out the door. Felicity sits in the passenger seat, and true to her word, is wearing a sparkly silver headband. Long, flowy scarfs are wrapped around their hair. As we lurch down the road, the scarfs blow backward in the wind like flapping banners. 

I learned how to drive my dad’s pickup truck last year, so I know how to use a stick shift, though I’m only allowed to tool around the farm once in a while. I think Candy could use a lesson or two about how to shift smoothly as we pull away from a stop sign and the car jerks into a higher gear. 

Felicity turns up the music, some kind of dance club song with a steady, pumping beat. I’m starting to rethink my decision to show up at the carnival with them. I’m not a flashy, make-an-entrance type of girl and that’s definitely what we’re doing.

The carnival is set up in a big parking lot outside the grocery store. We pull into the dirt lot next door and find a spot in between a beat-up minivan and a pickup truck with massive tires. The lights of the rides and fairway are almost as bright as daytime. They wash out the stars in the clear autumn sky. 

I hop out of the car and Candy wraps her arm around my shoulder. “Where to first? Is your friend here yet?”

I check my phone and there are no messages. “I don’t think so. Want to get food?”

Felicity places the back of her hand on her forehead in a dramatic fashion. “Yes to food. I’m famished.”

We go to a food stall that has all kinds of fried choices. I order French fries and fried dough. My aunt, who is a vegetarian, gets corn on the cob and some kind of fried eggplant thing that looks soggy and sad. Felicity is also a vegetarian. She takes a long time to decide on a vegetable and mushroom shish kebab. They insist on paying, even when I tell them I have plenty of money.

“Nonsense, Liza,” Candy says. “That’s what aunts are for.”

We find a table near the kiddie rides, and it’s almost eight o’clock when we finish eating. I fidget with the bright yellow paper of the carnival bracelet that I bought at the entrance, but I have yet to go on any rides. My aunts haven’t asked me about my friend again, and I’m starting to think that Daya isn’t going to text me. Then my phone buzzes in my pocket.

Are you here? We’re at the Gravitron.

“Is that your friend?” Felicity asks. She and Candy exchange a look, like they hope it’s my friend because they can’t wait to get out of here.

“Yeah.” I stare at the message and wonder who else Daya is with. So far I haven’t seen anyone from school, but I know once I get to the bigger rides, it’ll be full of my classmates. Everyone comes to the carnival on bracelet night. I silently curse myself for breaking my rule of avoiding nocturnal activities.

“You want us to help find her?” Candy asks.

“No.” I force out a smile. “You can go. Thanks for the ride.”

“Anytime, sweetheart.” Candy wraps me in a hug, followed by Felicity, so I’m sandwiched between them. 

I slowly head in the direction of the Gravitron, keeping to the edge of the carnival where the shadows are. It’s not long before I spot Daya with her friends Cameron and Sadie. 

Cameron was in my art class in fifth grade, the last art class I took before I stopped drawing. He’s the tallest boy in our grade and the only openly gay kid at our school. I don’t know much about Sadie, except that she is one of the shortest girls in eighth grade. On either side of the average-sized Daya, it’s like they’re nesting dolls lined up by size.

I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans and am about to step out of the shadows when I hear a familiar giggle. Abby, Mia, Gabrielle, and a group of boys are getting off the giant swings, the exit for the ride right next to my patch of darkness. Abby spots me before I can throw on my hoodie. A wicked smile spreads across her face.

“Watch out!” she says loudly, a false note of panic in her voice. “A witch is lurking in the shadows.” Her voice carries over the loud music of the rides, catching the attention of not only Daya and her friends but everyone else in the area. 

Daya takes a step toward me, but Sadie holds her back from walking directly into the path of Abby’s wrath. When Daya doesn’t shake off her friend’s arm, a sting of disappointment shoots through me. Daya stood up for me at lunch, but I have no right to expect her to come to my defense this time.

Abby steps right in front of me. I back up into the temporary metal gate that marks off the boundary of the carnival. 

“Here for a thrill ride?” she asks with a smirk on her face.

I take a step in a feeble attempt to squeeze past Abby, but she stands firm. My other ex-friends form a half-circle around me. I can’t see Daya anymore, but I’m sure she and her friends are watching.

I let my hair fall across my face in an attempt to hide, but it’s not working. Everyone is staring at me and Abby, waiting for the viper to strike the scared mouse.

“I haven’t seen you outside of school in a long time.” The way she says it is a challenge. “Have you been following me?”

I shake my head, words stuck in my throat. 

She takes a step closer. “You don’t belong here.” Her voice is a whisper. Only I can see her face, which turns sad for a moment, not matching her vicious tone. I almost think she misses me, but then she turns, raises her arms, and shouts, “Stay back, witch!” She does the sign of the cross as if warding off evil. 

Everyone laughs until Abby shuts them up with a look.

“I should have known you’d take after your witch aunt.” She addresses the growing crowd like she’s onstage and they’re her audience. 

Given my aunt’s quirky shop and tarot readings, it’s no surprise that she’d be called a witch from time to time. I expect the nasty whispers from the small-minded people of town, but coming from Abby—who was as welcome in Mother Goose Apothecary as I was—it hurts.

Hot shame stings my face because I don’t say anything to defend my aunt. I simply fall farther into myself, like there’s an invisible bubble around me, muting the world so it’s easier to bear. 

“I should have known,” Abby continues, “that the only way you could get a boy to like you was with black magic. You’re the reason Nathan left school. Liza bewitched him with a love potion and now he can’t be around her without going crazy!”

The rumors have been saying as much since the beginning of the school year. It’s one thing to guess what Abby accused me of, and it’s another to have her come out and say it to my face. Especially when Nathan leaving was more Abby’s fault than mine. A small part of my brain yells at me to tell everyone this, to explain what really happened, but most of me just wants to get out of here.

“I don’t want to see your face outside of school again,” Abby threatens. “Got it?”

I push my way past her and the others and run straight out of the carnival grounds. I pump my legs, tears streaming down my face, and race through town, only stopping when I reach the turnoff for my long, winding road. A cramp squeezes my side and tears burn my cold face. I walk the rest of the way home, trying to catch my breath.

My house is dark except for the light on the front porch. The door creaks as I open it, but my dad must already be asleep because he doesn’t come to check on me. I head to my room and lay on my bed fully clothed. A numbness hollows me out and I stare into the darkness for a long time.
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Chapter 7

Diary Discovery

The next morning, I wake up long after my dad has headed out for work. He doesn’t make me work on Sundays to make sure I have enough time for homework and hanging out with friends. I finished my homework already and I don’t have any friends, so I have the whole, long day ahead of me. 

A restless energy makes my legs ache as I roam around the house listlessly, munching on a piece of toast. I find myself in my mom’s old art studio, the room with the big window overlooking the corn maze. No longer green, the cornstalks shine golden in the late morning sun.

My father and I call it the guest bedroom, though we never have guests. Even when Abby, Mia, and Gabrielle would sleep over, we’d stay in my room and throw sleeping bags on the floor.

I’ve never seen my dad in here. Candy said it once smelled of oil paints and flowers and that she and my mom used to hang out here, drinking tea and laughing. Now it’s as silent as death and as musty as an attic full of old-lady clothes. 

I budge open the stubborn window, the paint cracking when it unsticks, to let the crisp breeze freshen it up. 

In spring, I imagine my mom decorating the room with lilacs from the big bushes outside. In summer, with those big, bright sunflowers from the field next to the pumpkin patch, the room looking like one of Van Gogh’s famous sunflower paintings. And in winter, with drying herbs, lavender from the patch in the yard and basil, parsley, and dill from the vegetable garden. 

I try to imagine her sitting here in the fall on an afternoon like today. The sun is bright and the sky a clear blue, the colors of the trees vibrant and alive, a last punch of color before they die and fall to the ground. A painter’s dream. 

I can’t picture her exactly, whether she would have sat by the window for inspiration or whether she preferred the natural light at her back to brighten the canvas. My imagination is limited to the few photographs I have of her and the self-portrait in the hall.

Would she have gathered cornstalks and placed them in a vase in that corner by the bed or by the closet door? Were the walls always this generic off-white so they wouldn’t clash with the colors of her paintings? Or did she prefer a splash of her favorite color? A soft green like buds on a maple tree before the leaves burst through in spring or the pinkish-red of bee balm in full bloom.

A heat behind my eyes warns me the tears could start up at any time. There is so much I don’t know about my mom. She was a painter, but I don’t even know what her favorite color was.

I stare out the window past the corn maze to the dirt road that leads to the woods off in the distance. A crow caws from a high branch on one of the giant, half-dead pines that line the hill behind the house. My dad has mentioned hiring someone to take them down because they’re too big for him and the farmhands to manage themselves, but I hope he doesn’t. There is a strange beauty to them, and their absence would leave a hole in the landscape. 

Besides, their sparse branches are the perfect spooky silhouette for the Halloween night corn maze. For us middle schoolers, it’s the biggest event of the season. We all wear costumes and there’s a big bonfire. The little kids come early with their parents, so us older kids get the maze all to ourselves when it’s our turn. That’s when the scares come out, vampires, mummies, and axe murderers stalking through the maze.

I probably won’t bother going this year. It breaks my rule. Last night’s disaster was an embarrassing reminder of why I have the rule in the first place. I won’t risk showing my face in front of Abby again.

A fresh gust blows in through the open window and with a noisy caw, a second crow joins the first. I shiver and rub my arms. When I pull my hands away, I’m suddenly struck with the urge to hold a charcoal pencil. I want to sketch the gnarly shape of the tree against the bright autumn sky, catch the shiny black of the crows in the sun. 

I used to draw all the time, enough that I once kept a sketchpad and pencils in my backpack. But I haven’t drawn anything in over two years, not since Abby decided art was for “weirdos and drug addicts.” She said that, even though she knew my mom was an artist. And I stopped drawing.

I got rid of all my art supplies back then, but I wonder if any of my mom’s are still around. I turn a circle in the room and realize how unlived-in it feels with the bland walls and the boring flower pattern on the bedspread. Like an old lady once lived in here but died long ago. I hate it.

A shaft of light from the window slants toward the closet door. I march across the room and throw it open. It’s not like the closet in my bedroom with clothes hanging up and shoes and accessories all over the floor. It’s full of plastic storage bins neatly stacked up almost to the ceiling. The closet is brimming with art supplies, all organized by type as if sitting there waiting for my mom to come use them. 

Waiting for me.

I pull open several bins to find partially used tubes of oil paints and paintbrushes, some old and some brand-new. One particularly large tote has unused canvases, and I push away the sadness of wondering what my mother had planned for them. My stomach rumbles as I search every container but fail to find charcoal pencils.

I sit on the threshold between the bedroom and the closet, art supplies littered all around me. The bedroom has turned brighter as the afternoon sun streams in. Something glints in the way back of the closet. 

It’s a metal box, covered in dust except for one corner, which must have been where it caught the light. It was easy to overlook in the sea of plastic containers. I reach deep into the corner to retrieve the box. I bring it to the bed and wipe the dust from the metal, sneezing when it puffs up in my face.

It’s an antique jewelry box with curved legs and a raised swirling pattern on the top that reminds me of Van Gogh’s famous brush strokes. Inside there is enough space for a small leather notebook, along with some folded papers underneath. 

I carefully crack open the notebook, the leather creaking at the spine. The unlined paper inside is filled with loopy handwriting, a date of October 15 at the top of the first page, no year noted. I flip through to the end of the first entry and it is signed with a scrawling “Elizabeth.” My mother’s diary. 

I snap the cover shut and set it aside, feeling like a snoop. A diary is a sacred thing.

With shaking hands, I pick up the papers. I’ve already peeked into the diary, so I figure I might as well look at these too. I open the first one, the pencil worn away along the fold so the drawing is split in half. I trace the lines of pencil, my finger curving around the face drawn there, the chubby cheeks and sparse hair of a baby.

“Oh,” I say aloud, surprised to discover my own face.

A lump forms in my throat as I stare at the image of myself as my mother saw me. It’s a rough, unfinished sketch, but I see the care that went into getting the reflection of light in the eyes just right. 

I may not remember my mother, but the love she had for me must have left an impression because right now, ten years after her death, I feel it in this drawing.

I miss her more than I ever have in my whole life. I curl into myself on the bed and hold the sketch up to my face, the paper that my mother once touched up against my nose. Dust from the worn fold tickles my nose and raises tears in my eyes. I hold the paper away and sneeze into my sleeve. Then I lay the paper next to me and stare at it. 

My heart squeezes tight in my chest and my breaths come in shallow gasps. The longing for my mother is a physical pain.

I must fall asleep because the next thing I know, the slam of the front door wakes me. The room is dark as I blink and sit up. Dried tears make my face feel tight. I hear the familiar sound of my dad dropping his boots in the mud room and the bang of the pipes as he turns on the water in the kitchen.

In the dark, I can’t see the faded lines of my mom’s drawing, but I feel the weight of my baby eyes staring at me. 

Quickly but carefully, I put everything back into the box and tuck it under my arm. Silently, I close the door to the guest room, which feels like an absurd name for it now. It was my mother’s room, not the one she slept in, but the one where she created things.

I stash the box in my closet under a pile of clean clothes I never bothered to hang up. I hide it not only because I want to keep it a secret but because I’m not sure I want to read it.

In the bathroom, I splash water on my face and dry it on a hand towel that doesn’t smell very fresh. My eyes are only a little red, and I doubt my dad will notice. As I head down for dinner, all my thoughts are on the box in my closet.
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Chapter 8

Crow Painting

The stares and whispers are back in full force at school on Monday. Abby’s been awful since her party, but most everyone else seems to have moved on. Now I’m right back to those first days of school when I couldn’t go from one class to the next without feeling like a walking viral meme.

I never should have dared to show my face at the carnival. 

Lunch is worse than usual. Daya’s not there, so it’s me and my ex-friends. They’re whispering and shooting me looks as I approach the table. Then Abby spends the entire lunch period pointedly not eating, talking in a loud voice about how much fun the carnival was. Meanwhile, Mia and Gabrielle whisper loudly, things like “Did you see her face when Abby called her a witch?” and “Poor Nathan.”

These are the girls who used to have my back. They’d never let anyone talk to me like this. 

At a pool party in fifth grade, Anthony Rodriguez made fun of the scar I have from the accident. Abby grabbed his head and held it underwater for a solid minute, making him apologize when she let him up. Back then I was happy to have my best friend stand up for me.

But this girl in front of me now, taunting me about the “amazing night” I missed out on, when she was the one who made it so miserable for me. This girl who probably coached Mia and Gabrielle on what to say to torture me further. I don’t know who this girl is. Certainly not a best friend.

With five minutes left to lunch, I can’t take it anymore. Pleading with the lunch monitor that I have to use the bathroom, I practically run out of there. My hands shake when I splash cold water on my face. A headache is building at the sides of my head.

It’s a struggle to make it through the afternoon. The worsening headache keeps me distracted from the unwanted attention of my classmates. In English class, we’re reading The Crucible aloud, so I’m able to rest my head on my hand and pretend I’m reading along.

It’s a small miracle Abby isn’t on the bus ride home, probably at soccer practice. I tuck my legs up on the bus seat, curl my arms around them, and rest my head there. Closing my eyes makes the headache worse as the bus bumps along, so I stare out the window and retreat into myself, the noise of the others fading to a dull buzz in the background.

When the bus pulls up in front of my house, my eyes feel heavy and I’m kind of achy, so I wonder if I’m coming down with something. 

It’s another perfect fall day, the sky a picturesque blue for the yellowing oak tree at the bottom of the hill. I get off the bus and yawn so long my eyes water, distorting the tree branches into something strange and beautiful. 

Safe at home at last, I head to the bathroom and realize why I’m feeling so awful. I have my period. Ugh. I should keep better track of it. I wonder if it would be too weird to have Aunt Candy text me a heads-up about it. Then I quickly decide that it would definitely be weird.

I make the special tea Candy mixed for cramps and manage to eat half an English muffin with fresh marmalade. Then I wander into the living room and think about binging a show until dinner. Daya mentioned a documentary on women artists that sounded interesting, but I’m not in the mood for it. I’m definitely not in the mood for my former favorite show, the one Abby and I used to always watch together. Whenever Declan—the hottie demigod—would take off his shirt, we’d scream in delight. But now the show just makes me sad.

Briefly I consider reading my mother’s diary, tucked away in my closet, but I resist the temptation. I’m enough of a hot mess as it is.

The air in the house feels stale enough to choke on, so I open a bunch of windows and a nice breeze rushes in. I shiver and go upstairs to find my favorite hoodie. 

I walk out of my room while simultaneously pulling my head through the sweatshirt and notice an open door at the end of the hallway. It’s the door to my mother’s art studio—I can’t bear to think of it as the guest room. 

My dad never goes in there, so I must have forgotten to close it after I left last night. I wonder if he noticed and it made him think of my mom. Not that he’d talk about it with me.

I tread lightly down the hallway, even though I’m the only one home, and peek into the room. The sheer white curtains billow out from the window like a ghost reaching out from the afterlife. I shiver and shove my hands into the big pocket in the front of my sweatshirt. I must have forgotten to close the window, too.

I find myself standing in front of the closet again. My stomach feels funny, and not from period cramps. I think of the last drawing I did back in fifth grade—a self-portrait—and wonder if my face was the last thing my mom drew as well.

Drawing has no appeal to me right now, but as I stare at the oil paints in the plastic bins in the closet, my fingers itch to create something. 

I pull out an entire bin and set it by the window, tying back the curtains so they don’t ghost out on me again. I find an easel under the bed and set it up. The fresh white canvas begs for color, but I’m not in the mood for something bright.

Black is what I reach for, squeezing a blob of it onto the palette. A crow caws outside, perched once again on the dying pine tree. Its dark feathers catch the sunlight when its wings shake. I pause, waiting for it to fly away, but it simply caws again and settles in nice and still.

That’s when my hand starts moving. Sticking with black paint, I start with the tree branch. Paint has never been my medium of choice—I always preferred a charcoal pencil—but the light strokes of the brush happen with little effort. Pretty soon I’ve moved on from the tree to the bird, which obediently perches on the branch like it’s posing for me.

The black paint is the right starting point. I try adding white to get the shine of the feathers, but it doesn’t look right. I stare at the bird, the paintbrush handle tapping against my lip. There is more than black to this crow. I squirt some purple on the palette and try a dash of it.

I haven’t quite caught the right color when the crow opens its wings and lets out a series of caws, almost like a warning, before flying out of the tree and away toward the woods.

I breathe in deep and feel like it’s my first proper breath all day. 

The sunset tells me that I’ve been in here longer than I thought. I better get dinner going. I stash the easel under the bed and put the paints away in the closet.

The canvas glistens wet, and I’m not sure where to hide it. I want to keep it a secret from my dad, though I’m not sure why. I don’t think he would mind me painting in here, but it might make him sad. 

I take the painting into my room and clear a space in my closet, being careful not to disturb the pile of clothes hiding the diary. I place a towel on the ground and set the canvas on it. Then I head to the kitchen, leaving the closet brimming with secrets. 
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Chapter 9

Witch Game I

On Tuesday morning, I’m at my locker when a wave of cramps hits me so hard that I have to stoop over and lean against the open locker door until the pain stops. I drank the last of Aunt Candy’s tea last night and could really have used some this morning. I take a few deep breaths and tell myself that I can get through this.

A knock on the other side of the open locker door startles me upright. I close the door with a metallic click to see who’s there.

Daya looks really pretty today with eye make-up and lipstick, which I don’t think she usually wears. Her dark hair is smooth and extra shiny in the harsh school lighting. It reminds me of the crow’s feathers. 

After the painting session, I was too tired to do much more than make dinner and crash, and I haven’t thought about the painting since. Now the itch to create rises in me.

“You okay?” she asks.

“Oh…yeah.” Heat rises in my cheeks. I’m so not interested in talking about my period with Daya. With Abby, sure, back when we were friends, and there’s no getting around talking about it with my aunt. But Daya’s too much of an unknown; some people get weird about stuff like that. “You look nice.”

Now she’s blushing, and I hope that she doesn’t think I’m weird for saying that. That’s a thing I miss about old friends: the ability to talk and not second-guess everything that comes out of my mouth. At least it used to be like that with Abby. Toward the end of our friendship, I was self-conscious about a lot of things.

“The art club is sponsoring a showing of student work at the cafe tonight.” She gestures at the dress she’s wearing, which is a deep maroon with an intricate pattern of swirls and shapes on it. “You should come.”

“Tonight?” I say in a squeaky voice. “After dark?” 

Daya looks at me quizzically. “Well, yes because it starts at six. My mom and I could pick you up. They’re serving fancy hors d'oeuvres and wine for the grown-ups. But you don’t have to dress up or anything.”

Now I’m self-conscious about my oversized sweater and plain-black leggings as we head down the hallway together. My hair is pulled back in a messy bun. I know I don’t look my best—I was going for comfort, not style.

“Not that you look bad.” Daya sounds apologetic. “You look artistic. I wish I could wear something like that. I’m not allowed to wear leggings without a skirt.”

 Her compliment surprises me, like I’m not used to friends being nice. Abby sometimes made me feel bad about my casual style.

“Thanks.” My smile is genuine as we reach my homeroom. “I’d like to go, but I’ll meet you there. I have to stop at Mother Goose Apothecary before that.”

She gives a little wave. “See you then.”

My morning classes fly by, and I avoid the lunchroom by going to the media center to catch up on homework during lunch. I skim-read the next section of The Crucible, thinking we’ll read it aloud in class later. 

When I get to English, though, Mr. Juno has something else in mind. “Today we’re going to play a game.” 

He smiles as if this is going to be fun, but I groan. I had forgotten he promised us a surprise this week.

 He writes “Witch Game” on the board and my palms begin to sweat.

“Everyone is going to draw one paper from this hat.” He holds up a Red Sox hat. “Don’t look yet,” he instructs the first person as the hat goes around. “It’s very important you don’t tell anyone, and I mean anyone, what’s written on your paper.”

The hat’s an old one with sweat stains around the inside rim, but I’m guessing whatever is on these papers is far deadlier than old sweat. 

I hold my breath as I reach in and pull one out. It’s folded up, but I slip it under my hand so no one can see it. Abby is the last person to take a slip, and she smiles conspiratorially at Mia as she waves it around. 

Mr. Juno collects the hat. “All of the papers have one word written on them. Most of them say ‘innocent.’ But there is one, and only one, that says something else.” He heads back to the front of the room. “There are only three rules you have to follow. The first, as I already said, is don’t tell anyone what your paper says. The second is you can ask your classmates anything except what is on their paper.” Mr. Juno pauses dramatically. 

“Can we open ours yet?” Jacob Shanley asks without raising his hand.

“Not yet,” says Mr. Juno. “The third rule is to find,” he pauses again and surveys the room, “the witch.”

“That should be easy.” Abby shoots a pointed look at me, and everyone laughs.

“Alright, settle down.” Mr. Juno holds up a hand. “Now you may open your papers.”

I keep mine folded in my sweaty palm as the rustling of my classmates fills the room. I undo the fold and I know what it’s going to say before I read it. Sure enough, right there in black and white is the word “witch.”

I quickly fold the paper back up, running my finger over the crease again and again.

“So we can lie?” Jacob asks.

“Yes,” Mr. Juno replies.

“Nice.” Jacob slaps hands with Anthony.

Someone else asks a question, but I don’t hear it. It’s like my head is in a vacuum filled with a loud whooshing. 

How could Mr. Juno possibly think this is a good idea? Isn’t the point of studying the witch trials to learn not to accuse people of witchcraft? Now we’re going around interrogating everyone to find out who the witch is. What will Abby do when she finds out it’s me? She’s already ruined my life. What’s left? Drown me or burn me at the stake.

I know it’s not the 1600s, but in middle school, singling out one of us is a form of persecution.

“Do you believe in God?” I jump at the sound of Anthony’s voice. He’s standing above me, waiting for an answer. I’m the only one sitting; everyone else is up and about asking questions.

I blink like I just woke up. “What?”

“Do you believe in God?” he asks again.

“Uh, I guess,” I say distractedly. Abby and Mia have Hannah practically cornered and are interrogating her.

“Don’t you want to ask me something?” Anthony stands there with his arms folded across his chest.

My gaze goes back to Abby. “Do you wish harm upon anyone in the class?” My throat is dry, so I sound like a croaky witch.

The question surprises us both. Anthony gives me a strange look, and I’m sure he knows exactly what is written on my paper. 

“No, I don’t.” He moves on with a shake of his head.

Great, I blew it with the first person I talked to.

I float around the room, making a half-hearted attempt to be engaged in the game, all the while keeping an eye out for Abby and Mia. I’ve managed to avoid them and am fielding questions from Jacob, doing a better job than I did with Anthony. When he’s done, I turn around to find Abby’s fake smile in my face, orange jack o’ lanterns bobbing from her ears.

She turns to Mia, the smile turning ugly. “I don’t think we need to ask you anything. We all know what you are.”

I bite my bottom lip. I’ve been scared of Abby for a long time, since before she dropped me as her best friend, but I’m not feeling scared right now. 

I’m angry.

At Mr. Juno for making us play this stupid game and because everyone except for the witch was labeled as innocent, as if being a witch is a guilty act. At Anthony for asking me about God, as if he has a right to know my beliefs because of a game. At Abby, and Mia and Gabrielle too, for trying to make my life miserable. 

Most of all, I’m angry at myself for thinking they were friends to begin with. Because real friends, people who are supposed to love you, shouldn’t treat you this way…ever. Even if they’re mad. Even if they’re afraid I’ll tell their secrets.

A buzzing fills my ears and I’m about to lose control of myself when Mr. Juno claps his hands. The class falls silent, and I’m left standing there with my mouth gaping open, a cauldron poised to spill its poisonous potion all over everyone.

“Everyone back to your seats,” Mr. Juno says, and I wonder what horrible surprise he has for us now. “There is a blank paper at each of your places. I want you to write the name of the person you think is the witch.” He waves the gross hat. “Then I’ll collect them.”

The hat begins to make its way around the tables. I shrug and scribble a name on the paper, figuring it doesn’t matter who I write because I’m sure at least three people are accurately picking me as the witch. 

Time is moving strangely today—at times so fast that things go by in a blur and at other times so slow that things play out in excruciating detail.

Mr. Juno’s back in the front of the room, and I don’t remember putting my slip in the hat. “If I read your name, I want you to come stand with me.” He takes out the first paper. I prepare to push my chair back when he says, “Hannah.”

Hannah’s really quiet and seems to take up little space, despite the fact that she’s the tallest girl in eighth grade. Her face is bright red as she takes her place next to Mr. Juno. 

He keeps reading names, a few repeats along the way, until nearly everyone in the class is crowded at the front of the room. The only people left are Abby, Mia, Jacob…and me.

I know whose name is on that paper because it’s my slip. I can’t believe the name I wrote hasn’t been said yet. Not by Abby and Mia, or even Anthony Rodriguez, who had a good reason to pick it.

Mr. Juno reads the final name, “Liza.”

I don’t get a chance to take my rightful place among my falsely accused classmates because the bell rings.

As everyone bolts to the seats to grab their stuff, Mr. Juno says, “I want you to remember all the people who stand here with me. Tomorrow they will be put on trial by their peers, led by the three unaccused of Jacob, Mia, and Abby.”

I’m not sure if anyone is listening, but I stand next to my seat, frozen in the act of joining the accused. I can’t believe no one else wrote down my name, that I’m the only one who accused me of being the witch.

Mr. Juno leaves us with one final thought. “I want you all to think about who among your classmates would have testified against you in Puritan times in order to keep themselves out of trouble when it was a real life-and-death situation.”

I watch Abby and Mia whisper as they leave the room shoulder-to-shoulder. They may not have written my name on that slip of paper, but I believe they will have no problem piling on the charges against me, Abby living up to her namesake in The Crucible. The Abigail in the play is the one who led the charge in the lies against the so-called witches.

I wonder if we were still friends would I be leading the charge with them? The answer sits heavy in my stomach.
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Chapter 10

My Lips Are Sealed

After school, I head straight to Candy’s shop, which means I can avoid the bus ride home for another day. I opt to walk along the town green rather than the sidewalk. We took a walking field trip through town last year. The green is where they had the stocks and gallows back when Hillford was founded 400 years ago. It’s where they hanged the witches. Hillford’s trials were 25 years before the Salem witch trials, and not as deadly. Though it’s still awful to have killed innocent people, most of them women.

It’s a dark thing to think about on this bright afternoon. The sun is warm on my face and the maples and oaks are showing their fall colors. It feels like summer but looks like autumn. 

I don’t mind the warmth, but being reminded of summer makes my stomach churn. This whole summer is tainted by Abby’s birthday party, which was the weekend before school started. 

Her parents basically gave us run of the pool and the yard, including the old shed in the corner. We spent the whole week before the party clearing out the rusty tools, her siblings’ many bikes, and all the cobwebs. Then we pulled an old loveseat out of her basement and put it in there.

Once it got late enough that Abby’s parents weren’t paying any attention to us, it became the perfect spot for this game she wanted to play. Abby had an app that would randomly draw the names of two people to spend five minutes in the shed doing whatever they wanted. 

Some people kissed, or at least pretended to. Most of us hung around awkwardly until the time was up.

When the first two names were Mia and Jacob, her latest crush, I was pretty sure Abby had rigged it. My suspicions were all but confirmed when every pair after that was already a couple or two people Abby thought should be together, whether because they would make a good couple or because the pairing would make the party exciting.

When my name popped up, it was with Gabrielle’s. Anthony and a bunch of the boys whistled like Gabrielle and I were actually going to make out in the shed. Abby winked as we entered and shut the door behind us, leaving us in the dark. I turned on my phone flashlight.

I tried not the think about what had previously happened on the loveseat as the real couple of Jordan Hines and Cece Silverman had come out of the shed with both their hair and clothes looking messy.

“I was hoping to get Nathan,” Gabrielle said as she sat, her voice echoing off the metal walls.

I perched on the armrest. “You know Abby likes him.”

She sighed and leaned her head back. “I know, but I thought maybe I would get lucky.” She giggled.

I didn’t mention that Abby would never have let Gabrielle and Nathan end up together. “It’s not like anything could have happened anyway.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t imagine it.” She closed her eyes, a sappy smile on her lips like she was imagining kissing Nathan. Suddenly, her eyes flew open, panic in them. “You’re not going to tell Abby, are you?”

“Don’t worry, my lips are sealed.” I mimed locking them and throwing away the key. 

Abby would flip if she knew that Gabrielle had a crush on Nathan. With big brown eyes and a sweet personality, Nathan was everything a crush should be. He was a star on the lacrosse team and had a core group of popular friends, but he was always nice to everyone. Not that I felt that way about him. I didn’t feel that way about anyone.

I secretly thought that he and Abby didn’t fit together at all.

Gabrielle and I spent the rest of our time watching cat videos. When the shed doors opened, she strategically planted a kiss on my cheek, much to mine and everyone’s surprise. 

A group of boys lets out a whoop. Abby eyed us with suspicion—probably mad we were upstaging her at her own party. But then it was hers and Nathan’s turn in the shed, so she was once again the center of attention.

That was the moment things started to turn bad.

The sharp caw of a crow brings me out of that fateful night and back to reality. I’m once again present on the town green, making my way to Candy’s shop. I squint up at the sunny sky to find a crow swooping low. It dives down right in front of me.

It pulls up two feet from the ground and a blue jay follows, pecking at the larger bird. The crow rises and dives again, trying to lose its pursuer. I watch them dance in the sky, the blue jay going for the crow again and again. 

There’s a chance the blue jay is protecting its young, but it’s not the time of year for that, so its relentless attack feels sinister. When the blue jay finally makes contact, it rips a small tear in one of the crow’s wings. 

A second crow swoops in, all talons and loud caws, and scares away the jay. A sense of relief washes over me that the crow is going to be okay, though I’m not sure why I feel so invested in this bird. The pair fly high up into the sky, coats shiny with hints of blue in the sunlight. 

Blue. That’s what I need to get the color right for my painting!

It’s weird to think about painting, instead of drawing. Even stranger that it’s a painting created with my mother’s supplies. It’s like the art belongs to someone else, not me.

I shake my head to clear away the lingering weirdness. Then I duck across the road and head into Mother Goose Apothecary. The spicy scent washes over me and calms my racing heart. 

Candy glances my way from the back of the shop where she’s helping a customer with an herb bundle. “Liza! I wasn’t expecting you today. I’ll be up in a minute.”

I wave, stash my backpack behind the counter, and head to the tea leaves. There are so many flavors from spiced black teas to mild chamomiles. I fill one pouch full of peppermint leaves and another with a combination of lemon and ginger, and grab a package of reusable tea bags. 

Candy finishes ringing out the customer and has my tea packed in a paper bag before I can fish my wallet out of the backpack. She never makes me pay, but I always try.

She wraps me in a hug, her cheek resting against mine. “You feel taller.”

I shrug. Candy’s of average height, and though I’m catching up to her, she still feels big to me in a grown-up kind of way.

“I should have remembered to send you off last week with more tea.” She pats my shoulder, and I don’t even bother feeling embarrassed that she knows I have my period. “But you have always done such a good job taking care of yourself.”

Part of me wants to retort that I haven’t had much of a choice, but I don’t want to come off as ungrateful. Candy does more for me than any aunt should be expected to. It’s not her fault my mom died and my dad is busy.

“I’m closing up early for a private appointment, but I have time to brew you a cup to go and give you a ride home if you’d like.” Candy has some tarot clients that prefer to have their readings done in their own homes.

It’s not until I’m in the front seat of her car, sipping the too-hot tea, that I remember Daya and the art show. I could ask Candy to bring me back downtown, but I don’t want to make her late for the reading. I check my phone and wonder if there’s enough time for Daya to pick me up.

But then I remember Abby’s birthday party—the memory from this afternoon fresh in my mind—and her warning at the carnival. It’s not likely that Abby would show up at an art show, but there’s a chance. 

I bury my phone in my backpack and tell myself it’s easier to apologize to Daya than to risk facing Abby. 
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Chapter 11

Gold Crow

A sharp pine scent fills my senses. The fresh night wind rustles the needles, several falling from the branches and slowly dancing to the ground. The decay of leaves is there underneath all the other scents, which tells me it will soon turn cold.

I catch a faint caw on the breeze, my ears perked for any sound in the dark. 

I push off from the branch, the bark brittle under my claws. My wings open and I take flight. I ride the wind currents and go where instinct takes me. 

An unnatural squeal disrupts the quiet, followed by a crunch. A second caw sounds, this time closer. It’s a sharp, mournful cry. 

I flap my wings faster and dip low.

In the dark, I find my companion sitting on a wire, an inky silhouette against a slightly lighter sky. I land and take in the scene below. A car has skidded off the dirt road and down an embankment into the woods where it collided with a tree. Smoke rises from the busted front.

As we fly closer, the ground glitters with glass in the moonlight. We land on the roof of the car. My companion lets out another mournful caw, but I hold my beak shut and wait.

A different kind of cry pierces the air, the high-pitched wail of a child. I raise my wings in relief and shake out the worry. My companion lets out three quick caws and flies away into the trees. 

As sirens wail in the distance, I let out my own mournful cry. Then I watch from my perch…and wait.

* * *

I wake up in a cold sweat, my heart pounding so loudly that it sounds like it’s in my head instead of my chest. My hair is matted to my neck.

The curtains rustle where a breeze comes in through the open window. I untangle myself from the covers and stand in front of the window, gulping in the fresh air. It’s dawn, the color just beginning to return from the dark night.

The details of the dream are leaving me. I remember I was a crow, hearing the call of another and flying toward the sound. I don’t remember what came after that, only that it left my heart chilled.

There’s no going back to sleep after that, and I need to use the bathroom anyway. My dad will be up soon, but I have time before I have to get ready for school. My cramps are gone, so there’s no need for the tea I picked up yesterday.

After the bathroom, I find myself heading to my mom’s studio with the crow painting tucked under my arm. Our house is old, so I do my best to sneak in without creaking every floorboard on the way. I retrieve the easel from under the bed and place the canvas on it.

Between the painting and the blue jay attacking the crow, it’s no wonder I had that weird dream. I take it as a sign to keep working.

I close my eyes and picture the crows flying away from me on the town green. I hold the blue shine of their wings in my mind. From the sea of paint colors, I select a deep blue. I add some white and swirl them together until they are fully blended. 

A few brush strokes in, I see I’m on the right track, but I haven’t quite gotten it. I try adding silver to the mix, but that’s not right either. Before the paint can dry, I rub it off the canvas. 

I stare out the window for a few minutes, but there’s not a crow in sight for inspiration. I work on the branches some more as the sun rises. Pipes clunk as my dad gets in the shower. It’s early enough where I wouldn’t normally be up, so he has no reason to think I’m in the studio. The painting remains my little secret.

I lean back into the chair, pleased with the tree, if not the bird on it. I’m stretching my fingers when a glint in the bin of paint tubes catches my eye.

Gold.

Snatching up a paint tube, I squirt a new blob of blue on the palette and add a hint of gold. Even before the swirls have completely blended, I know I’ve got it right this time. I consider where the light would be coming from and add my new color dab by dab.

My bottom lip is in my teeth as all my concentration is focused on this one little area of the painting. Then the alarm on my phone rings for the usual wake-up time, wrenching me back to reality. I hear the rumbling as my dad’s old pickup truck starts up. I watch it head down the dirt road beyond the corn maze. 

I add one last stroke, finally pleased with my progress, though I’m far from finished.

Instead of feeling worn out from my early morning, I’m energized, ready to face the day…even English class and the witch game.

I dress in my favorite sweatshirt, the one with Van Gogh’s last painting. It’s not lost on me that it’s of crows. 

Lean into it, I think.

The crows. Being accused of being a witch, both in real life and in the game. I’m ready to lean all the way in.
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Chapter 12

Witch Game II

The feeling of leaning in stays with me until I’m on the bus. Abby and Mia are in the seat behind me, loudly discussing who they think is the real witch in English class. They haven’t said my name, but it’s clear to me and everyone else that they’re talking about me.

Abby practically yells, “I mean, it runs in her family.”

“And we all know what she did to poor Nathan,” Mia says. 

My gut churns when I hear his name. They always blame me for Nathan transferring to Wellburn Academy.

I pull up my hood and try to let the rumble of the bus drown out their voices, but the threat of tears prickles my eyes. When the bus gets to school, I run straight to the nearest bathroom to splash water on my face. Once my hands stop shaking, I head out to face yet another torturous day.

 I survive by retreating into my bubble, focusing on my classes and doing my best to ignore everything else. Daya is nowhere to be seen all day, again missing from lunch, so I don’t get a chance to apologize about the art show. I hope she’s not mad at me for standing her up. Is there a single thing in my life I’m not screwing up?

Abby and Mia spend lunch talking in low voices to Gabrielle. From what little I catch, it seems Gabrielle has some boy drama going on. At least it distracts them from torturing me, though I have little appetite for my sandwich.

The bubble stays intact all the way until English class where the witch trial commences. Mr. Juno sits at his desk, a judge presiding over his courtroom. 

Once everyone settles, he asks Abby, Mia, and Jacob—the unaccused magistrates—who they would like to interrogate first. Jacob starts by calling on Hannah. With a tomato-red face, she declines to testify, so the magistrates move on to Anthony. 

Abby asks him a series of questions, nothing interesting until she hits him with her final one. “Mr. Rodriguez, in your time questioning your peers was there anyone who jumped out as a likely suspect as the witch?”

An unnatural hush falls over the room, or maybe it’s just the rush of blood inside my head.

Anthony looks to Mr. Juno. “Should I answer that?”

Mr. Juno gives a thoughtful glance around the room, and I swear his gaze lingers on me a moment longer than anyone else. “In today’s court, that question would likely be objected to as speculation.” He gets up and writes “speculation” on the board. “That means the witness doesn’t know the answer as fact and is merely guessing at it. As we’ve discussed, there were no defense lawyers during the witch trials. There were also no laws against speculating. So, yes, you may answer the question.”

When Anthony hesitates, Mr. Juno adds, “You don’t have to, but keep in mind you’re on trial for your life and not answering may have consequences for you.” He may as well have dared Anthony to accuse me of witchcraft.

Abby’s face is serious when she asks, “Mr. Rodriguez, who do you think is the witch?”

This time Anthony doesn’t hesitate. “It’s Liza. I think she’s the witch.” 

He’s dismissed. With a wicked smile, Abby calls me to the stand. My armpits are sweaty, like I’ve been tending a boiling cauldron all day long.

It’s Mia who comes to stand at the front of the classroom to do the interrogation, which is not entirely surprising given Abby’s ability to get others to do her dirty work. I’m glad I didn’t eat much at lunch because I would be having a hard time keeping it down. 

Mia paces in front of the class like a lawyer in one of those courtroom drama shows. She stops right in front of me. “The other day, you asked Mr. Rodriguez if he wished harm upon anyone in the class.”

It’s not a question, so I keep my mouth shut. 

In face of my silence, Mia looks to Abby, who hisses, “Ask a question.”

“Right.” Mia focuses on me again. “Why would you ask Mr. Rodriguez that? Do you want to harm someone in this class?”

I bite my bottom lip. I find Abby’s face among my classmates, her cold gaze on me. That self-satisfied smile is enough for me to want to tell the truth.

“No,” I lie. “I don’t care enough about anyone in this class to wish them harm.” 

Mia gasps and the smile falls off Abby’s face. I breathe in through my nose and try to keep the pounding in my chest from showing. Abby will make me pay for saying that, but right now all I want to do is hurt her as badly as she’s been hurting me every day since school started. 

Abby stomps to the front of the room like a raging bull charging a red cape. “My turn.” 

A pale Mia stumbles back to her seat. Abby faces the classroom, but her question is for me. “Ms. Baldwin, did you give Nathan Houston a love potion the night of my birthday party?”

This question is met with an outpouring of whispers. One of the boys in the back lets out a low, long whistle. Abby smirks at the class, and I look down at my feet to try and keep the tears at bay. 

It took that awful night with Nathan for me to realize I couldn’t be friends with Abby anymore. For too long, I had gone along with piling on whoever happened to be Abby’s target. Sometimes she’d go as far as attacking someone in our friend group, like when she forced Gabrielle to stop going by Gabby because it was too similar to Abby.

I’m about to open my mouth and finally confess my own role in Nathan’s departure from school, exposing Abby’s part as well, when Mr. Juno bangs a gavel.

He’s really taking this whole trial thing seriously. “Okay, let’s settle down. Though it was common back in Salem for accusations to spread to other members of the community, our goal is to find the person in this classroom who was designated the witch. Let’s stick to the people who are here.”

Abby spins on one foot and smiles at the teacher. “You got it, Mr. Juno. I have one final question. Liza—” it seems she has abandoned the courtesy of addressing me as Ms. Baldwin “—is there anything you have to say for yourself to convince your classmates you aren’t the witch?”

I have trouble getting any words out of my mouth, so I settle for a weak “no.”

Even if my paper hadn’t dubbed me the witch, I would deserve to be prosecuted as one. Abby may have been the head of our coven of awfulness, but I was a proud member, always going along with her. That makes me as bad as Abby. None of us are innocent.
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Chapter 13

Diary Confession

Each day of eighth grade has seemed like the hardest day of my life, but this one has definitely moved to the top. I almost walk to my aunt’s shop after school. I could really use one of the scones she always has, but I head home to get started on the homework I’ve been ignoring in favor of painting.

The house is empty, like always, but it feels particularly lonely this afternoon. I grab an apple and go to my room, the creaks and groans of the old farmhouse heightening the emptiness. 

I settle at my desk and play music on my phone, all my notifications at zero, which I guess is better than them blowing up. I’m convinced Abby’s not going to let me get away with my outburst at the witch trial, but nothing has happened yet.

My favorite song from the summer comes on, an upbeat tune that always inspired me and my friends to bust out our best dance moves and sing at the top of our lungs. I groan, turn off the song, and toss the phone onto my bed. The pile of homework stares up at me, so I close my eyes and lay my head on top of my desk to block it all out and doze off.

When I wake, my mouth is dry and the sun is near setting, its orange glow sending a harsh light into my eyes. A blank page in my notebook sticks to my face as I sit all the way up. 

The little light on my phone blinks with a missed call. My dad left me a message to say he’s working late and won’t be home for dinner. Just as well since I have nothing planned. I abandon the idea of homework and lay on the bed, facing the closet, the loneliness pressing in on me.

I jerk up when I remember what’s hidden in there. My mom’s diary. I haven’t allowed myself to think of reading it and prying into her private feelings. An ache settles in my chest, strong enough to make me groan out loud.  

I think I miss my mom. Maybe that’s what’s been causing this feeling of loneliness that has been overwhelming me all afternoon. I think somewhere deep inside of me I’ve been missing her for a long time, but this whole Abby thing has finally made me realize how much I lost when I lost my mom. 

I never thought of it like that because it’s weird to miss someone you can’t remember.

Maybe the idea of having a mother is what I’m missing. I love Candy, and she’s the best aunt, but she’s not my mom. Candy has this whole life with Felicity that she lets me visit, but it’s not home.

Home is this big farmhouse that my dad and I never seem to fill. How much different would it be if my mom were still here? Maybe we would paint together in her studio. Maybe I’d have a sibling or two. Maybe with my mom to guide me, I wouldn’t have screwed up my life so badly.

I don’t usually let myself think like this because that’s just not the way things are. All I’ve ever known is this emptiness where my mom should be. I’ve never really questioned it, but now I can’t help it.

Before I can think too hard about what I’m about to do, I dig out my mom’s diary, bring it to the bed, and turn to the first page. 

The handwriting is in a neat, loopy cursive. Reading cursive isn’t something I’ve done a lot of, so it’s almost like translating a foreign language. I begin on the first page, the entry marked October 15 without a year. There’s no “Dear Diary” or anything, my mom just gets right to it.

The dreams started about a month ago, which I now know was right after I became pregnant.

I suck in a loud breath. She must have been pregnant with me. I eagerly keep reading, any guilt replaced by curiosity.

They started out okay with everyday kinds of things, though not a day like I’ve ever known. The clothes are old-fashioned, the people hardly smile. It’s hard work all day long, though I’m much younger than I am in real life. 

And when I’m in the dream, I know things I wouldn’t know from real life, things only my strange, young dream-self knows. Like how to milk a cow or make bread without a recipe.

At first, the dreams were simple. Baking bread, cleaning with my mother, and taking care of the farm, all to prepare for the long winter ahead. It’s fall and I know the winter will be long. The winter is always long.

After the first few nights, the dream turned dark. My young dream-self woke in my bed, straw poking at my back like always. It was dark, the candle snuffed out before I went to sleep. I would never leave it burning. That would be a waste and a fire risk.

The tiny room is dark, but there is a spot in the corner darker than the rest. It grows and takes the rough form of a man. The mouth is a light gash in the shadow as it opens to let out a harsh laugh that turns into a roar.

That’s when I woke up for real, shaking and drenched in sweat. I ran to the bathroom and threw up. Ben never stirred. He’s always so tired this time of year with the pumpkin harvest. I haven’t told him about the dreams…or the pregnancy.

I’m not sure what I’m waiting for. He’ll be so excited. We’ve been wanting this for a long time. I should be excited, but I’m not. And I don’t know why.

The loud bang of the front door rips me from my mother’s words. The last ones are stuck in my head. She wasn’t excited about being pregnant. She wasn’t excited about me.

My dad knocks and pokes his head in. I shove the diary under my pillow and grab my phone, like I’ve been on it this whole time.

“You shouldn’t stare at that screen in the dark.” He rubs the stubble on his chin. In the spill of light from the hallway, I can see the tired sag of his eyes. 

My eyes are tired from squinting while reading my mom’s writing in the dark. I click on my nightstand lamp.

“Did you eat?” he asks.

“I made a sandwich.” I don’t know why I lie. Maybe because I’m not hungry and I don’t want to explain to him why I didn’t eat. Not that he would ask.

“I’m going to shower.” He yawns.

“Leftovers are in the fridge. Do you want me to heat them up?”

He stares at me harder than he usually does, and there’s something in his expression I haven’t seen before. “No, I can do it. Do you need anything?”

It’s an unusual request. Not that he’s thoughtless, more like he’s afraid to ask because he won’t know how to answer his teenage daughter.

I open my mouth to say no but hesitate. What my mom wrote was simple enough, but I have to know if maybe there was more to it. “Was Mom excited when she found out she was pregnant with me?”

I wait for the pained look that always crosses his face when I mention my mom, but it doesn’t come. Instead it’s thoughtful as he steps all the way into the room.

“She was.” My dad smiles, an actual real smile. It’s like a window has opened and the light is finally shining in on my father’s face. “We both were. We’d been trying for a few years, long enough that the doctors had us both tested to see if there was an issue, even though we were young.”

“Was there an issue?” I’m torn between wanting to jump at the chance to talk about my mom and risking scaring away my dad. I’m afraid that at any moment the window will shut. 

“No. It just took a little extra time for it to happen for us.”

“And Mom was happy?”

“Very.” He rubs his stubble again with his dirty hands. “The pregnancy was hard for her, though. She wasn’t sleeping well and she got sick a lot.”

Now I’m the one closing up. What he’s saying is not matching up with what my mom wrote. I wonder how much she lied to him. The thought leaves a sourness in my mouth.

He moves toward the door and pauses. “Anything else?”

Any other day, I would have jumped at the chance to ask a million questions about my mom. But today, after reading the diary, all I do is shake my head. When my dad leaves the room, the house feels emptier than ever.

* * *

The next day school goes by quickly without any major incidences, not that I notice much with how distracted I am. Daya’s not in lunch again, so I leave early and spend the second half hiding in the bathroom. With my interrogation over, English class is less torturous and more like something to be endured. 

After I get off the bus, I go straight to my room and sit on my bed with the diary. All day I thought I didn’t want to read anymore. I’ve had this idea of my mom in my head from photos and the stories Candy has told me. It all painted a pretty portrait, one that fit everything I would have wanted in a mother.

One entry in her diary has erased all that. It’s made me question who she really was, and the real reason why my dad doesn’t like to talk about her. I’ve always assumed it’s because it hurt too much, but maybe there’s more to it than that. It’s all I’ve been able to think about—this not knowing who my mother was.

I open the diary to the second entry.

October 16

I’ve read that writing down your dreams can sometimes make them go away, that the act of writing them banishes them from your subconscious. So far that hasn’t worked for me because the dream was back again last night. Perhaps because it is slightly different each night, it’s only the one iteration that gets banished while all the others stay.

If I’m learning anything about my mom from this entry, it’s that she was smart. I look up “subconscious” on my phone. I end up getting a little lost in my search before finally figuring out that the subconscious refers to thoughts that we’re not actively thinking, more like ones that are buried beneath. 

Then I look up “iteration,” which means different versions. So she was saying that each version of the dream needs to be written down before it can be banished. But that would be impossible because there are an endless number of versions of any dream. That makes me think of infinity, and now my head is spinning a bit.

I never expected my mom’s diary would be so heady when all I want is to get to know her better. And to find out if she wanted me…if she loved me. She must have loved me, right? 

I dive back into her words.

It started in a similar way as all the others, where I’m the old-fashioned girl. I’m in my straw bed and a shadow comes, but this time the shadow isn’t a man—it’s the devil, complete with the horns and tail. It beckons me to follow it out the window, and I do, despite the fact that I’m on the second floor.

I have no fear, so I step out the window and find I can fly. The flying is glorious.

I follow the devil to the forest on the edge of the farmland. We fly deep into it. The night is dark with so many stars shining above, much more than what I can see in the night sky in real life. It’s also cold, my breath puffing out before me, but the chill doesn’t touch me. In fact, my skin is hot, burning up like I have a fever.

A crow flies alongside. The devil leads us down into the trees to a small clearing. It’s a perfect round shape, like it was made by humans, not nature. A circle is carved in the dirt. Three girls of different ages stand within it. 

“She’s here!” one of them shouts. I know her from town, I know them all. “Thank you, my lord.” She bows to the shadow before it disappears.

The crow transforms into a woman with long, auburn hair and black-feathered wings. The four of us stand within the drawn circle and clasp hands. Then we chant. That’s when I wake.

Once again I run to the bathroom and get sick. I have to tell Ben about the baby. My first appointment is next week, and he’ll want to be there. I stay in the bathroom a long time, staring at my face in the mirror, wondering when I’ll feel anything other than dread.

At that last sentence, I throw the book across the room. It lands in a pile of clothes on the floor of my closet. As tears streak down my face, I throw some more clothes on top of the diary, vowing to never read it again.

All it’s doing is destroying the image I had of my mother, and I’d much rather keep the imaginary one than find out who the real one was.
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Chapter 14

Nate

In order to resist looking at my mother’s diary, I take sanctuary in my art studio. It was once my mother’s, but I’ve decided to take ownership of it. 

I’ve also decided to stop hiding that I’ve been using it. I consider asking my dad to hang up a few pieces of my old artwork in here. Among my favorites is a drawing of the waterfall with the old mill downtown. There’s also a portrait of my favorite actress. They’re black and white, so they’ll do little to add color to the room, but I’m starting to appreciate the simplicity of the space. It serves to highlight the colors on my canvas.

The crow is an interesting study. My paint version catches the light in different ways as you move around the room, so the crow changes depending on where you are and what time of day it is. The effect is close to what I was going for, so it’s one of the only things in my life that’s working. 

The big pine tree isn’t where I want it to be yet. And the background needs work. I’ve painted the golden cornstalks, but I haven’t decided on the details of the sky. Originally I planned on sunset, but my own dreams have me second-guessing that.

I’ve had more dreams where I’m a crow, and it’s always night, so I consider setting the painting at night. But that would change the light, which would change the coloring of the crow. I’ve worked so hard to get that aspect just right, so I decide to stick with my original vision.

Dreams are stupid anyway.

* * *

All I want to do on Friday after school is head home and paint. It would worry Candy if I missed our standing date, so I head to Mother Goose Apothecary. 

Candy is busy with a tarot client, and I aimlessly wander around the shop, looking for fairies and examining the new merchandise. There is a bone-white ring that looks like the pointy skull of a small bird. The card says it’s not a real bird skull, so I try it on. When I flip the card over, I discover the ring is actually carved out of “ethically sourced cow bone.” I shudder and take it off. 

The bell on the front door rings. I look up, expecting Felicity, but it’s not her. It’s Nathan. I suck in my gasp of surprise and hiccup instead. I haven’t seen him since Abby’s party.

He stops in the open doorway when he sees me and looks like he’s considering walking right back out. Instead he takes a step inside and lets the door shut behind him. The rush of fresh air disappears and now I’m sweating.

“Hey, Liza.” He avoids looking directly at me and awkwardly glances around the shop.

“Hey, Nathan.” I glance around just as awkwardly. Then I remember what Daya said about his name. “I mean Nate…right?”

Now he does look at me, a surprised tilt to his brows. “Yeah.”

“Daya mentioned it.” I hiccup and cover my mouth in embarrassment.

Candy saves me when she pokes her head out of the beaded curtain. “Nate!” Of course she would know to call him that—it’s the kind of thing she’s careful about. “We’re almost done. Your mom’s soaps are ready and I’ll bring them out in a few. Liza, you can open a box of chocolates for the two of you, the ones with the sea salt.”

I rub a lavender leaf between my fingers and let the scent waft over me. Lavender is supposed to be calming, but my heart is racing like I’ve run a mile in gym class. My armpits are sweaty, too. 

I head to the register, closer to Nate than is comfortable. I hold up a box of gourmet dark chocolates and look at the floor. “Do you want one?”

“No,” he says. “Thanks.” 

We’re left trying not to stare at each other. The last time Nate and I were this close was at Abby’s party. She and Nate were the ones who spent time in the shed together, but it was Nate and I who ended up kissing. Abby managed to create a frenzy on social media about it. 

When Nate’s parents saw some of the posts, they flipped. They called my house a couple of times, but I managed to intercept them all to keep my dad from finding out. They enrolled him in the private all-boys Wellburn Academy before the school year started.

“How’s your new school?” I ask after a long silence, in which all the sounds of the shop—the old heater kicking on with a bang and the buzz of the lighting—seem too loud. I hiccup again.

He smiles and shows off his braces-free teeth, just like Daya mentioned. “It’s really good. I made the lacrosse team.”

“That’s good.” 

I search my brain for something else to talk about, but he cuts into my thoughts. “I didn’t think you and Abby hung out with Daya.”

“We don’t…I mean Abby doesn’t, but I do…now.” My face burns, and I want to retreat behind the beaded curtain and never come out again, but Candy and her client are still in there.

That makes him say a thoughtful “hmm” and it makes me hiccup real loud.

“I’m not friends with Abby anymore,” I admit. “Or Mia or Gabrielle.” I hesitate and then go for it. “I’m sorry about that night at Abby’s party. She was just jealous of us…” I leave off the word “kissing.” “I shouldn’t have let her lie about you.”

That night Abby caught us behind the shed, she screamed to everyone that Nate was gay and didn’t want to kiss any girls and the only reason he kissed me was because I slipped him a love potion.

“There’s nothing wrong with being gay,” Nate says quietly. “It’s just not who I am.”

“I know.” There’s a strawberry size lump in my throat that makes it hard to talk. That and the hiccups, three of which come out of my mouth one after the other.

Even quieter, Nate says, “You know I really liked you.”

“I know,” I say again. I look at him properly for the first time since he walked into the shop. His face is tan and he’s let his dusty brown hair grow out, which looks good on him. Despite the uncomfortable situation, he holds himself with the same confidence I remember. I look him right in the eyes and say, “I’m sorry.”

I’m not sure if I liked Nate that way. Our kiss was okay, a little salty, and weird because of the braces. Nothing like what I’ve read about in books. There was no instant spark that made me want to keep doing it. Before I could think too hard about it, Abby interrupted us and everything fell apart. A disaster of a first kiss if there ever was one.

More silence passes between us. He doesn’t thank me for the apology, which is fine. Saying “I’m sorry” isn’t enough, but I don’t know what else to do.

Candy and her client, a man I don’t recognize, probably from out of town—my aunt’s readings are kind of famous—enter the main shop. He leaves, the little bell clanging after him, and Candy snaps her fingers. “Your soaps.”

She disappears behind the curtain. I feel Nate staring at me, so I focus on the front window display of witch hats and pumpkins, hiccups coming at regular intervals.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

It’s a simple question, but the answer is anything but. 

“I’m alright.” I keep my eyes fixed on a purple and black crocheted hat.

“Do you still have my number?”

“Yeah. Why?” The last thing I expect is for him to want a call from me.

“Abby can be vicious.” He rubs his hands against the side of his jeans like he’s nervous. He should be nervous talking about her like that, though it’s a relief to hear someone else say what I’ve been thinking. “I’ve heard some things…about you. I know they’re rumors. But I also know rumors can hurt.”

If Nate is hearing gossip about me at his new school, then Abby must really be working hard to destroy me. I try to breathe steadily, but another stupid hiccup pops out.

There is a hint of a blush on his cheeks. “After the party, I went off social media. But you can text me. Or call I guess.”

Nate looks so sincere it helps me breathe normally in between the hiccups. He’s still my friend, and maybe wants to be more than that, though I’m not sure if that’s what I want. Heat crawls up my cheeks, and I’m the one blushing now.

Luckily Candy comes back out and hands Nate a bag. “Say ‘hi’ to your mom for me.”

He thanks her and offers me a cute little wave as he leaves. All I do is hiccup.

“I told you to have a chocolate,” Candy says.

“What?” I’m staring at the spot where Nate just was.

“Let it sit on your tongue for a bit to get rid of the hiccups.”

Of course she has a remedy for that. She takes the box of chocolates, opens it, and holds it up for me to select one. I obediently pick one, stick it on my tongue, and let it melt.

With a knowing smile, Candy watches me. “Want to talk about it?”

When the chocolate is almost all the way melted, I swallow the last of it. “About what?” 

“About the boy who has you so distracted.”

“Nate?” The name comes out as a squeak. “Not really.”

“Alright.” Candy puts her arm around my shoulder. “Let’s have our tea and not talk about boys.”

“Or girls,” I add, thinking of my aunt and Felicity.

She laughs. “Or girls!”

As we head through the beaded curtain, I realize my hiccups are gone. If only my aunt had a remedy for what went down between Abby and me.
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Chapter 15

Otherworldly Games

My dream is different tonight, no crow.

I’m at Abby’s house for a sleepover with Mia and Gabrielle. We’re playing a game called Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board. The goal is to lift one of us with just our fingertips. It never really works.

Tonight, I’m the one my friends will try to lift. I sit cross-legged and Abby kneels behind me. I close my eyes.

Abby begins a chant, the other girls repeating each line after she says it. Abby ends with “crack an egg over her head and feel it dripping down.” Her motions match her words as she pretends to break an egg over my head. A shiver passes through my spine as her fingertips slide over it, the sensation truly like an egg running down my back.

It’s time to lay on my back on the floor.

My friends’ voices take on a spooky tone as they chant in unison. “Light as a feather, stiff as a board.”

Their hands slide between my body and the cold hardwood floor. Every contact point on my body is on fire. This is the point where they lift me. One time we got Mia a whole foot off the ground, but that’s usually as far as the game goes.

Slowly, my body lifts. My eyes are closed, so I can’t tell how high, but it feels like more than a foot. Their full hands no longer support me, only their fingertips. They lift me higher. 

My whole body is on fire as I raise up and up. Eyes shut tight, I sense my friends standing tall under me. Then someone screams.

The fingers break contact, and I crash down to the floor with a thump, my butt taking the brunt of the impact.

My friends’ dazed faces flicker in the candlelight in an eerie way as they stare accusingly at me. Abby is holding her hand to her chest, her expression wounded. 

“You burned me,” she whispers. Then her voice turns accusatory. “You burned me, you witch.” She holds her hand out to show the red, blistery tips of her fingers.

The girls turn on me, the candlelight distorting their faces into horrible shapes. They scream “witch” and throw pillows that feel like daggers as they hit me.

I wake in a cold sweat. The dream was close to what really happened one night at a sleepover, right up until the screaming. That is when the dream turned fantasy.

I slip out of bed, rub the goose bumps on my bare arms, and head for the window. It’s quiet and dark behind the curtains. I don’t know what I expected. Perhaps the crow.

The dream makes me think of another game we played, just the one time.

Mia got a Ouija board for her birthday. The game starts when everyone puts their fingertips—again with the fingertips—on a heart-shaped game piece with a clear window in it where you can read what’s underneath. Someone asks a question, and spirits are supposed to move the game piece over the board, stopping at the letters, words, and symbols to spell out an answer.  

Abby was skeptical. “How do you know it’s not one of us moving it.”

“Let’s just try it,” Mia said. Her face was all blotchy, probably from being upset that Abby was ruining her birthday present.

“I’m in.” I put my hand on the piece and a little zing of electricity zapped me. I passed it off as static electricity, even though it was summer and not the time of year for such things.

The other girls followed. Abby was the last one to touch it, making sure to roll her eyes to show us how stupid she thought the whole thing was. 

Thinking back on this, I realize that Abby wasn’t the only one with influence over our friends. That power was in me as well.

“Ask a question, Mia,” I said.

“Does anyone have a crush on me?” She and Gabrielle giggled, and I shushed them.

Nothing happened for a minute, but then the piece jerked in one direction. I glanced at Abby and she winked, obviously the one moving it. It headed to the word “Yes” before veering in a different direction and stopping. We peered down to read “No” through the clear window.

“Oh.” Mia frowned but quickly recovered with a strained smile. “Gabrielle, you ask it something.”

We reset the piece on the board and Gabrielle asked a question about making the swim team. Once again a force that was probably Abby tugged the piece to a disappointing answer. Then it was Abby’s turn and, of course, she got the perfect answer she was looking for. Mia and Gabrielle squealed in delight.

“Okay, Liza,” said Mia, not noticing that Abby was orchestrating the whole thing—or maybe not caring. “Your turn.”

I was about to ask something equally as basic as the others, but what came out of my mouth was a surprise. “Are there any spirits out there?”

I waited for the familiar tug on the piece but nothing happened. Then I got another zap of electricity and the piece slid smoothly across the board, not at all like the jerky motions from before. It stopped, the word “Yes” under the window. Abby gasped; she wasn’t making it move.

“Ask it something else,” Mia whispered with wide eyes.

“Who are you?” I said, my throat dry and my stomach fluttery.

The piece glided around the board, and I took a mental note of all the letters it landed on. B-A-D-B.

I attempted to say the name out loud, not sure how to pronounce it. A strange sensation passed through the piece into my hand, like a tingly wave of energy. Based on my friends’ stunned faces, they felt it too.

Abby pulled her hand away. “Ha ha, Liza. Very funny. I told you this game was stupid. Who is Badb anyway?” She said it like the word “bad” with a “b” sound tacked on the end. “Sounds like a bunch of gibberish to me.”

“I didn’t move the piece,” I said.

“You’re such a bad liar.” Abby sneered, but I saw a crinkle of uncertainty in her eyes. She pushed the board away. “I’m over this. Let’s chug energy drinks and see if we can stay up all night.”

After downing a 6-pack of energy drinks, it seemed everyone forgot about the Ouija board. But I didn’t. My friends all passed out by 1:00 a.m., but I stayed up, a feeling of unease sticking around well past sunrise.
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Chapter 16

Saving Crow

When I finally get some decent sleep after my disturbing dreams and memories, I stay that way until long after my dad has left. We haven’t had breakfast together on the weekends much lately. I kind of miss it, but I’m also kind of mad at him.

Maybe if he talked about my mom more, I wouldn’t have been so shocked when I read she wasn’t excited about being pregnant. Maybe if he talked more, I would know how he felt about me.

Sure, he says “I love you” before bed, but it feels like a habit. I don’t think he’s noticed that Abby hasn’t been around or that I don’t have any friends anymore. He certainly hasn’t said anything about it.

I sit up in bed and blow the hair out of my face. Though the windows are closed, I hear the familiar caw of a crow making a racket outside.

“Shut up,” I mutter. Great, now I’m talking to birds. Not that it can hear me, and even if it could, it wouldn’t be able to understand. Yet it keeps squawking away out there.

I throw open the window. “Shut up!”

Then I see it’s busy fighting off an attack from a blue jay, just like the day on the town green. What is with these birds? 

The crow swoops in a big circle around the pine tree, the jay in close pursuit. It connects with the crow’s wing, tearing another hole in it. The crow dips sideways like it might plummet to the ground but then catches a wind current and stays in flight.

I run down the hallway and out the front door, jumping down the front steps with one big leap. The stone walkway is frigid under my bare feet, and the grass is slick with cold dew that makes my toes go numb. I run around the side of the house toward the hill that heads down to the cornfield. 

The blue jay is still going at the crow. The crow lets out a series of caws, like a cry for help. No other bird comes to save it this time. I slip on the wet grass and regret not grabbing shoes or slippers.

The birds are circling lower now, the jay showing no signs of tiring. The two gashes in the crow’s wings—one from the other day and one from this morning—are very obvious this close up. 

I duck as the crow dives low right in front of me. I get a good look at it, and I swear it sends a pleading look my way. It lets out one ear-screeching sound before rising up toward the pine tree again.

The jay darts by my face, all its focus on the crow, which is circling the tree back toward me. I search around for a way to help. There are rocks strewn about, but nothing bigger than a marble. It’ll have to do.

I grab one as the crow swoops over me. Still bent over, I squeeze the rock, reach back, and take aim at the jay. Not being the athletic type, I’m not expecting much, but I hit my target.

The blue jay squawks and veers off course. I grab another rock and wait for it to come for me. It squawks again and flies off over the field into the trees on the other side.

The crow lands in the grass a few feet in front of me. It offers a softer caw than the ear-splitting ones from the chase. 

I kneel down tentatively, not entirely sure it won’t try to poke out my eyes. It is a wild animal. The crow opens and closes its beak and shakes out its wings. Then it caws in a soft way, like a thank you.

I shrug. “No problem.” Then I shiver. My feet are frozen with the cold dew, and I can hardly feel them.

“You okay?” I realize it’s ridiculous to be talking to a crow, but there’s a connection here. Or maybe I only think there is one because I’ve been having all those crow dreams.

Its head tilts to the west and I follow its gaze. A second crow flies out of the woods where the blue jay disappeared. It lands on the scarecrow that decorates the raised stand in the middle of the corn maze. 

“Your friend’s a little late.”

The crow caws again, louder this time.

“At least you have a friend. My best friend ditched me when the boy she liked kissed me. She wasn’t very nice anyway. Not that I was either.” This fact has been gnawing away at me ever since Abby’s party. Being the subject of her wrath made me realize how awful we treated people, those we didn’t like or those who supposedly wronged us. 

When all that stuff went down with Nate after Abby’s party, I never said a thing to defend him…or myself. I deleted all my accounts and let the rumors run wild, a digital cleanse that ignored the real problem. 

And it wasn’t just the one incident with Nate. As Abby’s best friend, I did a lot of mean things. Sure, she usually started it, but I always went along for the ride.

With a soft caw, the second crow joins the injured one in the yard beside me. I reach out as if I can help, but I can’t help the crow any more than I helped Nate or any of the other people my friends and I bullied.

“Yeah,” I say to myself. “Even a crow is a better friend than me.”

I can’t change what I’ve done, but I can definitely work to be better. The first thing I need to do is apologize to Daya for standing her up at the art show.

I shuffle back to the house and text her. All I can do is hope she’ll forgive me.
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Chapter 17

Witches and Power

I thought Daya was mad at me since she hasn’t shown up at lunch since I stood her up for the art show. It turns out it wasn’t about that at all. Her reply to my apology explains how she’s been working on a special art project. She even invites me to join her in the art room at lunch if she can get permission from the art teacher, Mrs. Farmica. I’ll need an art project to work on. 

If it gives me an excuse to get out of lunch with my ex-friends, I’ll do just about anything. Since finishing the crow painting is dependent on working at home, my mission this weekend is to come up with a new project to pitch to Mrs. Farmica.

I decide on doing a portrait of my mom as a gift for Candy, so that’s why late Sunday morning I’m sitting cross-legged on my bed with my mom’s diary in hand and goose bumps peppering my skin. I have a love-hate relationship with this diary. I’m getting to know my mom, but what I’m learning kind of terrifies me. 

And not just because she was unhappy about being pregnant. It’s also because of what was happening with the girl in her dreams. She participated in several more rituals in the woods. My mom wrote about how the girl goes about her regular day like any other person in the village, but by night, she transforms.

Much like with the Light as a Feather game and the Ouija board, something was going on in my mom’s dreams that felt magical. Not the wand-waving kind either but an earthier brand, like witchcraft.

It sounds absurd, but my mom said in her latest entry that she thought she was actually traveling back to Puritan times in her dreams. Her details were strong enough that I felt them through the words on the page. I can only imagine how strong the images were for her.

But to think that my mom time-traveled is unbelievable. Though she certainly believed it. What does that say about my mom?

It’s no secret that my aunt reads tarot cards and has been called a witch. Most of the town has come to accept her practice, probably because she’s good at what she does. Even if some of her local clients started coming to her out of curiosity, many of them have become regulars. 

How much were my mom and Candy alike? Did she have otherworldly talents too? What does that say about me?

I think of Abby’s accusations. There’s a reason she latched on to the word “witch.” In Hillford history, witch is a dirty little secret. In school, we learn the basics of what happened in the local witch trials, but we’ve allowed the details to be lost to time. I’ve never even heard the names of the people who were executed. Is that because as a community we’re ashamed or is it because we’re scared?

With Abby, something about me scares her. In the instance of the Ouija board, she didn’t have control of the situation. And whether I did or some spirit did, that didn’t matter. Either way, it scared her. The fear was fine when we were friends and she felt like I was on her side, but the minute I was a threat, when Nate chose me over her, she used her fear against me. 

That inkling of truth behind her fear was enough to make her story believable enough for my other friends. And once all my friends believed it, everyone else did as well. That’s how the mob mentality of middle school works. “Witch” was the most believable insult Abby could think of. 

Mr. Juno taught us that the Puritans used the word to punish the people that threatened those in power. They hid behind the Puritan belief that evil is a constant threat that could be warded off with diligence. But were the trials really about good and evil? The people who were called witches—most of them girls or women—weren’t evil. They threatened the Puritan order of life, so they took the blame for all the things that went wrong.

Crops failed this year? Blame the widow with the large parcel of land; accuse her of using witchcraft to keep her crops alive. People dying of an unexplainable illness? Blame the little girl with the limp; she must be a witch to have survived when those stronger than her didn’t. 

Mr. Juno said historians don’t think any of those accused by the Puritans actually practiced witchcraft, but that didn’t stop them from being persecuted.

For me, it seems a witch hunt is a tool for those in power to threaten anyone who questions that power, whether with their words or their actions. And is questioning those in power really all that bad? Maybe being a witch is a good thing—dangerous, but necessary.

If there’s one person who knows about these things, it’s Aunt Candy.

When I get to Mother Goose Apothecary, I go into the garden. Randi honks in her usual grouchy way but keeps her distance. I run my hand along the lavender plants lining the path. The dying flowers come off in heavenly-scented puffs. 

I’m at the door when Randi belts out an angry honk. She’s frantically flapping her wings in an attempt to intimidate me, not to fly.

Dumb goose, I think.

Then a caw pierces the air. I slowly turn to find a crow sitting on one of the fence posts, its sleek feathers shining in the sunshine. It could be any crow, but I have a feeling that it’s the one from the pine tree near my house. But that would be weird for it to be here, following me. I shake my head of the thought.

Randi honks a few more times, then she kind of hisses and flaps her wings some more. That’s when the crow opens its wings. Sunshine shows through where there are two distinct gashes. 

I gasp. It is the crow from my house!

“What are you doing here?” I wonder out loud.

The crow caws two quick times in response, or not, because crows don’t understand humans. I tilt my head and study the bird. Strangely, I wish I understood it. 

As if anyone needs another reason to believe I’m a witch.

Then I’m mad at myself for caring what other people think. I’ve wasted so much energy worrying about that, but it’s hard not to care, especially with my ex-friends.

Meanwhile, the crow is making a racket, the caws harsher, angrier than they were a minute ago. And Randi is all worked up, honking and flapping around.

“Go away!” I make a shooing motion with my hands.

“What is going on out here?” Candy’s voice makes me jump in surprise. I didn’t hear the door open with all the crazy bird noise.

“I don’t know.” A warmth starts in the back of my nose and makes it to my eyes. I have no idea why, but I think I’m going to cry. “Randi’s all upset about this crow that followed me here.”

“A crow!” Candy grasps her hands together but quickly relaxes them. 

She walks down the steps to Randi, gently shushing her along the way. The crow’s beady eyes follow Candy’s motions. When she gets close to the fence, the crow flies away to the north, the direction of my house. I stare at its damaged wing until it’s too small to see.

Candy scatters food on the walkway for Randi, and the goose immediately settles down. Then my aunt turns her gaze to the sky and shivers. “It’s cold. Let’s go inside and have some tea.”

It’s not particularly cold today and the sun is warm on my face, but I follow Candy inside the shop without comment. 
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Chapter 18

Witch’s Familiar

Inside the shop, we go through the beaded curtain and sit down, tea already steeping and scones on a plate as if she knew I was coming, though it’s not a Friday.

“Well that was the most exciting thing that’s happened around here today,” Candy says.

“Quiet day?” I take a sip of tea and smell jasmine and lavender. My aunt has made us a calming brew.

She shrugs. “Sundays should pick up the closer we get to Halloween.” 

Summers are busy with tourists visiting from nearby beach towns, but Mother Goose Apothecary’s busiest season is Halloween. We’re only a couple of weeks out from the holiday, so I’m surprised it’s so quiet, though it does give me time to talk to Candy.

“Tell me about this crow,” she says. “You said it followed you here.” It sounds casual, but I can’t forget the way she clutched her hands together at the sight of it.

“Probably not.” I stare at the swirling blue pattern on the teacup. It sits on a saucer with a deep maroon color, not at all a matched set. I wouldn’t expect anything else from my aunt—she’s not the kind of person to concern herself with making sure things match. Then again, the maroon of the saucer brings out the blue of the cup, so maybe they do go together, just not in the traditional way.

Candy sips her tea and patiently waits for me to tell her more.

“I’ve been painting a crow that hangs out in a tree near my house. It got attacked by another bird and has two gashes in its wings.” Candy continues casually sipping, but it’s like I can feel her listening with her whole body. “The crow in your garden had similar markings, so I thought maybe it was the same one. But I didn’t see it following me from the house or anything.”

She places her cup, gold-rimmed with pink roses, on a plain white saucer. “You’ve been painting. It’s nice to create something when you haven’t done so in awhile.”

She’s never mentioned that she noticed I stopped drawing, but of course she did. That’s the kind of thing Candy always notices. She usually mentions stuff like that to me, but this is the first time she’s brought it up.

“I found mom’s old supplies and decided to try it.”

All she says is “hmmm” with an expression I can’t figure out. My aunt is being particularly mysterious today.

I decide to go ahead and ask what I came here for. “Do you believe in witches?”

“Do I believe in witches?” She mulls over my question. “I’m not sure witches are something you believe in, like Santa Claus.” We both smile at that. “As for witches with pointy hats who fly on brooms and steal children, no I don’t think those exist. But there are witches in this world.”

“I guess that was a stupid question.” My tea is almost gone, only a pile of stray leaves in a puddle in the bottom that kind of form the shape of a crow. I’m definitely birdbrained lately.

Candy puts her hand on mine from across the table. “You know how I feel about saying things like that.”

“I know. There are no stupid questions.” Then I think, Only stupid people. And then I’m mad at myself because it’s something Abby would say. My brain is getting off track, so I bring it back. “Do you think any of the people killed during the witch trials were actual witches?”

“Is eighth grade the year you study The Crucible?” she asks, and I nod. “I don’t think we did that one until high school, the same year we read Romeo and Juliet. It’s amazing how many plays by dead white guys you end up reading in school.”

That is a very Candy thing to say, and I wait for her to go off about the patriarchy, but she stays on the topic of witches.

“I think all of the accused were certainly innocent of the crimes they were accused of. I doubt anyone in Salem or in the Hillford witch trials was cursing young girls to have fits. Does that mean none of them were witches? That’s what the historians say now, but I’m not sure.”

She sips her tea. “Being a witch is less about casting hexes or making deals with the devil and more about believing in the balance of nature and the world. Sure, anyone can exploit that balance for power, but I think most witches strive to maintain that balance, seeking insight from it rather than using it for evil.”

“And you think some women lived that way back then?” I ask. 

“With the oppressive life the Puritans led, there may very well have been people—particularly women—who practiced witchcraft in secret.” She picks up her empty cup. “More tea?”

“Sure.” It’s a lot to think about, but there’s something she said that I want to go back to. “What do you know about the Hillford witch trials?”

Candy talks as she heats up more water. “Everyone knows the Salem witch trials thanks to Arthur Miller.” He was the guy who wrote The Crucible. “There were witch trials long before that in Europe. But there were pockets of them here in Connecticut in the years leading up to Salem. No single community murdered quite so many people in such a short amount of time as Salem, but Connecticut has the unfortunate distinction of being home to the first execution of a so-called witch in the New World.” 

She uses air quotes when she says “New World,” and I know why. Back in elementary school when we studied the first Thanksgiving, Candy made sure to tell me how no one could have discovered the New World of America because there were Indigenous people here long before any white people sailed over.

“I knew some of that,” I say.

“There’s a fairly accurate account of it that was put together by local historians about twenty years ago. It’s in the library if you care to read it.”

“Do you know if my mom ever read it?” My brain is putting things together, but I’m not sure what it’s leading to yet.

A careful look crosses her face, not the open one she usually wears when speaking about my mother. “She did. Not too long before you were born.”

I struggle to keep my eyebrows from rising up. I don’t want to admit how interested I am in what my mother was reading because I don’t want her to know about the diary. It still feels like a violation of my mom’s privacy.

Candy pours more tea and serves me up a plate of vegan potato salad with homemade pickles on the side. We eat in quiet, the music from out in the main shop area keeping the silence from being weird.

When I’ve had my fill, I blurt out the question I’ve been trying to keep from asking, “Are you a witch?”

Candy lets out a big “Ha!” and smiles. “Well, I’ve certainly been called a witch before. And in this case, it’s true. I do consider myself a witch, but you won’t catch me wearing a tacky polyester hat on the full moon.”

I smile for the first time in what feels like a long time. “You seek balance in the world and offer insights about it.”

“I do.” She looks toward the beaded curtain leading out to the shop with affection. “I’ve built my whole life around it.”

“Do you know other witches?”

“Yes. There are communities of witches all over the world, and I’m part of a local one.”

“So you have a coven.”

“Yes.” I help her clear away the plates and cups. “But again, it’s not what many people think it is.” She pauses in cleaning up and peers at me in a way that makes me think she can see into me. “Have you ever heard of a witch’s familiar?”

I’m not sure I’ve heard her right. “A witch’s what?”

“Familiar. Sort of an animal kindred spirit.” Her gaze is less intense now, but there’s a pinched, worried look around her eyes.

“Like a pet?”

Candy smiles, bringing the softness back to her face. “Not really.”

The bell jingles out front. Candy slips through the beads, while I finish cleaning up. The bell jingles several more times as I wash the dishes in the small sink and leave them to dry on a dish towel decorated with bats flying by a full moon.

The flow of customers keeps Candy in the front. I notice her tarot deck sitting on the counter. I’ve never seen it left out before and wonder if she was using it before I showed up. 

There is a steady murmur of voices in the shop, so I don’t think she’ll be back here anytime soon. I quickly flip over three cards. The backgrounds are black, and the designs are primarily gold and silver with a few bright accents of blue, red, and orange. 

The first card is a tower being struck by lightning and on fire, aptly labeled “The Tower.” I have no idea how to read tarot cards, but I can’t imagine this one could be interpreted as good. 

The second one is upside down, but I can read the label “Strength.” The picture is of a woman and a lion. At least that one is less ominous looking than the Tower card. 

The last card is the most mysterious. It’s called “Eight of Cups” and has, as it says, eight cups. They sit on a rocky shoreline and a woman stands next to them facing the water, her cape blowing in the breeze. 

I’m pondering what the cards could mean when footsteps approach. I grab a few dishes and pretend to be drying them when Candy steps through the curtain. 

I hold my breath as I wait for her to notice I messed with her tarot deck, but all she does is offer me a ride home. I leave the shop with lots of thoughts about tarot cards, witches’ familiars, and crows…and many more questions than answers.
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Chapter 19

Invitation

As the end of the month creeps closer, tickets at the farm stand are selling fast for the Halloween night corn maze. I’ve never missed it, but this year is different. Going would break my rule about socializing during nocturnal hours and risk confronting Abby, and I have no one to go with anyway.

At school, everyone is talking about costumes. I haven’t heard back from Daya about lunch in the art room, so I have to endure Abby, Mia, and Gabrielle going on and on about their group costume. 

They’re going as different characters from their favorite show—a program I can no longer stand to watch—about supernatural high school students who are constantly dating and breaking up with each other as they fight demons of the underworld. 

Abby, of course, is going to be the prettiest, most popular one, whose superpower is mind reading. Some days I think Abby actually has that power, at least when it comes to me. Maybe that’s what happens with long-time best friends, they start to know what the other is thinking. 

For instance, it doesn’t surprise me when Abby says loudly enough for the surrounding tables to hear, “Too bad you’re not coming with us, Liza. You could be Selena.” Naturally, Selena is the witch character. “You wouldn’t even need to dress up, you could just come as your regular old, witchy self.”

Gabrielle laughs so hard she spits out a little water, earning a glare from Abby. My face warms in embarrassment. Even though I saw the comment coming, it still bothers me. I pick at my tomato, basil, and mozzarella salad and try to ignore them.

Daya enters the cafeteria, waving a slip of paper in her hands, and rushes over to our table. She leans down and slaps a signed permission slip on the table. “Mrs. Farmica gave you the go-ahead. You can start tomorrow.”

That brings a genuine smile to my face…until Abby makes herself part of the conversation. “What does Liza get to start tomorrow? Her true transformation to hideous witch, warts and all?”

Most of the eighth grade is riveted by what is going on at our table. A bunch of people laugh, Gabrielle and Mia leading with their high-pitched squeals. 

The heat has spread from my face to my armpits, which are starting to sweat, and my stomach feels like it’s on fire. 

Daya straightens up and looms over Abby. “Ha ha. You know, Abby, if Liza was a witch, she could have cursed you a million times over. All it would take was a piece of your hair,” she pretends to pluck a strand from Abby’s head, “and poof, something awful happens.”

Abby’s face is so red that I almost expect steam to come shooting out of her ears like an old-timey cartoon character. Now all eyes are on Daya. I blew off the art show, but now she’s defending me against the evil villain of Hillford Middle School. 

“You better watch out, Abby,” Anthony Rodriguez says from a nearby table, “or you’ll be Liza’s next victim.” He grabs his neck, pretends to choke, and drops his head to the table. After a dramatic pause, he stands and bows to a burst of applause.

Abby shoots daggers at all of us and flounces out of the cafeteria, Mia and Gabrielle scrambling after her. Anthony’s friends are high-fiving him, and the attention is no longer on me and Daya.

I’m so tired of being afraid of Abby, and not only since she dumped me as a friend. I was afraid of her for most of the summer, and I did whatever she wanted me to do, no matter how awful. She turned into an awful best friend, and I turned into an awful person.

I don’t know why Daya has decided to be friends with me, but she is already proving to be a much better friend than Abby.

She sits down next to me. “We should totally be witches for the Halloween corn maze. There are so many good ones to choose from.” She ticks them off on her fingers. “The Wicked Witch of the West, Sabrina, Morgan le Fay, Baba Yaga, the sisters from Hocus Pocus. Cameron does amazing make-up. We can talk about it tomorrow. He takes lunch in the art room, too.”

Did Daya just invite me to go to the corn maze with her and Cameron, all of us dressed as witches? 

The shock must show on my face because she takes one look at me and apologizes. “Sorry. I don’t mean to assume anything. You probably have plans already and don’t want to go with me and Cameron.”

“Yes.” I shake my head, realizing this could mean something different than what I intend. “I mean, no, I don’t have plans. You and Cameron can get ready at my house beforehand…if you want.”

“Great.” She offers me a big smile.

The bell rings for the end of lunch. I pack up my bag, and Daya and I walk out of the cafeteria together. And even with a flutter of fear deep in my gut about what might happen, I think I’m looking forward to Halloween.
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Chapter 20

Witch Game III

Tuesday is the conclusion of the witch game in English class. All of the accused have been interrogated by the magistrates, except for Hannah, who opted out. The only thing left to do is listen to the closing remarks.

Abby is in her element. She lays out a compelling argument for sending the majority of us to the hanging noose. We’ve learned that none of the guilty witches were burned at the stake, not in the Salem witch trials or any others in New England, including the one in Hillford. Most of the convicted witches were hanged, a few were drowned, and one was stoned to death. 

So those of us who are found guilty today will be sentenced to a “hanging.” There is no real danger, this being a fake trial, but my stomach squirms all the same.

“Our Puritan society is one of faith,” Abby declares as she paces the front of the room, pausing every so often to make eye contact with one of us. “Witchcraft is the devil’s work, and anyone who partakes in it is a threat, not only to our livelihood, but to our souls. We have a moral duty to our community to protect it from evil, and the only way to do that is to remove the evilness. We do this by sending anyone who committed the crime of witchcraft to God to be judged.”

In the modern court system, arguments of sin and evil and the judgment of God wouldn’t hold up, but Mr. Juno said that faith was the foundation of any trial during Puritan times. So Abby’s speech works for the time period, though it’s not something her lawyer dad would get away with.

It does the intended job; even several of the accused nod their heads in agreement with Abby.

Mr. Juno bangs a gavel on his desk. I wonder if they really did that in Puritan times or if he just likes the noise. “Now it is time for the magistrates to make a decision.”

“Wait!” Hannah stands up, and a wave of surprise goes through the room. When she opens her mouth to speak, nothing comes out. She tries again. “I want to say something in my defense.”

“Mr. Juno,” Abby cuts in, “everyone has already had a turn to be questioned and Hannah declined. I don’t think it’s fair for her to get to speak now.”

“In this—a matter of life and death—I will allow her to have a voice,” Mr. Juno decides.

“But in real court—” Abby begins, but Mr. Juno cuts her off.

“We’ve established the rules of modern trials don’t apply here. Though I am not a voting member, I am the head of the magistrate, so what I say goes.” He turns to Hannah. “Go ahead.”

Hannah fixes her gaze on the floor, and for a minute, I think she’s going to sit back down without saying anything. 

Finally she quietly clears her throat. “I don’t think it’s fair that three people get to decide the fate of the rest of us. I think we should all get to vote on who is guilty or not guilty.”

Before Mr. Juno can answer, Abby cuts in, “I disagree. How can we expect the ones accused of a crime to be fair in voting?”

“Fair?” Hannah’s face is purple, almost eggplant-colored, and her eyes are shiny. I wonder if she’s about to cry or pass out. As it is, I’m barely holding down my lunch. “Nothing about this process is fair. There’s been no real evidence against any of us, just hearsay and rumors. What justice can be served under such a system?”

By the faces of my classmates, I can tell I’m not the only one who agrees with Hannah.

“And that is the very point of this exercise,” Mr. Juno says, taking control of the classroom again. “As Hannah so rightly put, this trial isn’t fair, just as the real witch trials that took place in Salem and Hillford, and all over the world, weren’t fair. Today the term ‘witch hunt’ is often used by those in power who don’t want to face consequences for their words and actions. But the real witch hunts of history came for those who weren’t in power and had no way to protect themselves. That sense of injustice you’re feeling right now, remember that. It will serve you well to make the right choices one day when you have power over others.”

Hannah has since sat back down and the rest of the class is spellbound by Mr. Juno. Abby is at the front of the class with a stunned look, like the teacher slapped her in the face. My brain is playing catch-up, and Mr. Juno’s speech has given me more to think about than I’m ready to digest.

“With all that, our three magistrates have a job to do,” Mr. Juno says. “Let’s give them a few minutes to discuss their decisions amongst themselves, and I’d like the rest of the class to take some time to think about what I said. The first draft of an essay on what the witch trials can teach us about how to be good citizens will be due at the end of the month.”

Much of the class groans at this announcement, but I’m stuck on Mr. Juno’s words. And how Candy said she’s a witch, but being one is not what so many people think it is.

So many of us are stuck on the childish version of a witch. Kids fear witches because they don’t want to be cooked in a witch’s brew. It’s a physical threat. The fear of witches in Puritan times was a different kind of fear. The witch trials were about control. Power. 

I stare at the magistrates with their heads close together, discussing who will be found guilty, who they think should be killed. It’s not so much a discussion as Abby whispering at the other two, though I can’t hear what she’s saying.

Abby throws the word “witch” around like it’s nothing. It’s not one of those super-smart English words Mr. Juno loves to use, but it’s got a weight to it. It means something, represents something, far beyond the idea of a magical woman dressed in black with a broom and a cauldron. 

Has Abby moved beyond the kid idea of a witch as well? Does she call me that, not because she’s scared that I might summon spirits from beyond the grave with a Ouija board, but because she is afraid of the power I might wield? The power I had when Nate chose me over her.

I’m heady with all these big thoughts when the verdicts start rolling in. I barely hear the names as they’re called out by Mr. Juno, followed by Mia’s statement of guilty or not guilty. Of course Abby would make Mia state the verdict, as if that makes Abby any less responsible for the decisions being made about people’s lives. 

Hannah is found guilty and stands up front, her hair hanging over her pale face, with the others who were found guilty. Anthony Rodriguez is one of the few who is declared not guilty. No surprise, given he sold me out. His life for his soul, I guess. 

My fate is as good as sealed. It’ll be the gallows for me.

None of this is real. No one is actually going to die tomorrow, not from hanging anyway. 

If my mother’s death has taught me anything, it’s about the randomness of death. That any of us could go at any time, though I try not to linger on thoughts like that for too long. The counselor I went to back in fifth grade said it wasn’t good for me. She gave me techniques to redirect my mind when it would go to a place like that. But what else am I supposed to think about with this assignment?

There’s a heaviness in the room, like we’re all too deep in our own thoughts of death. 

There’s a crowd at the front of the room where the guilty have amassed, and only a few of the reprieved at the back. I’m the only one left at the tables, the last one to have judgment passed on me.

“Elizabeth Treat Baldwin,” Mr. Juno calls out my name in a solemn tone.

Mia sneaks a glance at Abby, who narrows her eyes. “Guilty,” Mia says in a squeaky voice. Maybe Mia’s feeling a little guilty about sentencing her old friend to death, but the smirk on Abby’s face tells me my ex-best friend feels no such thing.

My legs are tingly as I walk to the front of the room. There’s barely any room up there for me to fit, so I squeeze in among my classmates. There’s a big gaping space between all of us up front and the lucky few in the back.

“What sentence do you bring upon those who are guilty?” Mr. Juno asks.

This time Abby has the honor of kicking the bucket out from under us when we have a noose around our necks. “We sentence them all to death by hanging.” Her mouth twists up in a sick half-smile.

The bell rings and Mr. Juno has to shout out his last instructions. “Your homework tonight is to answer the question of what you would miss the most if this truly were your last day. That’s for everyone to answer. A full paragraph, three to five sentences, or a poem of at least ten lines.”

The tingling in my legs has turned into a numbness that spreads throughout my whole body. As I walk to my next class, I can’t shake it; it’s like I’m not really in my own skin anymore.

I can’t help but wonder if Mr. Juno is a genius with this whole witch game or if he’s just a twisted guy who likes to make his students suffer. 
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Chapter 21

Numb

I carry that numb feeling all through the bus ride home. It’s another unseasonably warm day, Halloween ever closer but the weather acting like summer.

I shed my backpack and sweatshirt when I get home and think about starting my homework. In addition to the English assignment about what I would miss if I were to die tomorrow, I have algebra problems and questions for history class.

Instead of sitting at the kitchen table with my work, I walk upstairs and stand in the doorway of the art studio. My crow painting sits there waiting for me to finish it, but I have no desire to work on it. 

 The car accident that killed my mom is something I try not to think about, but my numb brain picks that to focus on. I was too young to remember what happened, but I’ve been told it was a miracle I survived.

I wonder if my mom had time to make a list of what she would miss before she died. Would I have been on it?

Right now an old grief pierces its way through the numbness. It’s an ache in the chest that will eventually fade but never really go away. I may not remember my mom, but I miss her. Or maybe I miss having a mom, which isn’t the same as missing my actual mother.

I slam the door to the studio on all the reminders of my mom. I retreat to my bed, putting the picture of her on my nightstand face down so I don’t have to see her. 

I try to let the numbness cancel out these other feelings. But my body is bloated with pain and grief, both too big to fit inside of me and crushing me from the inside, so I don’t know whether I’m exploding or crumpling. 

My mom’s diary is under my pillow. I can practically hear it telling me to read more. 

So I do.

I’m at the entry dated October 30.

Writing down the dreams hasn’t stopped them. If anything, they’ve only gotten more vivid. Of course, I don’t think they’re only dreams. I believe they’re visions of the past. 

I finally told Candy about them. She thinks I’m channeling this girl’s spirit, that the girl is showing me memories from her life. But why? 

Candy did a reading for me, but the message felt fuzzy and didn’t offer any answers to that question. But there may be a way to find out. Halloween is tomorrow, the thinning of the veil.

“Thinning of the veil” sounds important…and ominous. I type it into my phone and find a blog post from a real witch. Turns out Halloween was originally celebrated by the Celts as a holiday called Samhain, which is pronounced “sow”— like cow—“when.” I try out the word by saying it aloud and commit it to memory. Witches believe the veil between the living world and the spirit world is at its thinnest on Halloween, so it’s easier to communicate with the other side.

It’s something I want to explore further, but I turn back to my mom’s diary for now.

Candy thinks we have a better chance than ever of connecting with the spirit world with me being pregnant. It seems to have brought out a clairvoyant side of me. 

It’s strange, this reversal of roles. My sister has always been the one with a connection to the spirit world. I’ve been a practitioner for longer, but my craft has never led to any kind of direct contact the way Candy’s has from pretty much the beginning.

It seems the budding life inside of me is a bridge to the spiritual world. I’ve always been a little jealous of my sister’s abilities. Now that I have two things I’ve always wanted, I’m mostly just scared.

P.S. I finally told Ben about the pregnancy. He was as excited as I expected him to be. I think I did a good job of fooling him that I was too.

I try not to get hung up on the fact that I’m a P.S. in my mom’s diary. The all-consuming nature of my earlier emotions keeps the sting of my mother’s indifference away. 

I consider not reading any more of the diary. So far all it’s done is bum me out or creep me out. 

It has shattered the idea of what I thought my relationship with my mom would be like had she survived the crash. Not perfect. None of my friends—or ex-friends—have perfect relationships with their moms. But I always imagined my mom and I would have been close. Based on the diary entries, maybe I’m better off with just my dad and Candy and Felicity.

With all of that in my head, I plow back into the diary as the world darkens outside, matching the darkness in my mom’s words.
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Chapter 22

Thinning of the Veil

My mom’s diary is propped up on my pillow as I read it. My stomach grumbles and I should be making dinner, but as I did with my homework, I ignore everything else. 

The words on the page call to me—a pull in my midsection—that’s how strong the urge to read is.

November 1

It’s been a long night. I’m exhausted and nauseous, but I have to write down all that happened. I don’t want to forget a single detail.

Candy spent all day preparing. I had to help out at the corn maze, but I left as soon as the last group of teenagers made their way out of the maze.

I didn’t want to do the ritual at home, so we decided to use the shop. Ben accepts all of me, but he doesn’t practice himself. He’s always been into Catholicism in a way I never was. I don’t want him to know what I’ve been up to, not until I figure out what is going on. I don’t want to worry him.

We finished cleansing the space by boiling herbs and salt in water. Candy had already cleared a space on the shop floor for the circle. Silver candles for the Goddess and frankincense, myrrh, and sandalwood incense to summon the girl.

Candy consulted with the cards earlier in the day and it led her to a particular spell, though I would be the one to perform it. 

We knew it was working right away. First there was an unnatural stillness in the room, and then there wasn’t. Nothing as obvious as a gust of wind, more like a silent electricity to the air. A crackling you could feel in your bones.

Then the girl appeared, the one from my dream. It wasn’t until I saw her in the shop that I realized how much she looked like a young me. Her hair was a bit lighter and her clothes were old-fashioned and dirty, but her face was all mine.

Candy and I looked at each other, her amazement a reflection of what I was feeling. She squeezed my hand in an encouraging way, though her palm was as sweaty as mine.

I swallowed several times before I could speak, and when I did, it seemed to startle her. I asked her name. 

“Elizabeth Treat.” Her voice was wispy, ethereal, like she was speaking from the far end of the tunnel, but the name—my name—shocked me. Candy shot me another encouraging look.

I asked the girl when and how she died.

“1663 in Hillford. I was hanged like the others.”

Candy squeezed my hand again, and I asked, “Why are you in my dreams?”

“You can save her” was all she said.

“Who?” I asked. “Who can I save?”

“Her.” Then she pointed at me and sort of faded into nothing.

I broke out in a cold sweat as I thought about the girl, processing that she had my name and that I needed to save someone: maybe myself. 

I was so focused on her words that when I looked up, I was surprised to find Candy peering down at me. My head was in her lap.

She said I had fainted as the girl disappeared. Candy caught me and tucked my legs in, so I didn’t break the plane of the circle. I still had to finish the ritual.

“Then we’ll get you tea and something to eat,” she said.

With my whole body weak and shaking, I finished and snuffed out the candles, closing the connection. Candy disappeared out into the night with the stubs to bury them at a crossroads because I was too weak to do it myself.

When she returned, we talked and drank tea until the wee hours of morning. I tried eating a cracker, but my stomach wouldn’t tolerate it. At least I kept the tea down, one of Candy’s peppermint brews that helped settle my stomach…if not my nerves.

I’m back home now, lying in bed with Ben, but I haven’t slept. He’ll be up for work soon. The farm has to be prepped for winter. Sometimes I wish he would hire more help so he didn’t have to work so hard. But it’s not in his nature to pay someone to do a job that he can do himself. 

Now that I’ve written this down, I hope I can sleep. I hope I don’t dream of the girl. I’m so tired, all I want to do is sleep.

I shiver as I close the diary and shove it under my pillow. I rub the stitching on my quilt between my fingers to try and push through the fog and find my way back to my room. I feel like I’m at the shop sitting in the middle of a circle with my mom and Candy. 

I look around my room, but my eyes can’t process what’s there in the dark. It’s like the day went from afternoon to evening in a blink. It’s like I went back in time with my mom in her diary.

I lay down and close my eyes because everything feels like too much right now. My heart beats fast in my chest, but I barely feel present in my body. 

A girl with my mom’s face and name—my name, too, because Treat is my middle name—was hanged in Hillford for being a witch. My mom was a witch. My aunt is a witch.

Despite having been called a witch so many times over the last couple of months, I don’t feel like one. Even with a family history of witches, I can’t imagine any way in which I could be that powerful.
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Chapter 23

The List

I’m groggy the next morning, though I crashed shortly after dinner. After somewhat recovering from reading my mom’s diary, I ordered pizza. My dad showed his usual level of interest in the meal, which meant he ate it without comment.

As I get ready for school, I wish my favorite sweatshirt, the one with Van Gogh’s Wheat Fields with Crows, was clean. His crows are tiny compared to mine, just a couple of strokes of black paint in the swirling blues and yellows of his night sky. I settle for a baggy beige sweater in an attempt to not draw attention to myself. 

I yawn as the bus rumbles down the hill. I take my usual seat near the front, almost too distracted by my mom’s latest diary entry to care that Abby and Mia switch seats to be right behind me.

Their chatter is like a mosquito buzzing in my ear, annoying but harmless…until they decide to bite. 

I’m trying to write the poem for Mr. Juno’s class, the one about what I would miss the most if I died, when Abby flicks the back of my head. 

“Oh sorry,” she says. “I thought I saw a bug.”

I keep my gaze on the poem, the paper balanced on a book on my knees, and add another line. It’s just a list right now, but at least I’ll have something to turn in.

Mia squeezes in next to me. “Where were you at lunch yesterday?”

It was my first lunch in the art room. Daya spent much of the time showing me where all the different supplies are kept and talking about the piece she’s working on. We barely had time to eat before the period was over. 

It was a nice break from the stress of everything at school, and it’s been a good distraction to think about what I’m working on.

Abby not-so-subtly looks over the back of the seat at my homework, so I cover the paper with my arm. “Are you writing a love poem? Or is it a spell?” 

Mia squeals and edges away.

I try to remember back to kindergarten when Abby and I became best friends. Was she mean back then? I don’t think so. I can’t remember exactly when she turned this way. Or if it was so subtle that I didn’t notice until this summer. 

I wonder how long I’ve been acting mean. It’s this fact, not Abby trying to sneak a look at my poem, that prickles my cheeks with heat.

I need to have something to hand in to Mr. Juno, so I shake my hair to try and create a blanket of protection between me and my ex-friends. 

Before I can get back to work, Mia snatches the paper out of my hands. 

I snap my head around and try to grab it back. She pulls it out of reach and hands it over to Abby. It’s as if a witch has put a freezing spell on everything but my eyes, which get wider the more she reads. I can tell when she reaches the end when she quietly gasps. She tries to cover up her shock by narrowing her eyes into a deadly expression.

Abby kneels on her seat and everyone on the bus stares at us. It has never been this quiet—even the roar of the engine sounds muted—as we all wait to hear what Abby is going to say.

“Liza,” she says, “you have really outdone yourself this time.”

I kneel on my seat, my hand in an outstretched position, not that I have any chance of getting my paper back. I should hunker down so no one can see me. It would be better that way, but I can’t. I’m still frozen, under the spell Abby so easily puts on those she wants attention from. 

“What’s it say?” Anthony Rodriguez yells from the back.

Abby’s eyes sparkle with evil delight. “It’s a list of names.”

The bus echoes with “ooohs” and murmurs. She fails to mention that the first names on the list are my dad and my aunts. 

“Am I on there?” I don’t see who says this as my gaze is locked on Abby, willing her to stop, to remember how we were best friends not that long ago.

She shoots a look at the person who dared to interrupt her performance.

She skips the first three names, the ones that would show I’m not some kind of weirdo who makes lists about my classmates, and gets to the ones in the middle. “Daya Sharma. Nate Houston.”

The name elicits more “oooohs.” My face burns in anticipation of the next thing on my list. 

“The crow,” she says with contempt. That brings out a burst of laughter from everyone. “Mr. Juno.” The laughter turns to shocked whispers. 

Someone says, “Does she have a crush on a teacher?”

Someone else asks, “Is that a hit list?”

Abby adds in a few names of my former friends and a few boys from our grade, none of whom are actually on the list. Then with more venom in her voice than I’ve ever heard—and I’ve heard her be really nasty before—she says her own name. 

She is on the list, but she failed to read it with the proper question mark at the end. At one time I would have missed Abby—the old version—but in no world, dead or alive, would I miss this awful version.

“The witch wants to curse us all!” Abby shouts, waving the paper around, a flag of my guilt.

Mia shrieks and puts her hand over her mouth in shock. Then a dreadful silence falls over the bus.

I finally lower my hand. Abby and I are locked in a death stare, but the feelings of murder are only on her end. I want to snatch the paper back and tell everyone how most of what Abby said is a lie. I want to explain that it’s just the start of an assignment I should have completed in the privacy of my bedroom. 

All I can do is open my mouth uselessly, the retort lost in my throat. Not that it would matter. No one would believe me. My version of events is too boring, while hers is the best gossip since the news of Nate switching schools burned through school.

As the bus pulls into the school driveway and stops, I lurch into Abby. It gives me the chance to catch her by surprise and pull the list from her hands.

The damage is done, though. Shame burns my face as I glare at the bus driver. She often comes to my rescue and stops Abby’s nonsense, but now all she does is clear her throat and point at me and Abby. “You two, stay right there. Everyone else, off the bus!”

Mia’s eyebrows are pinched in concern and she hesitates to leave the seat. Abby makes a shooing motion. “Just go.”

Once everyone has filed off the bus to homeroom, Abby and I follow the bus driver to the main office.

My mind is swirling with thoughts. Not only am I the biggest joke in the eighth grade, but it seems I’m in trouble too, all because of Mr. Juno’s stupid assignment. First it was the witch game and now it’s this.

After reading my mom’s diary entry last night, I thought I might be a witch, but after today’s bus ride, I know that can’t be true. If I were a witch, I’d be hexing an awful lot of people, starting with Mr. Juno and everyone on my bus. Abby would be at the very top of the list with a period, not a question mark.

And she would have already burst into flames.
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Chapter 24

Trouble

In the office, the bus driver leans against the counter that separates visitors from the staff desks and offices, leaving the two seats for Abby and me. When we sit, we both lean as far away from each other as the arms of the chairs will allow.

After what feels like forever but is less than ten minutes, the principal comes out of her office and calls for the bus driver. 

The bell rings for first period. Through the big glass windows, I watch the hallway fill with students. A few stare back and whisper to each other, but otherwise, everyone goes about their business as usual. It’s just my life that’s falling apart.

With the noise outside the office, Abby takes the opportunity to lean in and threaten me. “I swear, Liza, if I get in trouble for this, no amount of spells will keep you safe.”

“I didn’t do anything,” I point out, though it’s probably only going to make things worse. “You’re the one who stole my homework.”

Abby goes on as if I haven’t said anything, though in a lower tone because the hallways have emptied and the office is quiet again. “Someone has to get control of this Nathan Houston situation, and you’ve only made it worse.”

Aside from the one conversation with Nate at Mother Goose Apothecary, I haven’t spoken to anyone about the party, so I don’t know how I’ve made it worse. Abby’s the one who can’t seem to let it go. She’s the one who sparked the flames of all the rumors in the first place and keeps giving them oxygen to rise ever higher. Not that saying any of that out would make a difference. I let her rattle on with the slew of insults and threats she quietly throws at me. 

She ends with “if I see you anywhere outside of school, I will end you.” With a wicked smile, she slashes a finger across her neck like she’s cutting it. 

At that moment, the bus driver hurries out of the office and the principal calls in Abby. My insides are twisted up in knots while I wait for my turn. Phones ring and a few students come and go.

When Abby leaves the principal’s office, her face is flushed and agitated. She doesn’t look my way as she flounces into the empty hallway. My stomach flip-flops.

“Elizabeth,” the principal says gently.

I follow her into the office where she gestures for me to sit. The door clicks shut, the quiet sound ominous in my head. Not the type to make trouble in school, as my ex-friends and I were careful to save the worst of our behavior for other times, I’ve never been in here before. The most interaction I’ve had with the principal is at assemblies and the occasional classroom visit.

Her desk is neat with an open laptop off to one side, a few papers in the middle, and a framed photograph. She perches on the edge of it as if this is a casual meeting.

She doesn’t talk right away, only looks at me thoughtfully. “Is everything okay?” she finally asks.

It’s not the question I expected, but it does little to settle me. My leg bounces nervously, and I press down on my knee to keep it from moving too much. Nothing is okay, but talking about any of that with the principal is not an option.

“It’s fine.” I press harder on my knee. “I’m not sure why I’m here.”

“I need to see the list.”

“Why?” I dare to ask. 

“I need to see it for myself.” Her voice is quiet but firm as she holds out her hand.

I take it out of the back pocket of my jeans where I stashed it and hand it over. It’s a wrinkled mess now but easy enough to read. 

The principal slips a pair of glasses down from her head and reads aloud the title “If I died,” which, of course, Abby left out of her dramatic reading. Her eyes graze me for a second before darting down the page, taking in the actual list of names, not Abby’s made-up one.

“Why did you write this?” Her stare is piercing, like she’s trying to see the answer inside my brain.

“For Mr. Juno’s class.” I push hard enough on my knee that it hurts, a reminder for my mind to stay here in this room and not to disappear into the bubble of numbness threatening to consume me. “It’s not finished yet.”

“There’s more to add?” she asks, not understanding what I mean.

“No.” I stare at the photo of the principal and a boy in a graduation cap and gown, her arm around him as they smile wide. I wonder if she has a spouse who took the photo or if it’s just the two of them, like me and my dad. “I was going to make it into a poem. I’m not much of a poet, but I didn’t want to write it in paragraph form. That felt like it would be too formal for such a personal assignment.”

“What exactly was the assignment?”

I swallow. My mouth is dry, but there’s a pressure behind my eyes that says they might be wet soon. She’s asking so many questions, and I just want to know how much trouble I’m in. “To write what we would miss if we died. This was my start.” Then I sort of mumble, “I told you I’m not a good poet.” 

Her lips are pursed in a way that shows she’s not pleased, but her eyes are softer now.

“You’re studying The Crucible in Mr. Juno’s class?” she asks.

“Yes.”

She moves to her seat and taps the screen on her laptop, which is angled so I can’t see it.

“Hmm,” she says quietly. “I see you used to see the school counselor regularly in fourth and fifth grade.”

“Yes.” My throat feels thick, so it comes out like a whisper. “My aunt thought it would be a good idea…that I was old enough to talk to someone about my mom.” I’m guessing she knows my mom is dead.

“Did you find it helpful?” She’s giving me that brain-reading stare again.

“Sometimes.” Sort of. There were moments when it was, but mostly it was awkward. I stuck with it to the end of elementary school because of Candy. It never came up at the start of middle school, so I quietly let it become a thing of the past.

“Do you think it would be helpful now?” Before I can answer, she adds, “It wouldn’t have to be about your mother. You can talk about anything.”

As if I’d spill my guts about Abby, or what happened with Nate, to a school counselor. “No, I’m good.”

She holds up the crumpled paper. “I’m going to hang on to this for now.” 

“It’s due today.” I don’t want to risk getting in more trouble, but it’s not fair for the principal to steal my homework.

“I’ll talk to Mr. Juno.” There are those pursed lips again. 

I thought maybe once I explained about the list being homework, I wouldn’t be in trouble, but there’s a jumble of worry in my stomach. 

Then the principal says, “Have Mrs. Tully write a late pass for your first-period class.”

I jump up out of the chair. “I can go?”

“Yes,” she says distractedly as she stares at the paper. My hand is poised on the door handle when she says, “Elizabeth?”

My heart skips a beat as I turn. “Yes?”

“I notice your mother isn’t on this list.”

“No.” I thought about adding her, but after reading her diary, I’m not sure she would have missed me if I had died in the car accident and she had not. “How can you miss someone you never knew?”

Without waiting for the principal to reply, I escape the office. My heart’s beating hard in my chest while I wait for my late pass. I’m not sure who I’m angrier at right now: Abby or my mom.
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Chapter 25

Vintage

The stares continue all morning. Every time I walk into a room, it goes quiet, like they all just stopped talking about me. It’s as bad as the beginning of the school year. Abby, Mia, and Gabrielle have continued to be awful all this time, but everyone else had mostly moved on, only piling on when Abby was being particularly public with her awfulness.

But now with this list, everyone is back at it again. No one seems to know, or care, that I wrote it for a school assignment. 

Daya finds me as I miserably follow the crowd at lunch. Hardly anyone has talked to me all day, though there’s been a constant murmur of whispers all around, like a gust of wind blowing at me all morning. She grabs me by the elbow and steers me away from the cafeteria.

I shuffle along next to her as the crowd thins. “Where are we going?”

She gives me a sideways glance as if I’m speaking another language. “The art room. Did you forget? Cameron’s coming today.” 

“You still want me to come?” She must know her name was on my list.

We stop in the now empty hallway, and Daya puts her hands on her hips. “Everyone is saying you made a list of people to curse.” I wait for her to accuse me of being a witch. “What’s going on, Liza?”

“I…” I hesitate. I’m tired of explaining myself, I’m tired of everything. But Daya deserves to know the truth, whether she’ll believe it or not. “I was trying to write a poem, for English class…about things we’d miss if we died.” I shrug. “I started with a list and never got any further.”

“Oh,” Daya says. “Was I really on it?”

“Yeah.” I sneak a peek to find she’s smiling.

“Cool.” Her face turns thoughtful as we reach the art room. “And Abby?”

I sigh. “She was on there with a question mark, but she said a bunch of names that weren’t there.”

We set our things down on one of the tables. The art room is bright with a wall of windows overlooking a stretch of lawn at the back of the school. A bunch of old, metal cabinets are lined up along the opposite wall. 

“Like the crow?” Daya laughs.

I bite my lip and figure I should keep going with the truth. “No, the crow was really there.” 

I consider telling her about how I’ve been seeing it everywhere and the painting and the dreams, but Daya apologizes before I can explain. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to poke fun. And Abby should have never read such a personal thing out loud.”

A sudden rush of gratitude washes over me; this is how a true friend looks out for you. It’s been so long since I’ve had that. My throat is thick with emotion, and I’m glad Daya is distracted with getting her supplies.

I’m setting up a fresh canvas when the door bursts open and Cameron waltzes in. He usually wears bold colors and lots of accessories—he and Felicity would make great shopping pals—and today is no exception. His bright orange shoes match his v-neck cardigan, which is layered over a t-shirt with a graphic design of a can of soup. 

I remember the first time I ever saw Cameron, he was wearing yellow-and-blue plaid shorts and a t-shirt with a cartoon teddy bear on it. It was lunch on the first day of sixth grade. I was squished in between Abby and Mia, our table so full that the chairs were right up against each other. Abby gasped, gaining everyone’s attention, and pointed at Cameron. 

Mia shrieked, “Oh my god. What is that shirt?”

“Did you raid a baby’s closet?” Gabrielle yelled to Cameron, who was about to sit down at a table near ours. All of our friends laughed.

Cameron remained standing and said in a casual voice, “It’s vintage. Not that you could ever appreciate something that’s so classic.”

His confident response shut us all up. What I remember, though, was the moment before he spoke, the way he winced, just for a second, when Gabrielle hurled her insult.

It’s that image of his face that I can’t get out of my head when he says, “Sorry I’m late. Coach Jackson keeps trying to recruit me for the basketball team. It’s as if she thinks my height can overcome my lack of athletic ability.”

Daya waves at him with one hand and glues a cut-out headline onto her project with the other. Then she slashes red paint over it in a deliberate way. Cameron turns his attention to me.

“The infamous Liza, wicked witch of Hillford Middle School,” he says in the most ridiculous way, so I know he’s not mocking me. Though he has every right to, given the way my ex-friends and I treated him.

He stands next to me with his fist under his chin and stares at my blank canvas. “Stunning! You say so much with the white space. It’s not what’s on the canvas so much as what could be there.”

I can’t help but smile at his impression of an art critic.

From one of the cabinets, he retrieves his project, a papier-mâché blob. “I prefer to express myself on the flesh, but since Mrs. Farmica won’t let me paint my classmates, I have to improvise by making my own faces out of this mess.”

“Cameron is an amazing make-up artist,” Daya says without looking up from her piece.

“I’ll know who to accuse should the cemetery ever be robbed.” I’m surprised at the easy way I make the joke. 

Daya and Cameron both laugh. They’re so comfortable to be around, even in the quiet of the art room, each of them absorbed in their work.

I crunch a carrot and stare at the canvas, not sure how to begin. I should have brought my favorite photo of my mom as a reference. It’s black and white, so I’ll have to figure out the coloring, but at least it would give me something to work from. I finish my carrots, squirt out some paint, and make one brush stroke when the bell rings.

“A masterpiece,” Cameron says as we quickly clean up. “See you tomorrow.”

I like how he says it like he expects me to come. They have already fit me into place in their lunch arrangement. I’m not sure why they’ve decided to take me in—out of pity maybe. I’ll take it. Their acceptance makes walking back out into the hallway, with my classmates’ whispers and stares, a little bit easier.
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Chapter 26

Mirror Image

My unproductive art lunch carries me through to English where we go beyond the text of The Crucible to learn about the real people who were the victims of the Salem witch trials.

I keep my head down as much as possible, letting my hair hide my face, but it feels like every eye in the room finds me at some point during the class. Finds me and judges me. I barely hear anything Mr. Juno or my classmates say.

We’re supposed to turn in our first drafts for the assignment about who’d we miss. I hang back after the bell rings, pretending to look for something in my bag. 

I feel more than see Mr. Juno come over. “I understand you need more time with your assignment.”

He must have talked with the principal, and I’m relieved I don’t have to explain.

“Yes.” I keep my focus on my bag to avoid looking at him.

“By Friday then.”

I manage a nod and rush from the room. I keep it together all the way through the bus ride—helped by the fact that Abby isn’t there.

When I get home, I slam the front door behind me and slide to the floor without bothering to take off my backpack. My aunt says to breathe is to cleanse the body. But there doesn’t seem to be enough air in the world to wash away the awfulness inside of me. 

The more I think about breathing, the less it feels like I can do it. My struggle for air grows more frantic the harder I try, hitching in my chest until I’m on the floor, my cheek pressed against the cold wooden boards.

A sob finally breaks through, and it’s the crying that cleanses me. It returns the breath to my body, though it does nothing for the ache in my chest. 

I can’t think another minute about that stupid list. I retreat upstairs to my room, but the walls are too closed in. In the bathroom, I splash water on my face. My skin tingles, my whole body is restless.

I pace the hallway, avoiding the art studio. I pause at the doorway to my dad’s bedroom. It once belonged to my mom as well, but nearly all traces of her have been gone from it for as long as I can remember—all but one.

A massive vanity takes up almost the whole wall along one side of the room. It’s an antique, the distressed white paint decorated with dainty pastel flowers and vines running along the edges and up around the mirror. The late afternoon sun shines in from the window. Shadows of the leaves from the tree outside dance along the surface, so the painted flowers look like they’re dancing too.

The vanity is empty on top except for a framed picture of my mom. The frame is a gaudy fake gold that my artist mom probably would’ve hated. I hate it. 

I wonder what else graced the vanity when she was alive. 

I imagine bottles of perfume and make-up strewn across the top, a paintbrush or two in the mix. Maybe a few fashion scarfs, like the ones Felicity wears, draped over the edge of the rounded mirror, partially blocking my mom’s view of herself. My mom’s mess a contrast to my dad’s neat and tidy.

Without having done it on purpose, I find I’m sitting on the vanity’s bench. It’s upholstered in a white, silky fabric that’s embroidered with white flowers that match the ones on the vanity in style if not in color. The fabric is spotless, not a mark or stain on it, which makes me rethink my mom being messy.

I could ask Aunt Candy. A few years ago, I probably would have, but I’m tired of always having to ask about my mom. Plus I’m starting to suspect that what I’ve been told isn’t the whole truth. I think the adults in my life have painted their own picture of my mom for me, one that leaves a lot of white canvas.

The photo of my mom is the same one I have in my room. It’s black and white and a close-up shot of her face. My mom’s head is tilted to the side, her smile wide like she just finished laughing. One of her front teeth is slightly crooked but in a cute way. Her straight hair is loose and wild like it is blowing in the wind. Her eyes are focused off-camera, maybe at the person taking the picture. 

She looks so alive. I wonder if my dad has more photos of her stashed away in a box or on an old hard drive somewhere.

My face in the mirror looks a lot like hers with my small nose and too-big eyes. If my mom’s diary is to be believed, we look a lot like the girl from her dreams, sharing more than a name. I push the girl out of my mind because right now I want to know more about my mother. 

The shadows dance along the vanity, deepening as the light outside fades. They bring my attention to the drawers, three on each side. I open the ones on the right first and find them completely empty. It’s like they’re mocking the way my mind is empty of my mom, not a single memory of her in there. 

The top two on the other side are empty as well. I almost don’t bother with the last one, but my fingers twitch in their desire to open it, so I let them. The drawer sticks and I yank harder. 

My thoroughness is rewarded when it finally jerks open, the effort almost sending me backward off the bench.

This drawer contains a book, and I think, Great, another diary. 

My breath blows out in relief when I realize it’s only a Bible. The cover is black with embossed gold lettering, faded with time. I run my thumb along the edges of the pages. The spine is soft and old underneath, and a musty smell rises up. This is a very old Bible.

I gently set it on top of the vanity. Like a habit, it falls open to a page toward the back, one that must have been turned to a lot because the pages separate all the way to the spine in the middle.

It’s a vine of lines with names on them in different people’s handwriting. On one side of the page break in a fancy scrawl are the words “The Treat” and on the other side the “Family Tree.”

Some of the names are difficult to read because the ink is faded and the writing is in tiny cursive. All throughout is one name that is easy to pick out: Elizabeth Treat. My own name among them at the bottom below my parents.

I scan the names for the very first Elizabeth Treat and find it on the second row from the top with the dates 1650 - 1663 written in parentheses. She’s the girl from my mom’s dreams.

Goose bumps pepper my arms. Before I can process what I’ve seen, the front door squeaks downstairs and then slams shut. I quickly shove the Bible back into the drawer. I run to my room, jump onto my bed, and pull my phone out of my pocket.

There’s not much to see, though I’m sure if I checked my old accounts, they’d be blowing up with drama over the list.

My dad stays downstairs. I hear him washing up in the kitchen, so my hasty escape from his room was unnecessary. 

My phone buzzes with an actual notification. I prepare myself for the worst when I swipe the screen. My insides settle when I read a text message from Daya.

Lunch was fun today.

I type in a quick yes with a happy-face emoji and hope it doesn’t come off as too desperate. This lunch retreat could be an antidote to the poisoned potion that is my life. 
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Chapter 27

Halloween Plans

I have finally found my focus in the lunch art sessions. We’ve been meeting every day, and Mrs. Farmica joins us on occasion to work on her pottery. Aside from the occasional comment on our work, she pretty much leaves us alone. 

Over the last week, things over that stupid list have cooled down. My ex-friends found a new target for their torture in Anthony Rodriguez. I think they’re mad at him for breaking up with Gabrielle, though I don’t think they were a couple for very long. Then again, it doesn’t take much to rile them up.

My hand shakes as I think about the next way Abby will try to ruin my life, especially now that I’ve decided to go to the corn maze. I accidentally paint a big gray stripe over an area I didn’t want to paint yet.

“Shoot!” I say, and Daya looks over.

She glances at the clock and sets down the pile of headline clippings she was sorting. “I think I’m done for today.”

I wipe off the worst of the offending streak, but the mark doesn’t entirely come clean. “Yeah.”

Cameron shakes his messy hands. “Well, I’m never going to be done with this. I can’t get the shape right.” All week he has been adding strips of goopy newspaper to his bust, which is sort of the right shape. 

We clean up early and by some kind of unspoken agreement decide to actually eat. 

Daya munches on a chip thoughtfully. “A little over a week until Halloween. How’s your costume coming along?”

“Good,” I lie. 

Daya, Cameron, and I each picked a different witch to dress up as. I had a hard time settling on who to be until I came across a rather obscure witch from Irish mythology called the Morrigan. I don’t know much about her, except that she can take the form of a crow, so that’s all I needed to make my decision. I have yet to work on my costume.

I’ve avoided reading more of my mom’s diary, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the girl my mom summoned, Elizabeth Treat. Much of my free time has been spent scouring the Internet to find out more about her.

It has kept me from overthinking the plans for going to the corn maze. Abby’s threat to end me if she sees me outside of school has me more scared than ever to go, but I don’t want to back out on my new friends. 

At first, the plan to go as witches seemed like a good way to show Abby I don’t care about being called one, but the more I think about it, the more it feels like I’m asking to be murdered.

Cameron interrupts my thoughts. “Should we do a trial run on make-up this weekend?”

I’m holding a carrot stick but not eating it, instead tracing shapes on the table. “I’m working the farm stand all weekend.” I groan when I think about how busy it’ll be, probably the busiest weekend of the year. 

“I guess we’ll have to wing it,” Cameron says.

“You’ll be brilliant no matter what,” Daya reassures him before turning to me. “What time should we come over on Halloween?” 

It’s the perfect time to tell them I can’t go, that I’ll be too tired after working all next weekend too. Instead I say, “Does four give us enough time?” 

The maze opens at 5:00 on Halloween for the little kids to have their turn before it’s fully dark. Then we get our shot at 7:00.

Cameron answers as his job of doing our make-up will take the longest. “That should be good.” 

“I’ll bring snacks.” Daya dips a pea pod in hummus.

Meanwhile, I’m still fake drawing with my carrot stick. “I’ll throw something in the instant pot.” It’s amazing how calm my voice sounds when my insides are churning.

When we leave the art room, hardly anyone whispers behind my back in the hallways, but I can’t get Abby’s threat out of my head. She’s barely looked at me since our visit to the principal’s office, but it feels like she’s keeping low until it’s time to strike and ruin me for good. Sticking with the plan to go to the corn maze has me questioning my sanity through the end of the school day.

I’m muttering to myself as I go through the back gate into the garden behind Candy’s shop. A crow sits like a statue on one of the fence posts. I’m pretty sure it’s the one from my painting, though its wings are tucked tight to its sides so I can’t check for the distinct markings. What other crow would be hanging around?

Randi honks once as I walk down the path, but she stays in the little pond on the other side of the garden. 

“Hi to you both,” I say. I’m getting used to talking to birds.

For once Candy has no tarot clients, but the store is busy. I hang around behind the counter and watch my aunt help a woman pick out candles. 

From their conversation, it sounds like the woman is preparing for spell work on Halloween night. At the mention of the “thinning of the veil,” a shiver runs down my spine. Fourteen years ago right in this very shop, my mom and aunt summoned a ghost.

I ring out the woman with the candles while Candy helps a customer with gemstones. The bell over the door rings and four girls from my school come in. They’re popular seventh-graders, like mini versions of Abby and my ex-friends. 

By the way they start whispering when they see me behind the counter, I know the rumors have reached down into the lower grades. Ugh.

They shoot me looks as they walk by the counter but start acting secretive when they reach the cupboards of herbs. I move slightly to my left to keep an eye on them.

One of them reaches for a bundle of sage, but a second girl slaps her hand. “Not that.”

The girl who spoke has curly dark hair and a lot of dark eye make-up. She’s the shortest but is clearly the leader based on the way the others hover around her and glance at her for approval. 

“We need white sage,” she says.

They’re checking the bundles, putting their hands all over them, when my aunt comes up behind them. “Can I help you find something?”

Everyone but the leader jumps. “I don’t see any white sage.”

“I don’t carry white sage.” Candy’s voice is cheerful, but I hear the slight note of tension behind it. I’ve heard my aunt explain to customers that white sage is sacred to certain Indigenous cultures and most of what is on the market is unethically harvested. “Might I suggest this instead?” She reaches around the girls and pulls out a tightly wrapped bundle of lavender and sage. “It has a lovely aroma.”

The girl puts her hands on her hips stubbornly. “I read to use a white sage smudge stick.”

“Those are for very specific spiritual rituals,” Candy says with more patience than I would ever have with these girls. “This is perfectly suited for a regular cleanse.”

The leader is so annoyed that I wouldn’t be surprised if she stomped her foot. She’s so much like Abby. I bet she’s super fake polite when anyone important—meaning anyone that could actually punish her for her actions—is watching and the worst kind of brat when she thinks she can get away with it.

To watch this girl treat my aunt this way makes my stomach boil with anger. I clench my fists under the counter.

My aunt simply stands there, holding out the bundle politely. The girl lets out an exaggerated breath and takes it like it’s the last thing in the world she wants. The other girls stand there nervously, watching the whole thing unfold. That used to be me, standing beside Abby, always waiting for whatever horrible thing she would do next.

“Can I help you with anything else?” Candy asks. 

“Candles, chalk, and a crystal,” the leader says with a clear lack of respect in her tone.

Candy points to the back wall. “Candles and chalk are over there. You can find clear quartz with the gemstones by the front counter.” 

The leader shoots Candy one last rude look and snorts before moving to where the candles are, her minions in tow. I clench my fists so tight they hurt. I want to walk right over to that girl and punch her in the face for the way she’s treating my aunt…for the way she probably treats so many other people. 

Then I realize only a small portion of my anger is for her; far more of it is for my former best friend, and the rest is for me. Maybe I wasn’t leading the charge, but I stood by enough times to be as bad as Abby. One thing I know from all of Abby’s lawyer talk is that accomplices can be found guilty for helping with a crime, and that’s what I did so many times.
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Chapter 28

Witchiest Witch

With the stink of shame on me, I stalk through the beaded curtain. I let my aunt ring out the girls, so I can avoid the ugly parts of myself they remind me of.

Once the bell on the front door signals them leaving, Candy joins me. “Tea, my love?”

“Yes.” It comes out as not much more than a whisper, so I clear my throat.

My aunt pretends not to notice my state of agitation and fills up the electric kettle, babbling on about those girls. “They are certainly up to no good with the sage and candles and chalk.”

I find my voice as we sit across the little table from one another. “Do you think they were going to do a spell?”

“Well, I don’t think they were planning on playing hopscotch.” She notices the confused look on my face. “It’s a game where you draw boxes with chalk and toss a pebble and hop on one foot.”

I shake my head because I’ve never heard of the ridiculous-sounding game.

“It was old in my time,” Candy says, “so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you have no idea what I’m talking about.” She pours the tea, the steam billowing out with a strong raspberry scent.

“Do you ever worry about what people do with the stuff they buy?” I think of my mom and Candy summoning the girl from my mom’s dreams and shudder at what other people might be doing—people who aren’t skilled like my mom and Candy.

“I do,” she says more solemnly than I expect. “Not those girls. I doubt they could kill a housefly with magic, never mind do any real witchcraft. Most of my regular customers I know well enough that I don’t worry about them either.” 

She sets mismatched teacups in front of us, along with a plate of scones. “But every once in a while, someone comes in here, and I can feel they’re up to no good. Those are the people that worry me.”

“Would you ever refuse to sell to someone?” I take a sip of tea, and a burst of fruity flavor fills my mouth. 

“Only once.” Her gaze takes on a faraway look for a moment. Then she recovers and breaks off a piece of almond scone. “I don’t sell any one item that is particularly dangerous. But it’s amazing what a powerful witch can do with seemingly harmless ingredients.

“There will be those who abuse the ingredients for wicked purposes and those whose ignorance in using them might do harm. But do we hold the grocery store owner responsible for a chef who mishandles the food and gives their customers food poisoning? Would we bring charges against the pharmacist if one of their customers poisoned someone with medicine?”

“No, we wouldn’t.” When she puts it that way, it makes sense she wouldn’t feel guilty.

“It’s the same for me. I hope for the best in people’s intentions, but I can’t control what they do.”

I take another sip of tea and swallow down the other questions that have arisen in me. I want to ask more about that one time she refused to sell to someone, but it’s not my business. Besides, it won’t help ease my guilt. Selling goods that could be used in witchcraft is very different than standing by your best friend when she’s being awful.

The bell on the shop door rings and Felicity’s singsong voice calls out, “It’s only me!”

She slides through the curtain with a flourish and sweeps off her cape-like jacket in a motion similar to a dance move. She gives my aunt a quick peck on the lips, leaving behind a smudge of magenta lipstick. Her make-up is all magentas and blacks today. It reminds me that Halloween is a week away and I have no costume.

“I need your help,” I blurt out. That gets their attention. “With my Halloween costume,” I quickly add to clarify.

“Oooh.” Felicity taps the tips of her fingers together in an excited way. “What are you going to be?”

“A witch.” Candy and Felicity exchange a raised-eyebrows glance. “It was my friends’ idea. One of them, Cameron, wants to be a make-up artist, so he’s going to do our make-up.”

“And who is the lucky witch?” Felicity asks.

“The Morrigan.” 

Candy’s eyebrows raise higher than I’ve ever seen them. “The raven witch, that’s an obscure choice.”

It’s the crow witch, but I don’t bother correcting her. “All the pictures show her in bird form, but I don’t want to dress as a bird.”

“Of course not!” Felicity looks scandalized. “I’m thinking a black cape with feather accents. Nothing tacky. Leggings, not a skirt, to mirror the bird silhouette. Do you have strong feelings about the pointy hat?”

“Not necessarily, but I do want people to know I’m a witch.”

The bell at the front door jingles, and Candy slips out with a wink as she says, “No rest for the wicked.” 

The costume stuff is more Felicity’s thing anyway, so we continue planning. “Maybe a subtle witch hat.” I have no idea what that is, but it sounds good. “No broom. The Morrigan wouldn’t need one, she would transform to fly.” Her hand does a twisty flourish as if she’s the one about to transform.

She pauses and stares at me with a finger on her lips. She rustles through some drawers and mutters, “Where does she keep the measuring tape?”

Once she locates it, Felicity has me stand and she takes a bunch of measurements. After she’s done, we make fresh tea and sit together while Candy helps customers. 

“I can see it now.” Felicity holds her hands up in a rectangle frame with me in the center. “You’ll be glorious.”

“It’s not too much for you to do in a week, is it?” Fashion may be a passion of hers, but I haven’t given her much time.

Felicity pats my hand from across the table. “Of course not! It’s my honor to dress you for the most auspicious of nights.”

I hug her, and then check the time on my phone. “I have to go.”

“Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll drop off the costume on Saturday afternoon.”

I give her another squeeze. “Thanks, love you.”

“Love you, too, my dear.”

Candy is busy with customers when I breeze through the store, so I blow her a kiss as I leave, feeling better about Halloween night…at least for now.
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Chapter 29

Little Bird

With work at the pumpkin stand all weekend and a busy start to the school week, it’s Wednesday before I realize it. Daya, Cameron, and I work in the art room during lunch, and the portrait of my mom is taking shape. I can’t say the same about my crow painting back in the art studio. It sits unfinished, and I haven’t squeezed in time to work on it.

More and more crows have started hanging out in my yard and near the corn maze. I swear they all pause for a second when they see me, but when I stare back, they go about their business. It’s absurd to think it’s anything more than my imagination getting the better of me.

In between all that and my homework, I try and find out more about Elizabeth Treat. With Halloween only a few days away, the sense of urgency to find out more about my ancestor has grown. I’m not sure why; it’s not like I have plans to summon her during the thinning of the veil like my mother did. All the same, my pulse races every time I think of her.

I’ve continued reading my mother’s diary. After talking with the girl during the Halloween night ritual, my mother stopped having the dreams and wrote less often. She did seem to warm up to the idea of having a baby—of having me. She wrote about decorating my room with my dad and feeling me kick for the first time. 

There was a big gap in entries around the time I was born. One entry a few days after my birth simply read, “I’m more tired than I’ve ever been in my life, but I’m the happiest I have ever been.”

The longest entry is from a couple of weeks after I was born. She wrote about how my first cries sounded like a baby bird and that my skinny chicken legs were finally starting to fill out. This less-than-flattering description led her to a nickname for me: Little Bird.

After that, there are mostly entries about my first steps and first words. There’s more love in her words now, and the picture I once had of her is reforming into something special again. I can almost forgive her for the lukewarm response to finding out she was pregnant. 

I’ve read all the way up to my third birthday. My parents hosted a big barbecue and all my grandparents were there, and Candy too. My mom wrote that it was the hottest day of the summer, much like the day I was born. I’ve seen pictures of the garden-themed party, complete with cupcakes that looked like potted plants.

It wasn’t long after my third birthday that my mom and I were in the car accident that killed her. There is only one entry left in her diary, and I haven’t had the courage to read it…to see what plans she had that never came true.

Maybe it’s not Halloween driving my desire to find out more about Elizabeth Treat but a chance to find another thread connecting me and my mom. 

All my Internet searches have been a bust, so I decide to take a trip to the local library after school. I almost pretend to be working on a school assignment, so I can ask the librarian for help. But I’m pretty sure she was in school with my mom and aunt. Anything I ask of her will probably end up getting back to Candy, so I decide to do it alone.

Using the digital book catalog, I find a series written by a local historian. None of the volumes are checked out. As quiet as if I’m in a graveyard at midnight, I sneak down the nonfiction aisles until I find the books. 

They have simple, dark green covers with faded black lettering on the spines. They’re on the top shelf, so I find a footstool to reach them. The first volume goes from the founding of Hillford in 1636 to the 1700s. That one should be all I need. It’s thick, but I worry with so many years in one volume, there’s no way it’ll mention the one girl I happen to be looking for.

The quiet study area has a few people in it, all older than me. I settle into a cubby in the corner. Big windows overlook the playground and basketball courts, but nothing can distract me right now.

The beginning of the book is a slow, boring read full of facts, lists, and summaries of old documents. The only interesting part is a passage about the first tavern in town, a rarity among the pious Puritan communities. 

 I sigh and turn the pages, forcing myself to focus. My eyes go wide when I spy the word “trial” on a page. It’s a passage about the local witch trials. There are no names of those who were tried and executed, but it gives numbers. 

It started with one of the hardest winters the Puritan settlers had ever faced. The book cites harsh weather conditions, a sickness that affected nearly every family in town with deaths, and rising conflict with the Native tribes in the area. All this set off the state’s first witch trial, which led to a young woman being executed in 1647, which was 45 years before the Salem witch trials. Over the next 16 years, there were eleven executions in the entire state, four of which occurred in my town. 

Was my ancestor Elizabeth Treat among them? My mom wrote in her diary that Elizabeth said she was hanged in 1663. 

I stare at the page as if that will make the names materialize. That’s when I notice a tiny number at the end of a paragraph that leads to a footnote. We’ve learned about citing sources in English class, so I know that’s where the author of this book got information and facts.

I practically run to the nearest computer and type in the title of the cited source. I hold my breath while the catalog searches. I let out a long puff of air when it comes up with a match in the library. 

Before I go find it, I do one more search. I want to know more about the kind of ritual my mom and Candy did to summon Elizabeth Treat. There are a few books on witchcraft, so I grab those and the history ones and use the self-checkout.

It’s a long walk home, my backpack bulging with books. By the time I trudge up the winding road toward the cornfield, the sky is a velvety blue and the stars are starting to come out. In my favorite sweatshirt, I’m a dark, anonymous figure on the side of the road.

In front of the corn maze, there’s a dirt parking lot that pretty much only gets used on Halloween night. This evening there’s a line of crows where the dirt meets the pavement. There must be a dozen of them. 

A murder of crows.

With the sleek black shine of their feathers and their mournful caws, it’s no wonder they ended up with murder as their group name instead of the more innocent-sounding flock. 

They stand perfectly still. Then in unison, their heads turn to follow my progress along the side of the road. A wind gust stirs up leaves at the top of the hill past my house. When it reaches me, it blows my hair back and sends a shiver down my spine. 

The crows seem unperturbed, their eyes intense beads of black reflecting the waning light.

The farthest crow lets out one caw and turns toward the corn maze. It’s like a signal for the others, who all turn and form a line. One by one, they follow each other across the dirt lot. 

I’ve reached the end of the line of crows, and I follow. Breaking ranks, the last crow looks back at me with soulful eyes. Mesmerized I face the maze with the others. I take one step off the road onto the dirt parking lot, as if to follow the crows into the corn to become a member of their murder.

Behind me, a blazing brightness lights up the parking lot. The crows scatter, taking flight and kicking up dust. A car horn blasts. I feel the vibration of car tires on the ground as they pass inches behind me on the asphalt. A rush of air pushes me forward, nearly off my feet.

It happens so quickly my brain takes a minute to catch up. The car is already heading farther down the hill when I realize how close it came to hitting me. 

If I hadn’t taken that one step off the road, I would be roadkill right now.

Above me, silhouetted against the darkening sky, the crows circle. I count them as they fly away. Not an even dozen as I estimated when I first saw them, but thirteen.  

A murder of thirteen crows whose strange behavior just saved my life.
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Chapter 30

Elizabeth Treat

I haven’t quite caught my breath when I make it across the front porch into my house. I lean against the door and wait for my heart to settle. I take a deep breath in and out before heading upstairs to drop my backpack in my room.

A little while later in the kitchen, water is boiling in a pot and chicken is sizzling in a pan when my dad comes in. His hands are filthy when he sneaks a piece of raw potato from the cutting board, shakes a gross amount of salt on it, and pops it into his mouth.

“They’re better when they’re cooked.” I dump the rest of the potatoes into the water.

“I used to eat them this way all the time when I was a kid.” He looks at me in an appraising way, like he’s really seeing me, and I wonder what he’s thinking. “Smells good, Liza.”

“Thanks,” I say as he turns his back.

 Then he heads upstairs and I hear the bathroom sink turn on as he washes up. That was more of a greeting than he’s given me in years; usually it’s a nod and a grunt. What is with all the strange behavior tonight? Did a real witch cast a spell over everyone—crows included—in my life?

While the potatoes cook and the chicken rests, I check the moon phases on my phone. Not a full moon to account for the weirdness, though I notice it falls on Halloween this year, which should be interesting. 

My aunt is a big believer in the moon phases affecting people’s behavior, and I’m starting to believe in that kind of stuff, too. Will it make Abby’s evil side come out even more, like when a werewolf transforms?

My dad is back to his usual quiet self while we have dinner. For a person who grows food for a living, I often wonder if he notices how anything tastes with how fast he eats. He tends to treat meals like they’re one more chore. I don’t linger over the meal or offer to help him clean up, which I sometimes do to spend time with him.

I have a pile of homework, but that’s not what’s making me impatient to be alone. Once I settle on my bed with my earbuds plugged into my phone, I scan the contents of the witch trials book. There looks to be a lot more details on that particular time in history than in the local volume, but I’m not necessarily interested in that right now.

I find what I want in a chart at the back of the book. It lists the dates and results of all the trials, and most importantly, the names of all the accused. There in black and white is the name I’ve been searching for. 

Elizabeth Treat. 

She was born in 1650, just like she told my mom, and was hanged in 1663. She was thirteen years old—my age. A list of her crimes is in the last box in the chart. She was accused of summoning the devil and fortune-telling.

I pull out my earbuds, the noise of the music is too much right now. My heart pounds in my chest with more intensity than the loudest bass at a concert.

This is different than seeing the name written in the Bible’s family tree. This is different than reading about her in my mom’s diary. None of those things proved she existed, not like her name in an actual history book does. 

Her conviction was real. Her execution was real. But were her crimes? People often mistake tarot reading with fortune-telling. I wonder if Candy would have been caught and executed back then. Candy and my mom certainly would have been in trouble for summoning Elizabeth Treat—if that’s what they really did.

That brings to mind the girls at the shop. They were clearly gathering supplies for some kind of ritual. Probably on Halloween night. Candy said it takes powerful magic to make anything like that happen, so I doubt they’ll get any results.

But would I be able to summon spirits?

I think about the uncanny things that happened with my friends when we played Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board and with the Ouija board. In that moment, it felt like we made those things happen together, but what if it was one person making them happen? What if those strange things were witchcraft?

There’s no denying that the blood running through my veins has a connection to witches. Mr. Juno said that none of the so-called Salem witches were actually witches. Could it be possible that one of the Hillford witches was?

I’ve been spending so much time pushing back against Abby, against the rumor that I’m a witch, I think I’ve been denying the truth of who I am, and the long line of powerful women I come from. 

Is it possible that I, Elizabeth Treat Baldwin, am a witch?
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Chapter 31

Who’s a Witch?

All the next day, my mind is reeling with last night’s revelation. At school, I wait for someone to call me a witch, like has happened so many times lately. 

But nobody does. Not even Abby, who seems too occupied with the Anthony Rodriguez drama to pay attention to me. It’s almost worse that she’s ignoring me because it feels like she’s working up to something big.

I’m not sure what I expect to happen if I am called a witch. It’s not like I’ll shout “yes” and then turn my accuser into a bat. I’m learning that being a witch is not like in the movies where magical stuff accidentally starts happening and then I have to learn how to control it. 

If I am a witch, I suspect it’s more subtle. Sure, I’ve had those couple of instances where I maybe did do magic. Those times it felt like fooling around with my friends, but we were actually engaging in rituals.

My aunt does it all the time with her tarot work. She prepares the space before each reading and cleanses it after. All those things are rituals. She practices witchcraft with intention. It doesn’t happen to her spontaneously; maybe it’s the same with me.

In English class, I sit in the front, away from Abby and Mia. I don’t notice or care if they’re paying attention to me because my thoughts are elsewhere. 

Our lesson on The Crucible is winding down. A couple of stares are sent my way when Mr. Juno mentions the final versions of our poem or essay on who we’d miss are due next week, but I’m largely able to ignore them. It’s so interesting how a thing that bothered me so much last week is a blip today. 

My mind keeps going back and forth about whether or not I should try and harness this power I might have. Halloween is a few days away. It might be enough time to research rituals. There wasn’t anything helpful in the library books, but I know Candy carries those types of books at Mother Goose Apothecary.

* * *

School on Friday drags on with lunch in the art room the only bright spot. Mrs. Farmica joins us and offers gentle critiques of our work. 

Daya’s mixed media piece is coming together in an impressive way. When she first tried to explain it, she said it was about highlighting the history of women’s resistance in India. Honestly, I kind of had no idea what she was talking about.

But now looking at it, I see where she is going with it, even if I don’t understand it all. The clippings of images and headlines from news pieces and the different patterns and textures woven in are striking. It’s raw and kind of messy, but that fits what she’s trying to do…I think.

“Very powerful, very feminist.” Mrs. Farmica says. “It’s history and politics all rolled into art.” 

Daya beams with pride. Mrs. Farmica makes a few suggestions about the placement of a couple of the headlines and moves on to my painting. I step to the side and let her get a good look at it. I think it’s pretty much done, but I’m anxious to hear what she has to say. I can’t read her tight expression as she takes in the portrait of my mom.

She rubs her chin, her brow pinched with lines. “It resembles you, but it doesn’t quite feel like you.”

Now I understand her confusion. “It’s not a self-portrait. It’s my mom.”

A dawning expression washes over her as she spots the framed photo by my paint supplies. “Of course. Interesting that you chose to colorize it, given it’s based on a black-and-white photograph.”

“My mom was a painter,” I blurt out, surprising myself and Mrs. Farmica.

She gives me a smile I know well. It’s the one people use when talking about my mom—thoughtful but a little pitying. “I remember seeing one of her pieces in the art gallery downtown years ago.” Her gaze sweeps across both mine and Daya’s pieces. “Excellent work, the both of you.”

Mrs. Farmica eyes Cameron’s misshapen papier-mâché bust. “I’ll have to see if we can find a better subject for your make-up designs.”

“I’m doing up all of us for Halloween,” Cameron says. 

“Show me some pictures on Monday,” she says to him before addressing all of us. “I’m pleased with your work and am happy to recommend you all continue taking lunch here if that’s what you’d like.”

Daya and I nod, while Cameron places the back of his hand on his forehead dramatically. “On my life, yes please, Mrs. Farmica.”

After Mrs. Farmica leaves, Daya says to me quietly, “I didn’t know your mom was a painter.”

I keep my eyes on the paints as I put them away. I forget that not everyone in town knew my mom. Daya and her family moved here long after the car accident. “I always used to think of painting as her thing. That’s why I stuck to drawing.”

“Is that why you stopped doing art altogether, because of your mom?”

“No.” I hesitate because it’s hard to talk about all my complicated feelings about my former friends. I remind myself that Daya has been nothing but a good friend. “Abby said something stupid one time. I wasn’t brave enough to stand up to her, so I gave up drawing.” Then I add, almost in a whisper, “I was never brave enough to stand up to her.”

She puts her hand on my shoulder. “You finally did, though. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here with us. You’d be in lunch, still her best friend and doing whatever dumb thing she was into at the moment.”

“I’m glad you came over from the dark side,” Cameron says.

I’m surprised to find tears threatening to leak out. Since Abby dumped me as a best friend, I’ve been telling myself I’m better off because of it. I’m a nicer person without Abby. She hadn’t been a true friend for a long time. I’ve been telling myself that but not believing it. Now I think I’m finally starting to.

“Thanks for helping me out.” 

Cameron wraps an arm around me and squeezes my shoulder. “Halloween is going to be amazing this year.”

I hope he’s right because I can’t forget Abby’s threat.
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Chapter 32

Final Witch Game

Uncertainty swirls in my stomach as I arrive at English class. Once again I sit in the front as far away as possible from Abby and Mia.

Mr. Juno starts with the news that today is the final day of the witch game. “In a symbolic gesture, all of you who were found guilty of witchcraft will not be allowed to speak in class today.”

Anthony’s hand shoots in the air. “Are we ever going to find out who the real witch was?”

“Ah,” says Mr. Juno. “I was wondering when someone was going to ask about that.”

“So who was it?” Anthony asks.

Mr. Juno rubs his chin and paces in the front of the room. “Well, that’s the thing about witch trials. None of them were really witches, were they? The truth is I tricked you all. There was no witch…and look at how many of your classmates ended up hanged for it.”

I stare at Mr. Juno as he gets into lecture mode about all we can learn from this witch hunt. I search his face for the lie but see none.

I think back to that day we all drew a slip of paper from Mr. Juno’s hat and how I read the word “witch” on mine. I know I did. 

If he wasn’t the one who wrote it on the slip, then that means someone else did. Or I imagined it written there, but that can’t be what happened. I’m sure I saw “witch” on my paper. From my spot in the front of the room, I discreetly turn to find Abby staring at me. Her cheeks are pink and her eyes are bright with excitement. She flashes me her teeth and mouths “witch.”

My mouth drops open and I whip around to face the front of the room again. Did Abby make me the witch in this game? Or was there real magic involved? It doesn’t matter because no matter what caused it, I ended up the witch…and so many others got caught up in the treachery.

As the lucky few who made it out of the witch game alive read the final scene of The Crucible, my mind wanders to Abby’s threat and all the bad things that could happen in the corn maze. There are so many ways she could ruin the night, but my biggest fear involves my new friends. What if Daya and Cameron decide my friendship isn’t worth all the baggage I come with?

The thought twists my stomach up in knots. It aches so badly, I think I might get sick. I don’t bother raising my hand but grab my bag and break the rules by mumbling “bathroom” in Mr. Juno’s direction. 

Snickers follow me, but I don’t care. I can’t be in that room with Abby one more minute. I get a glimpse of her face—a curious, piercing expression taking in my hasty escape—before I bolt out of there.

In the bathroom, I wash off the cold sweat that has risen on my brow. The shock of the cold calms me. My stomach churns a little less, but I can’t stay here. 

The hallway is so quiet my footsteps echo as I head to the nurse’s office. I explain my symptoms in as few words as possible. He takes my temperature, declares it “normal,” and instructs me to relax. As he leaves the room, I try to get comfortable, but the paper on the exam table crinkles loudly beneath me. I pick at a worn spot on the table and fail at trying not to think. 

Finally the nurse comes back with a paper in his hand. “Do you want me to call someone to take you home?”

My stomach is still a mess of knots, so I nod instead of speaking. As he leaves, I lean against the wall in a comfortable enough position to close my eyes.

The next time the door opens, it’s Felicity. The harsh fluorescent lights of school don’t make her look any less fabulous than usual. She’s wearing a flowing black skirt and an orange sweater that on anyone else would probably be reminiscent of a pumpkin but on Felicity, manages to complement her dark skin. Her knit scarf and hat are a riot of rich colors.

“Hey, kiddo.” I can tell by her pitying expression that I look as bad as I feel.

“Hey, Felicity.” I try to smile. “Thanks for coming to get me.”

“They couldn’t get a hold of your dad,” she explains. He was probably off in a field, his phone dead in his pocket or left in his truck. “Candy’s stuck at the shop. You know how busy it is this time of year.”

I grab my bag and give the nurse a small wave as we pass his desk. We head to my locker to grab the rest of my stuff.

“Is it cramps?” Felicity asks.

I shake my head. 

“Is there a stomach bug going around?”

“No.” Tears prickle my eyes, so I fiddle around with my books and take a few quiet breaths to calm myself. “I don’t think I’m sick.”

It goes deeper than that. More like I’m tired of myself and my thoughts, and it’s making my body ill.

“Hmmm. Middle school drama?” She manages to ask it in a way that shows she knows what serious business it can be.

“Something like that.” I shrug into my jacket.

Felicity puts her arm around me as we head down the hallway. “I remember it well.”

At the front door, she hands the security guard an early dismissal slip. As soon as the fresh air hits my face, my stomach settles. It helps that I’m headed away from school and the weekend stretches out before me. Aunt Candy’s convertible sits in one of the visitor parking spots, the top down. 

“Do you want me to put it up?” Felicity asks as I click on my seatbelt.

“No way.”

Her grin is wide when she reaches across me to the glove compartment. It’s not full of the usual practical stuff of my dad’s, which has a car manual and tire pressure gauge. Nope, this compartment has a selection of napkins, most of which look to be written upon; tea candles; a box of matches from a place called Lips, complete with a lipstick-kissed logo; and a collection of scarfs, one of which she hands to me.

I wrap my hair as Felicity turns the key and the engine roars to life. Then we’re cruising out of the parking lot as the first bus pulls in. 

I convince her to take me to Mother Goose Apothecary instead of home. I claim to be in need of Candy’s tea, though my stomach is fine now. 

Felicity flashes me a bright grin. “How about a drive first?” She hops on the highway. I let out a whoop that gets swallowed up by the wind. She takes the first exit and heads south to the winding, one-way road along the beach. We drive by a few people walking on the boardwalk, but other than that it’s us and the seagulls. 

The rumble of the engine can’t entirely block out the soothing crash of the waves as we slowly cruise along. The salty air stings my face, refreshing my spirit. 

Felicity stays off the highway and takes the long way back through the countryside. The sun is in our faces as we head toward town. 

She gestures to the glove box. “Grab some sunglasses.”

Behind the scarfs and napkins are several pairs of sunglasses. I grab ones bedazzled with pink rhinestones for Felicity and simpler silver ones for myself. I’ve never been more relieved to start my weekend early.
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Chapter 33

Burden

My stomach grumbles with hunger instead of knots when Felicity parks in a spot on the side of the road near the shop. We walk arm-in-arm down the sidewalk, the little shop bell dinging when we arrive. Candy is helping a customer and there’s a small line waiting to be rung out. 

“Feeling better?” Felicity stashes her stuff behind the counter and takes a place at the register. My favorite fairy—a tiny one with black feathers for wings—sits atop it.

“Yeah.” My grin from our ride lingers, and my face is pleasantly warm in the shop after being barraged by wind.

Felicity has already rung out a customer and is onto the next. “Go make some tea.”

I check out the book section and select two before slipping behind the beaded curtain. I hang my backpack on the back of a chair and unwrap the scarf from my hair, neatly folding it and setting it aside with the sunglasses to return to Felicity. 

The familiar scent of herbs comforts me as I fill the kettle with water. I select a stomach-soothing lemon and ginger tea. 

There are scones on the counter, so I grab one of those and settle down at the table with a book. It’s not long before Candy and Felicity join me. 

Felicity affectionately pats my cheek. “There’s that color back in your face.”

Candy kisses me on the cheek. “Nothing like a ride in a convertible to set the mind back in order. You wanna talk about it?”

“Not really.” I take a sip of tea now that it’s cooled a bit.

My aunts do that thing where they exchange a look that means something significant to them but I can never figure out.

“So long as you’re feeling better,” Candy says.

“I am.”

“Not worried about your costume, I hope.” Felicity shoots me a confident grin.

“No.” Since having Felicity volunteer to make my costume, that’s one thing I haven’t worried about. 

“It’s gorgeous.” Felicity stares off into space like she’s picturing it. “You’re going to look amazing. It’s almost done. Just a few finishing touches.”

The bell rings and Candy heads back out, so it’s just me and Felicity with our tea. 

“Candy volunteered me to help at the maze this year.” Her lips are pursed as if it’s the last thing she wants to do on a Saturday night.

“You don’t want to do it.” I try to make it a question and fail.

She pats my hand. “I’m happy to be there for you. It’s all those other people’s kids I’m not crazy about.”

Candy and Felicity have never mentioned wanting kids, and it seems at least Felicity isn’t interested in them. I’ve always thought of Candy as a second mother, and I wonder if it’s a role she took on reluctantly. She always seems happy to be there for me—going out of her way to help—but am I ever too much? Has her niece become the obligation she never wanted?

I’ve often wondered how my life—and my dad’s—would be different if my mom hadn’t died, but I hadn’t thought about how it changed Candy’s life.

Candy met Felicity not long after my mom died, so she must have some insight into how it affected her.

“Do you…” I bite my lower lip to give my voice a chance to steady. “Do you think Candy ever wishes my mom were alive—I mean, of course she wishes her sister were here—but do you think, specifically, that she wishes my mom were still here so she didn’t have to help take care of me so much?”

“Oh, honey.” Felicity comes to my side and kneels next to my chair. She wipes away the tears I wasn’t able to hold back. “Candy loves you, and loves spending time with you. She was so sad for a long time after Beth died.” That’s what she always called my mom. “When I met her, she was all messed up over it, but you know what kept her going each day in those early years after the accident?”

I shake my head. Felicity wraps her arms around my shoulders and whispers in a shaky voice, “It was you.” She pulls away and looks me square in the eyes. “You were everyone’s light when they were facing the darkness of grief—your dad’s, your grandparents’, and Candy’s. I don’t know what would have happened to her if you had been lost in the accident with your mom. So never, ever think of yourself as a burden. If anything, you make Candy’s burdens easier to bear.”

Felicity gives me a fierce hug, and I hug her back. I’ve never thought of myself as a light in someone’s life, never mind as a light to my whole family, as small as it is now with my grandparents gone too.

We’re still hugging when Candy comes back. “Oh, what did I miss?” She joins us in the embrace, making a sandwich of me. “Is it Abby again?”

I pull away. “Abby?” My voice is nasally from all the crying.

Felicity and Candy take their seats at the little table. 

“I haven’t wanted to interfere.” Candy’s face is all puckered up like she smells a skunk. “But I know you two are fighting. Is she being awful to you?”

I knew Candy noticed what was going on between Abby and me. “Well, she is being awful, but that’s not what this is about.”

“Hmmm.” Candy exchanges another look with Felicity. “I’ve never said anything because you and Abby were so close, but I’ve sometimes wondered if she was worthy of being your best friend.”

“Maybe we deserved each other,” I mutter under my breath. I don’t know if I’ll ever shake the guilt of how I treated others when I was Abby’s best friend.

“What’s that?” Candy tilts her head and appraises me carefully.

“Nothing,” I say quickly, not entirely sure she didn’t hear me. I’m suddenly very tired. “I should go home. You’re busy here.”

As if on cue, the shop bell jingles again.

Felicity stands and secures the scarf around her neck. “I’ll give you a ride. I want to finish up your costume anyway.” 

She kisses Candy good-bye, and we head out the back way. Except for the wind rushing past us in the convertible, the ride home is quiet. 

Felicity squeezes my hand before I leave the car. “Remember, you are the light. You make the burden easier to bear.”

I nod, the lump in my throat too big for me to speak. I want to believe it’s true, but I feel nothing but cold darkness inside of me right now.
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Chapter 34

Rotten Pumpkin

Friday night, I stay up late reading and end up sleeping in Saturday morning. I must have slept through my phone alarm when it rang. My heart’s in a panic as I realize it’s 20 minutes before I’m supposed to be at the farm stand and it’s Halloween. This day has been looming big in my mind.

After throwing on a pair of dirty jeans and my Van Gogh sweatshirt, I hop on my old bike and head down the dirt road on the far side of the corn maze. It’s so bumpy my teeth chatter as I ride.

My crow circles high above, the one with the holey wing. It lets out a series of caws, and soon more crows circle in the clear blue sky. It’s a crisp morning, the air puffing out in clouds as I breathe hard with the exertion of pedaling. The crows follow, sweeping in lower as if they don’t want to lose sight of me as we head into the woods. 

It’s even colder among the trees, and dark. I’m oddly glad for the company of the crows. When I burst out through the other side of the woods, it’s only a short way to the pumpkin patch. The crows settle on a nearby oak tree and fall silent. I swear their beady eyes follow my every move. 

I stow my bike behind a pile of hay bales and take my place at the register. Susan, one of the regular farmhands, manages a small smile for me, her hair full of flyaway pieces that have come out of her ponytail. I ring out a couple with their pumpkins, while Susan shoos a pair of toddlers off the hay bales. “Those aren’t for climbing on!” 

The stand smells of hay, apple cider, and the diesel tractor pulling a wagon of people around the property. The fields shine golden in the bright sun overhead, the pumpkins add a pop of color. It’s a picturesque autumn day.

 Not that I have time to enjoy it. The stand is so busy, I barely have time to sit. By lunchtime, I’ve carried so many pumpkins and pulled so many wagons that I’m all sweaty, despite having ditched my sweatshirt hours ago.

My dad swings by on his old pickup truck, a fresh load of pumpkins and assorted squash in the back. Susan and I help unload them, while customers clamor for a first look at the new batch. I’m grateful for the sandwiches and iced tea my dad brought, but it’s a sprint to eat a few bites before someone needs help. 

It’s exhausting and chaotic, but that’s what farm life is…until it’s not. The off-season is much quieter, though there is always some work to be done.

I check my phone to find my shift ends soon. The wave of customers has slowed, everyone heading home to get ready for Halloween night. I’m glad my dad never asks me to work the maze, but I’m guessing that will end one of these years.

Susan, her hair wilder than ever, waves me over to the wooden counter. I’m glad to join her on a bale of hay in the shade of the stand. She produces a pair of cold apple ciders and doughnuts covered in sugar crystals.

“To the flavors of the season.” She offers her container in a toast, and I knock mine against it. “Good work today.”

“Thanks,” I say between bites of soft, delicious doughnut. 

A young family walks among the lines of remaining pumpkins. The little kid tries to pick up one of the biggest pumpkins out there. One of the grown-ups grabs it and hands the kid a tiny, bumpy gourd.

A large white van pulls down the dirt driveway into the parking lot, a trail of dust following it. I take my last bite of doughnut but find it hard to swallow. The sight of that van sets my stomach bubbling like a simmering cauldron.

Sure enough, Abby, her parents, and a bunch of her siblings exit the vehicle and make a beeline for the pumpkins. I’m reminded of a video I once saw of a swarm of locusts descending upon a wheat field. There wasn’t much of the field left after the locusts picked the stalks down to nubs and moved to their next location of destruction. 

Susan is already on her feet, keeping one of Abby’s brothers off the hay bales that mark the boundaries of the patch. 

Abby carefully avoids looking my way as she stands off to the side with her hands crossed over her chest as if she’d rather be anywhere else in the world. She stares at her phone, but the sun is so bright, I bet she can’t see anything.

I pull a wagon over to her dad as he bends over to inspect a pumpkin. He straightens up and spots me. “Liza! I haven’t seen you around much. Must be busy for you and your dad this time of year.”

Abby’s dad may be a super-smart lawyer, but when it comes to the social life of his kids, he’s clueless. “Hi, Mr. Gleason.” 

He begins loading pumpkins onto the wagon. Every year, Abby’s parents pick out one for each of their kids—even the ones who don’t live at home anymore—and arrange them from biggest to smallest on their front steps. It gets pretty crowded.

“Abby!” he yells. “Come say hi to Liza.”

He’s too busy to notice Abby’s eye roll as she slowly walks over. But when she looks at me, it’s with a tentative smile instead of her usual smirk. “Hi, Liza.”

Her friendliness startles a reflexive “hi” from me. Her eyebrows raise in the same surprise I’m feeling. 

The moment of peace passes quickly to be replaced by anxiety over what brand of poison she’s waiting to dose me with.

“Why don’t you two pick out a pumpkin together?” Abby’s dad has an overly happy expression that makes me wonder if he’s as clueless as I thought he was.

She huffs and walks off to the next row of pumpkins, and I cautiously follow.

“I’ve heard you plan on coming to the corn maze tonight,” she says without turning in my direction.

“Uhh” is all I manage to squeak out, my throat constricted in terror over her calling me out.

“Do whatever you want.” She waves her hand dismissively. “I’m over it.”

 I don’t trust her words; the Abby I know does not get over things. 

As I stumble around behind her, not sure how my feet work, she abruptly stops and I almost run into her.

“What do you think of this one?” She points to a pumpkin that is the model shape and size, the kind you’d see on the cover of a fall magazine. 

I take a deep breath and try to remember she’s a customer. I tip the pumpkin to peek at the bottom. “It’s got a little mold on it. It’ll be rotten soon.”

Abby wrinkles her nose. “Eww.” She continues to the end of the row and turns down the next one, apparently not impressed with the selection.

I haven’t yet turned to the next row, and when we pass each other, we accidentally make eye contact. There’s a hint of my old best friend in her face since she’s not looking at me as if my witchy ways might curse her. I almost want to trust that face…almost. 

There have been so many evil faces of Abby since we started school that I can’t let my guard down and trust this niceness.

Sticking to the job, I try not to show how much my hands are shaking when I point to a pumpkin on the opposite side of her. “That one looks good.” It’s a little taller than it is wide, but it’s a perfect orange color and the stem has a pretty curve to it.

Abby narrows her eyes slightly before inspecting it closely. She tilts it, the way I did with the pumpkin she picked before, and looks at the bottom. “I guess it’s good. I’ll take it.” 

She walks on without picking it up, like she expects me to get it for her. She is a customer, so I bend at the knees, place my hands under the pumpkin, and hold it the proper way—from the bottom, not the stem. It’s heavier than it looks, another indication it’s a good pick. But I know as good as it looks on the outside, there’s always a chance it’s rotten on the inside.

Abby’s family meets us at the counter. Susan weighs all the pumpkins, and I wheel a wagon full of them to the Gleasons’ van. Abby actually pitches in with loading them in. We linger at the back of the van for a minute while her family piles in.

She folds her arms over her chest and stares at something behind me. “Do you want to meet up tonight?”

My heart skips a beat, and I’m not sure I heard right. She’s staring at me now, a little bit of a challenge in her expression but also a vulnerable tilt to her eyes.

Pretty on the outside, rotten to the core, I remind myself. Her threat still stands no matter how she’s acting right now.

“Um,” I hedge. “What about Mia and Gabrielle?”

“They’ll be there.” She rolls her eyes. “But they’re boring. It’s Halloween, and that’s like your night, so it’s bound to be interesting.”

So we’re back to the witch thing, only this time it doesn’t seem like she’s being mean about it; it’s almost like she’s excited. My chest is pounding and I’m sweating worse than ever. 

I’ve missed Abby so much these last two months, even when I’ve reasoned that I’m a better person without her. I’ve cried buckets over our dead friendship. 

My skin prickles with the anticipation of having my best friend back. Then I think about Daya and Cameron, about how they’d feel if I canceled on them and showed up with Abby. I think about our lunches together in the art room and how excited Cameron is to do our make-up. Most of all I think of the way Abby looked when she read my fake list on the bus and of her cutting her finger across her neck, telling me she would end me.

“I can’t. I have plans.” I wait for the insults, but they don’t come.

Abby’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise and she actually looks disappointed. “Oh.” Then she recovers. “Whatever. I don’t care what you do…witch.” She twirls around and stomps into the van. 

I’m left in a swirl of dust as Abby and her family drive away. My hands are shaking and a pang of regret fills my chest. I didn’t realize all this time I’d been holding a flicker of hope in restoring the flame of my friendship with Abby. 

Now given the chance, I’ve blown that fire right out. I know I’ll come to regret turning down Abby before the night is over—one way or another.
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Chapter 35

Bewitched

At home, I chop and throw the ingredients for vegetarian chili in the instant pot. Then I jump in the shower and try not to think about Abby. As if it’s ever worked not to think of someone.

Abby seemed sincere at the pumpkin patch, but it’s her motivation that gnaws at me like maggots on a wound. Does she really miss being friends or is she bored and in need of entertainment? Entertainment my witchy self would provide.

I check the chili, and it smells amazing. Now there’s nothing left for me to do but wait for my friends; it’s still weird to think of Daya and Cameron as friends. I try not to dissect why they’re friends with me as I pace the kitchen, biting my lower lip until it’s sore. My nerves are all a jangle when I get a text from Daya saying they’re almost here.

Car tires crunch on the gravel driveway. I peek out from behind the kitchen curtain to see a maroon sedan that I don’t recognize. It must be them.

When I open the front door, voices from the volunteers at the corn maze drift my way. Right now there are only a couple of cars and my dad’s pickup in the parking lot. 

When someone throws a log onto the flames in the big fire pit, sparks shoot into the air. They will keep it burning until the last person makes it out of the corn maze.

In another hour, all the little kids and their families will be lined up, waiting to enter. For them, the biggest scares will come in the form of dead ends in the maze. Once it’s us middle schoolers’ turn, the haunts come from the volunteers who dress up as ghoulish figures stalking through the maze.

A chill runs down my back when I think of being in the maze, or maybe it’s just the deepening cold. The warmth from the earlier sun has begun to seep out of the earth. It’ll be cold tonight, and I hope the costume Felicity made for me is warm.

“Hey, Liza.” Daya’s arms are full with bags, so she awkwardly waves to her father as he backs out of the driveway. She’s dressed in black yoga clothes with a knit dress on top. Her hair is parted severely down the middle and has been straightened so the silky locks reach well past her shoulders. 

Cameron flashes me one of his easy smiles. A duffel bag is draped over one of his arms and he carries a neon pink make-up case. His outfit is a long-sleeved lavender dress and a sleeveless lime green cape, which I think is his costume, but it’s hard to tell with him sometimes. 

“Endora has arrived,” he says in a high voice that ends in a bit of crack as he tilts his head and bats his eyelashes.

“Remind me again who Endora is?” I ask.

He holds the back of his hand to his forehead as if my question pains him. “Why, Samantha’s mother from Bewitched, of course.”

“Right..” I don’t want to further show my ignorance by admitting I don’t remember what Bewitched is. 

Luckily, Daya comes to my rescue. “She’s in an old TV show from the 60s. Wait until you see the wig.”

I have them put all their stuff in the living room, except for the make-up case, which Cameron brings into the kitchen. I put out bowls for the chili and set up the snacks Daya brought.

I thought my nerves would have settled by now, but it’s like I stuck my finger in an electrical outlet and can’t get the charge out of my body. My heartbeat ratchets up when Cameron makes space on the table for the pink case and folds out the compartments to reveal layers and layers of make-up.

I don’t think it’s the prospect of getting made up that has my nerves on edge, rather the realness of seeing Abby at the maze creeping ever closer.

He pulls out a bright red lipstick. “Daya, I think this color is perfect for you.” 

She finishes a bite of chili. “Really? I mean, I love it, but it’s so…red.” 

“It’s classic Morticia Addams,” Cameron says. Daya decided on the very goth witch from the 90s movie The Addams Family.

“If you think it’ll work.” Daya takes another bite of food. “Liza, this is so good. I can’t believe you made this.”

“Thanks,” I say distractedly.

It’s clear my new friends are super-serious about this costume thing. For the first time, I’m worried that whatever Felicity has planned for me isn’t going to be enough. 

The delicious aroma of the chili entices me to eat, despite the uneasiness of my stomach. I top it with broken bits of corn chips. Out of habit, I almost offer my friends tea but decide to go with water and soda. 

They’re deep into a discussion of the witches who inspired their costumes when the distinct rumble of the convertible’s engine shakes the old windows of the house. I jump out of my seat like I’ve sat on a porcupine and open the front door before Felicity is even out of the driver’s seat. 

Now that the engine is quiet, more noise from down at the cornfield wafts up to the house. The lights are on in front of the small wooden stand where tickets are sold, and a line snakes all along the front of the maze. 

At the car, Felicity’s hair is wrapped up in one of her gorgeous scarfs. She waves like a movie star addressing her adoring fans before grabbing a bag and a large black cloth from the backseat. 

“Your aunt looks amazing,” Cameron says from behind me, and I jump in surprise. I didn’t realize anyone followed me to the door.

“She always does,” Daya agrees.

I hold the door and Daya and Cameron scoot out of the way. The black cloth appears to be alive, its surface undulating as Felicity walks up the steps and across the porch. It’s only when she sweeps past me that I see it’s the feathers giving the cloth motion.

A caw pierces the cold night air, startling me. I peer around the deck and am not surprised to find a crow sitting on the railing that wraps around the porch, its silhouette an inky black against the velvety blue sky. 

I venture a few steps closer and the crow remains perfectly still. Its wings are against its body, so I can’t be sure it’s my crow, but what other crow would be hanging out on my porch on Halloween night? My scalp prickles at the way its shining black eyes seem to take in everything, like it’s waiting for something. 

Arms wrapped around myself, I click my tongue in what I hope is a friendly gesture and head back to the door, quickly shutting it against the chill. I catch up to the others in the kitchen. 

My friends are examining the feathered garment, and Felicity has helped herself to a bowl of chili. She sprinkles a heaping pile of cheddar cheese on top and answers questions about the garment.

“I’m calling it a cape, though it’s more than that. It attaches to Liza’s elbows, so it’ll move with her arms.”

Cameron smiles wide. “Like wings. How perfect for our Morrigan.”

My nerves have finally calmed down, but I can’t shake the detached feeling that has taken their place. I’m in the bubble again, watching the world around me, not able to take a solid step into it.

Cameron puts his hand on his chin and stares at me. “I think all black make-up with a touch of something special for the mouth.” He claps once, loudly. “Oh yes, I can see it.”

My bowl of chili sits half-finished on the table, but I’m not hungry for the rest. My hands shake a little as I bring it to the sink. I grab a bottle of water from the counter and take a gulp. 

I’ve never been afraid of the crow, but on the porch, it seemed on guard. What is it waiting for? Does it sense the thinning of the veil?

The conversation around me has turned from make-up to sewing machines, but I haven’t been following. 

“Should we start getting ready?” Daya asks. I give her a blank stare. “Liza?”

I try and blink away the fogginess. “Uh, yeah.”

Felicity checks her phone. “I’ll leave you to it. I have to pick up Candy and get to the maze.” She kisses my cheek, her lips warm on my face. “Come and find me down there. I need pictures of the finished product.”

“Sure.” My throat is dry, and the word comes out hoarse.

Daya and Cameron, their bags in hand, are looking at me expectantly. I realize they want to know where to go to get changed. I direct Cameron to my room, and Daya and I head to my dad’s room. 

After I change into my plain black outfit to go underneath the cape, I examine Felicity’s handiwork up close for the first time. Each feather is stitched into the fabric, not glued on, so I won’t have to worry about shedding all night. I hold it up and shake it to admire the fluttering motion, the feathers catching the light in different ways as they move, giving the garment even more life. I run my hand along the softness, appreciating the amount of work that Felicity must have put into it. Work I never properly thanked her for.

I wrap the cape around me, fumbling with the clasp around my neck until I latch it. There’s no way my shaky hands will be able to attach the clasps at my elbows, so I turn to Daya. The sight of her makes me suck in a breath.

“You look hot!” There is no other description for the long, tight-fitting black dress Daya wears.

“It’s not too much?” She frowns at the costume. “I had to tell my mom I was wearing a jacket over it to get her to let me wear it.”

“No. It’s gorgeous. You’ll be the star of the maze.”

“That’s the problem.” She slumps down and sits on the edge of my dad’s bed. “I’m not sure I want to be a star.”

“Yeah,” I say quietly, knowing exactly what she means. It’s not a good thing to stand out in eighth grade, especially not with the Abbys of the world out there, waiting to pounce on anyone who does. I sit on the bed next to Daya.

“I don’t know how Cameron does it.” She stares down at her hands. “He’s just so sure of who he is, and he doesn’t seem to care what anyone thinks of that.”

“We should try that tonight.” The insight clears away the fog in my head. 

“Try what?” Daya looks up, her brow knitted in confusion.

“To be like Cameron tonight…and Felicity. Bold and uncaring about what others think.”

“I don’t know if I can.” Her shoulders sag even more.

“Then we pretend.”

Daya gives a hesitant smile. “Fake it till we make it.”

“Exactly.” I return her smile with a big one of my own and offer her my hand. We shake on the promise of being our true selves tonight and not caring what anyone—not even Abby—thinks of us.

[image:  ]

Chapter 36

Crow Wings

Cameron knocks on the door and we let him in to work his make-up magic. I see why Daya mentioned Cameron’s wig earlier; it’s piled high with short curls and ridiculous, thick bangs. But the most outrageous part is the color. It’s orange!

He squeals with delight when he sees my mom’s old vanity. “Oh my god, Liza. This is fabulous. Your mom really found this at an estate sale and restored it?”

“Yup.” Pride for my mom raises a smile on my face. So often, I keep what little I know about her to myself. Abby never asked me much about my mom. The most memorable thing Abby ever said about my mom was “you’re almost as pretty as she was.” A compliment for my mom was somehow an insult for me.

I blow out a breath that erases the smile and try not to think of my ex-best friend. 

As Cameron examines the painted flowers on the vanity, his face is so close to them, I’m not sure how he can see them. “The details are amazing. It’s like little fairies painted them.”

I lean over next to him and take a good look. I’ve examined them myself, but I’ve never actually thought of the skill and time it must have taken to paint all those tiny brush strokes. I wonder what kind of paintbrush my mom used, and if it’s somewhere in the art studio. 

“Umm,” Daya says from behind us. “We should probably get started.”

Cameron opens the make-up case and takes out the tools of his trade. “Daya’s right. It’s getting late. You’re both gorgeous already, but I do need time to make your faces match those costumes. You’re up first, Daya.” He brandishes an eyeshadow stick like a wand and gestures for her to sit on the vanity bench.

My armpits sweat under the layers of my costume, so I crack open my dad’s bedroom window to get some fresh air. Laughter and shouts and the faint smell of campfire rise up from the corn maze. 

A big Halloween moon peeks out from the line of trees across the street, brightening the country road, which has no streetlights. That dark road was probably a factor in the accident that killed my mom, though the drunk driver might have hit our car with or without streetlights. 

But tonight is not for such thoughts, and I’m working on breaking out of my bubble and being in the moment. “The moon is so bright, we may not need our flashlights tonight.”

Cameron belts out a proper witch cackle. “A full moon on Halloween, how perfect for us witches.” He takes a step back from Daya and examines her face. “I think our Morticia Addams is ready.”

Daya turns on the bench to face me. “How do I look?”

Cameron has shaped her eyebrows almost to a point, like they’re asking a question. He’s enhanced her already long eyelashes with thick false ones and has given her a smoky eye. Instead of going for the typical pale Morticia Addams look, he’s highlighted Daya’s natural skin with gold tones. But it’s her blood-red lips that stand out the most. With her sleek black hair and tight dress, she is a sight.

The effect literally makes me gasp. “Gorgeous doesn’t even begin to describe how you look.”

Daya looks down at the ground modestly. “Thank you, Cameron.” She carefully hugs him so as not to smudge her make-up.

“You’re next, my pretty,” Cameron says in a good impression of the Wicked Witch of the West.

Instead of watching what he does to my face, I stare at the flowers winding up the side of the mirror. I grow more nervous the longer he brushes, blends, and blots. It’s one thing to sit here and play dress-up with my new friends; it’s another thing to walk outside as a witch and face Abby and my old friends.

I’m finding it hard to hold still, but I force myself to. I’m relieved when he instructs me to close my eyes. It gives me a minute to find a calm place within myself.

“Okay, you’re ready,” Cameron says. I keep my eyes closed as he turns me on the bench. “Morticia Addams, what do you think of our Morrigan?”

I open my eyes to a wide-eyed stare from Daya. I can’t tell if she’s impressed or horrified, until she says in an awed voice, “Oh, wow.”

“You know it.” Cameron kneels in front of me. “Hang on! I can’t believe I forgot the lashes.” 

He plucks open a plastic container with thick black eyelashes just like the ones he used on Daya. It takes a few minutes of sticking and squeezing for him to finish. “Now you’re really ready. You want to see yourself?”

I nod hesitantly. 

“Stand up first,” Daya says, “and put your arms out like this.” She spreads her arms out to the side, the lacy sleeves hanging like cobwebs

“Good idea.” Cameron is grinning as I follow Daya’s instructions. “She’ll get the full effect of the costume this way.”

Once I’m in position, he spins me around and I can’t believe what I see. If Felicity’s cape was impressive when I first saw it, there are no words to describe what it is now that it’s on me.

“Felicity is a genius,” Cameron says in a kind of awed reverence.

“Pure genius.” Daya gently runs her hand along one wing. 

That’s what Felicity managed to do, give me wings. As I slowly move my arms up and down, the movement is so birdlike that I think I might actually be able to take flight. 

Cameron’s make-up only makes the illusion more real. He went with heavy blacks for my eyes that remind me of the shiny, beady eyes of a crow. But once again, it’s the make-up on the mouth that is the star. He shaped my lips into black triangles. As I open and close my mouth, it looks like I’m snapping a beak. 

I can’t stop gawking at my image in the mirror, which doesn’t feel like a reflection at all, more like a window into another world. This amazingly strange creature can’t possibly be me.

I finally look away to find my friends are spellbound as well. “Cameron, you are a genius.”

His grin is more pleased than ever. “I know. It’s hard not to be with such perfect canvasses as the two of you.” My face warms, not that anyone could see the blush under all my make-up. He shoos us away from the vanity. “Give this genius some room to work on his own face.”

I glance at the alarm clock on my dad’s nightstand and realize how late it’s gotten. “I hope your genius look doesn’t take too long. It’s almost time to get down to the maze.”

Cameron completes his look with a whole lot of green eye shadow, false eyelashes, and orange lipstick.

I shut the window, blocking out the sounds of the corn maze and the growing cold. But it doesn’t block the sharp caw of a crow somewhere out there in the night. A shiver of excitement runs through my spine as I catch my reflection in the window, no longer a girl but a witch in bird form.
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Chapter 37

Trio of Witches

Endora from Bewitched, Morticia Addams, and the Morrigan slip out my front door to a night illuminated by the full moon. We are witches, bold and uncaring about what others think of us—or at least pretending to be—and ready to have a magical night.

We create quite the silhouette as we walk down the porch stairs, Cameron’s and Daya’s arms linked and me right next to them because I can’t link arms with my wings. We cut through my yard and down the hill to the dirt parking lot. There are a few young kids and their parents hanging around the cars, but most of the crowd is middle schoolers.

I stop halfway across the parking lot when I remember that this will be my last year in the maze on Halloween night. The years of the maze with Abby were filled with squeals of delight as we crept around corners to scare whoever was on the other side—friend or enemy. This year was my last chance to do that with her, and I turned down her offer earlier today. Was that wrong of me?

A pit of conflicting emotions settles in my chest. I’m missing my ex-best friend on what would have been our last Halloween in the maze together, but I also know she isn’t the kind of person who makes for a good friend.

Daya and Cameron, arms still linked, realize they have left me behind and turn together.

“You okay?” Daya asks.

I swallow down the thought of ditching my new friends and run the few steps it takes to catch them.

We’re late enough that the line is long, snaking from the stand, across the front of the maze, and extending deep into the parking lot. Most of the cars aren’t parked but coming and going as parents drop off their kids. The crunch of tires on dirt mixes with giggles and shouts. 

Felicity said she and Candy would be at the booth, but the light doesn’t reach far enough inside for me to see who is in there. They’d probably let us cut the line, but I don’t want to start any trouble. This trio of witches is conspicuous enough.

Our classmates stare at us as we make our way to the back of the line, some of them nudging each other and whispering. Cameron seems oblivious to the attention. Daya’s watchful eyes tell me she is as aware as I am. 

I squeeze her shoulder and mouth “fake it.” She gives me a steady nod that puts an extra pep in her step.

The good news is I don’t see Abby or any of my old friends. I’m ashamed to admit that I’m uncomfortable being with Daya and Cameron in our extravagant costumes. 

As we find the back of the line, their arms remain linked and I’m behind them. Every so often they look at each other and giggle. It’s like they’re synced up in a way I’m not, and I realize it’s because they’re best friends. I used to be like that with Abby.

A lump rises in my throat, and I fight falling into my bubble. It’s Halloween and I have an amazing costume; I don’t want to float through tonight.

When Daya and Cameron look back at me in unison with big grins on their faces, I fake a smile. It’s the best I can do, and it helps pull me back to where everything around me feels real again, less muted.

That makes it all the more terrifying when Cameron’s eyes get wide and he elbows Daya. Her gaze falls somewhere behind me and a fearful look crosses her face. 

I don’t have to hear the voice to know who’s behind me, but it comes anyway. “Liza! Are you covered in feathers?” A high-pitched cackle follows the words. 

Abby, Mia, and Gabrielle have joined the line right behind me. Mia and Gabrielle shrink back when they see my face, probably horrified by my beak, but Abby’s sneer merely turns gleeful. The three of them are dressed up as characters from their favorite show, just like they planned.

“What are you? Some kind of bird?” Abby peers at my face a little too close for comfort. I don’t know what I’m more disappointed in, the fact that I thought Abby’s earlier plea for me to join her might have been real or the fact that I considered it.

When all I can manage is to open my mouth and let out a sort of caw—truly sounding like a bird—Cameron comes to my rescue. “She’s the Morrigan, the crow witch. Harbinger of battle and death.”

He and Daya have severed their connection and are now standing on either side of me. This is what real friends do, they have your back. There was a time when no one messed with me without having to deal with Abby. Now that Abby’s the one messing with me, she has to deal with Daya and Cameron.

This reversal of roles shifts something in me. A piece of a puzzle I didn’t know I was making with my new friends clicks into place, leaving no space for the pieces I used to have with Abby.

Mia and Gabrielle stay a step behind Abby and exchange a look, watching what is happening but not coming to her defense. I’m not sure my friendship with either of them was all that deep. And it seems they have each other’s backs but do they have Abby’s? Maybe she’s the odd one out this time. 

After all that she’s done to me, it wouldn’t be wrong of me to find joy in her aloneness, but all it does is fill me with sadness. My heart hurts over what we’ve both lost.

“Whatever,” Abby finally says. Her mean smile falters for a second as she glances back at Mia and Gabrielle, but she quickly plasters it back on. “You look ridiculous, Liza.” The smile turns to a challenge as she narrows her eyes. “But, my offer from earlier stands. You should totally ditch these weirdos and hang out with me.”

The use of “me” instead of “us,” leaving out Mia and Gabrielle, is so typical of Abby. For so long, it’s been about Abby, and only about her. 

I’m ready to speak my peace, but I find I don’t have to because Daya steps in. “Weirdos? Like we’ve never heard that before.”

Cameron appraises their costumes and gives a pitying shake of his head. “Such a lack of originality. It’s sad really.”

From behind Mia and Gabrielle comes a shout. “Hey! You’re holding up the line.” Anthony Rodriguez, dressed as Captain America, strikes a pose like he’s trying to push us forward with his powers. 

“C’mon, Liza.” Cameron takes my hand and swings me around. Daya’s hand is sweaty as she grabs my other one, but I don’t care. I squeeze their hands to let them know how much I appreciate what they’re doing.

As we close the gap that has formed in the line in front of us, I glance back at Abby to find her arguing with Anthony. I find I can breathe better now that her attention is elsewhere. We make it to the booth, and Daya and Cameron let go of my hands to turn in their tickets. 

Warm air tickles my neck. “You’ll pay for this,” Abby whispers in my ear.

A shot of fear pierces my stomach, but I try not to show it. Faking a pitying expression, I say, “You’re the only one losing something tonight.”

Then I step up to the booth and leave Abby behind for good.
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Chapter 38

Into the Maze

When Candy and Felicity spot me, they squeal with delight and insist on coming out of the booth. Felicity hastily starts grabbing tickets from the kids behind us. Abby shoots me murder eyes as she goes by, but she doesn’t dare say anything in front of my aunts. 

Felicity takes two more tickets and the last of the other middle schoolers enter the maze. The darkness quickly swallows the bob of their flashlights. Their squeals and shouts take a little longer to fade into the background before quieting altogether. 

A breeze blows through the parking lot and rustles the dry stalks. The sound is familiar but eerie in the night now that the crowd is gone. Candy guides us to the maze border and takes a bunch of pictures with cornstalks as the background. Then we take some silhouetted against the bonfire. Cameron hams it up and helps direct us into pose after pose, each one more elaborate than the last.

“It’s time,” I say after about the millionth photo. 

Candy holds up a finger and looks at the sky. “One more. The moon is in just the right spot.”

I glance up as well and see the big, round moon hanging heavy in the sky, a perfect complement to the Halloween scene. Candy takes a few steps back, and us witches strike the perfect poses. I give myself enough space to raise my arms for the full crow effect, Daya does a sleek runway lean, and Cameron holds up a finger like he’s about to cast a spell.

“Perfect,” Candy and Felicity say at the same time. They exchange an adorable grin and look so much in love that it makes my heart ache. I wonder if my mom and dad ever looked like that. I try and shake off the sadness before it puts me back in my bubble. 

Felicity hands me a map. “That has the phone number to call in case you can’t find your way out or you get into trouble.” 

“We’ll stay out of trouble,” Daya promises.

“Hmm.” Candy bites her bottom lip and looks at each one of us in an appraising way. “Three witches on Halloween night under a full moon. I sense trouble may find you.” She squeezes my arm. “Do you want me and Felicity to wait for you at the house?”

I’ve read enough about real witches to know what this night must mean to Candy. It’s her New Year; it would have been my mom’s, too. I shiver when I think of the Halloween ritual my mom wrote about in her diary and the summoning of Elizabeth Treat. Whatever my aunts have planned, I won’t interfere with that.

“No.” I give Candy as much of a hug as my costume will allow. Then I hug Felicity and whisper, “Thanks for an amazing costume.” My throat suddenly feels lumpy, and I’m not sure where these emotions are coming from, but I try and tuck them away.

At the entrance to the maze, I turn to find my aunts waving. Moonlight spills over them and across the parking lot. Behind them, a single crow stands where the moonlight meets the shadows, watching us. It’s my crow; I know this with a certainty I can’t explain. I give it a slight nod and plunge into the maze behind Daya and Cameron.

Even with the full moon overhead, the paths are steeped in shadows, so we flick on our flashlights. We go single file, Daya in the lead with the map and me at the back. 

Everyone else has enough of a head start that we don’t run into them, though laughter and screams drift our way from time to time. We reach the end of the entrance path and have to make our first decision.

Before we can, a moaning comes from behind me. I whip around to find a zombie staggering her way toward us. Her green-tinged face, messy hair, and bloody clothes have quite the effect in the flickering shadows of the cornstalks. Despite knowing the volunteers won’t actually touch us, my heart beats heavy in my chest. 

Daya studies the map, but the zombie is getting closer, so Cameron hisses, “Just pick a direction.”

“Left!” she shouts, and we run in that direction, leaving the zombie behind.

Once we’re out of fake danger, Daya makes us stop. With Cameron holding the flashlight, Daya draws a pencil line on the map, starting at the exit and quickly zipping her way to where we are.

“How did you solve that so quickly?” I ask in amazement.

She shrugs. “Mazes are easier if you do them backward, so it’s a matter of backtracking to where we are and figuring out which direction from there.”

Cameron lets out a low whistle. “Impressive.”

Daya ducks her head. “My dad taught me that. C’mon, let’s keep moving.”

I take my place in the back of the line and flash my light from one side of the path to the other. The roots show at the base of the thick cornstalks, the tendrils sprouting out from the stalks like fingers, before digging back into the dirt. It’s like the cornstalks are broomsticks popping up out of the ground. I really do have witches on my brain. 

We come to a spot where the path forks off in two directions. Daya checks the map and directs us right this time, straight into a masked man with a chainsaw. She screams as the chainless saw buzzes loudly but harmlessly above her head.

We skirt around him, my nerves on end with what we might run into next. It’s a delicious balance of being truly frightened for a moment while also knowing you’re not in any real danger. 

Screams and the buzz of the chainsaw come from behind us as another group gets a fright.

In between the scares, Daya expertly navigates the maze. In the past, my friends and I would wander around, randomly picking which way to go. We might’ve glanced at the map when we reached a dead end or got lost, but it was a haphazard approach compared to Daya’s precise one. 

Sure enough, when we reach another fork in the path, Daya confidently steers us. Cameron and I are content to follow her lead, and at this rate, we’ll be out of the maze in no time. 

To keep things interesting, there are new scares every few corners—a deranged clown with severed fingers in her hair and a wolfman that chases us to a dead end before howling at the moon and disappearing into the cornstalks. There is even a green-faced witch, tendrils of familiar gray hair poking out of the pointy hat, revealing she’s the farmhand Susan. She compliments our costumes and spares us the scare.

 Then we reach a point where it’s oddly quiet as we venture deeper into the maze. My friends’ breathing, their soft footfalls on the packed dirt of the paths, and the occasional rustling of the cornstalks are the only sounds. We pass no other groups or frights. 

It’s as if no one else exists.

The bright moonlight, rising ever higher in the velvety sky, kisses the top of the stalks, reaching far enough into the maze to cast our faces in white light. It gives my friends a skeletal look despite their layers of make-up. The night is cold, but my feathered cape is warm, so there’s no reason for the chill creeping up my spine.

Cameron comes to an abrupt stop and I almost run into him. In front of us, Daya stands at the crossroads of three paths, one to the left and two to the right that fork off from each other. Straight ahead is a wall of cornstalks, and standing tall on the other side are the trees that lead to the woods. 

Daya stares intently at the map, her eyebrows knit in confusion. “I don’t understand.” Her voice is a whisper, like she’s talking to herself. Then she looks to us as if we can offer her an explanation. “I don’t see this on the map.”

“Are you sure you didn’t get turned around somewhere?” Cameron asks. “Maybe after the wolfman?”

Daya shoots him a withering glare. “No, I’ve been following the path perfectly…right up until here.” She points to a spot.

Cameron leans over, and they argue over what direction to take. Their voices sound too loud. Without any recent scares, the adrenaline has worn off and is turning into a creeping numbness.

There’s a stillness to the air, a deep quiet underneath the arguing. I swallow and my ears pop, but there’s no airplane or mountainous car ride to explain the change in pressure. Daya and Cameron go silent and stare at me with questioning expressions. 

“Did you feel that?” Cameron whispers.

I nod, my eyes wide. I hold a finger to my mouth to tell them to be quiet and shine my flashlight down the path on the right. There is nothing but cornstalks to where it bends out of view. The other two paths are empty as well…unless there’s something lurking in the dark where the light doesn’t reach.

The map hangs at Daya’s side, the quest to find the correct path forgotten. Cameron tries to use his height to peer over the stalks, but even he’s not tall enough to see above them. 

Unconsciously, we’ve crept closer to each other, Cameron’s side pressing against my cape on one side and the chill of the night creeping up on the other. I shiver. A warmth brushes my hand, startling me, but it’s only Cameron reaching for me. His other hand is already entwined with Daya’s. This fear is more real than anything I’ve felt all day.

I peer down the path to the right again, shining the flashlight as far as the light will reach. The pressure builds in my ears once more and I swallow to relieve it. The sound of rustling stalks is louder in that direction.

I’m drawn to this particular path in a way I can’t explain. There’s a strange energy, a presence that’s waiting to make itself known. I have the urge to ditch my friends, so it can show itself to me alone. 

I take a step toward it, but Cameron’s grasp anchors me, keeps me from straying too far.

“Did you hear that?” He pulls me back close to him. Then he releases my hand and gently pushes me and Daya next to each other before taking a couple of steps down the path on the right. Does he feel the tug of it too?

“What are you doing?” Daya asks in a frantic whisper.

I’m about to follow Cameron when a sharp cry of warning rises from where the darkness swallows up the path. All around us, crows fly out of the maze, their wings cracking the night air like a whip. 

Cameron backs into me. I fall, my butt hitting the hard dirt with a spine-rattling thump. 

From my vantage point on the ground, the huge moon is front and center in the sky between the tall rows of cornstalks. Crows in numbers I’ve never seen before pour from the paths, their silhouettes black stains against the moon. Their sharp caws come from all directions, echoing in the night.

Daya and Cameron duck against the onslaught, though none of the birds get close enough to touch us. 

I stand, face to the sky, and watch them fly. After circling us several times, the crows and their calls fade away. Mesmerized, I watch them disappear into the trees that border the maze.

None of us move in the silence that follows. We simply stare at the treetops where the crows went.

Before we can decide what to do next, three dark figures appear in the path on the left, growing larger as they draw near. They radiate a negative energy that sends goose bumps down my neck and arms.
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Chapter 39

Shadowy Figures

“Look who it is,” says a sneering voice at the center of the three shadows. I recognize Abby’s figure a second before she, Mia, and Gabrielle step out into the moonlight.

As soon as they are visible, it’s like a veil has been lifted. Where our trio of witches had largely been traveling in isolation—like we were in our very own bubble—suddenly the maze comes alive. The usual shouts and laughter ring throughout the cornstalks. A light bobs up and down from a group on the other side of one of the maze’s walls.

Abby is the last person I want to see, but her presence has brought us back to reality after the strange encounter with the crows. It might be that Daya’s expert strategy put us ahead of everyone else, despite our late start, and all the others are finally catching up. That would explain the sense of isolation but not the other feeling. The prickle of my skin says not everything in this maze can be solved with strategy.

The strangeness of the moment fades away as Abby speaks again. “A group of elephants is called a herd and a group of sheep is called a flock. But what do you call a group of witches?”

When we all stare at her with dumbfounded expressions, Abby rolls her eyes and answers her own question, “A loser.”

Mia and Gabrielle snort with laughter. Daya focuses on the map again, completely ignoring my ex-friends. I don’t know how Daya manages to keep her cool when all I want to do is slap that smirk off Abby’s face. 

“Do you hear something?” Cameron asks as he holds up his nails to inspect his manicure.

Abby narrows her eyes slightly, but her lips curl up in a smile. “Seriously though, great costume, Cameron. It really captures your true essence?”

Mia laughs obnoxiously, but I notice Gabrielle takes a second to muster up a feeble giggle. I wonder who Gabrielle is thinking of that might be insulted by the joke. That’s the thing about Abby’s sense of humor, the cruelty of it doesn’t stop at the person she’s insulting. She manages to target entire types of people with one nasty comment.

“Ha ha, very original,” Cameron says in a bored voice. “As if I’ve never had my identity mocked before.” His voice cracks, despite his effort to show he doesn’t care what Abby says.

It brings Daya out of her inspection of the map. “What’s your problem, Abby?” She steps right up to my ex-best friend. “No matter how Cameron dresses, he’s twice the person you are.”

Abby’s face is so red, it looks like she’s about to burst into flames. She takes a step back and turns to me. “I can’t believe you chose to be with these freaks tonight instead of me.”

“Losers,” Mia casually tosses out in support of Abby.

My former friends’ faces are all twisted up in nasty ways. They suddenly look very pathetic in their unoriginal costumes and cheap make-up, nothing like the work of art my trio of witches is.

For the last two months, I’ve been so afraid of what Abby was going to say about me that I’ve failed to understand she can’t hurt me if I don’t let her. I’ve been holding on to this idea of what our friendship once was—the kind of friendship it hasn’t been in a long time—and I let that determine how I felt. 

So many of her insults are about her insecurities and unhappiness, not mine. Our friendship is long dead. So long as I remember those things, what she says or thinks doesn’t matter. 

What does matter are these two people standing on either side of me. Cameron’s arms are folded across his chest in a way that says “you mess with my friend, you mess with me.” The map is crumpled in Daya’s fist like she’s ready to throw a punch. 

Tonight, I’m happy to have their support, but I don’t need them to fight this battle for me. It’s time I stood up for myself.

I lean in toward Abby so she’s forced to take a step back. “I’m sorry that making fun of others is the only way you can feel better about yourself. I know that feeling of power it gives you, but I also know the crash of guilt that comes later. I stayed friends with you for so long because I thought the rush of power was worth it.”

I direct my next comment to Mia and Gabrielle. “It’s not worth it, by the way. If you ever realize that and want to talk, I’m here.” 

I raise my hand and Abby flinches away, but all I do is pat her shoulder. She shrinks away like my newfound freakishness is contagious. Though really what I’ve found is confidence.

My voice is quiet but intense when I say, “I miss you, Abby—the old you. I thought we had a friendship for the ages. BFFs forever. But you can be so mean, even to the people you call friends. You didn’t used to be like that. Maybe you’ll find that old part of yourself one day, but I honestly don’t think we can ever be friends again. There are some things you can’t get back once they’re lost.”

Throughout my speech, Mia and Gabrielle have been inching backward down the path. At first I think it’s because they don’t want to be too close to the girl who is breaking off her friendship with Abby for good. But when Abby yells “now,” I realize something else is going on.

The next seconds seem to take place in slow motion. Mia and Gabrielle duck down into the cornstalks and emerge with buckets in hand. As they come at me, I seem to be stuck in slow motion because all I do is raise my arms in front of my face. 

My friends are quicker to react. Cameron yanks on my arm, pulling off some of the feathers Felicity so carefully sewed on my cape. They go floating into the air at the same time Mia and Gabrielle toss the liquid out of the bucket. Meanwhile, in the scuffle, Abby ends up in the path of the liquid.

Cameron and I fall to the side, cornstalks buffering our fall. When I look up, Abby is covered in blood, feathers stuck in her hair. Daya stands nearby, her hands on her hips in a triumphant pose. As the liquid drips from Abby’s face, it looks too thin to be real blood, but the effect is gory all the same.

With horror-struck expressions, Mia and Gabrielle rush to Abby.

“We’re so sorry!” Mia shrieks.

“Don’t touch me!” Abby rubs the liquid from her murderous eyes. 

I hold my breath, waiting for her to kill us all. She charges at me, shouting, “You witch!”

She reaches down to where I’m tangled in the cornstalks with Cameron, grabs my left wing near the shoulder, and tugs hard. The cape splits at the seam, exposing my black shirt underneath. 

Abby screams, an unearthly sound filling up the maze. “Show them, Liza. Show them, so once and for all they know what you are.”

Cameron reaches for my arm to comfort me. “Show us what, Abby?”

Abby’s eyes bulge unnaturally. “Her witch mark.”

I rub the exposed part of my shirt; underneath is my scar from the car accident. It’s two slashes that come to a point, like a beak. I’ve never been self-conscious about it…not until Mr. Juno talked about the witch mark in English class. 

Abby’s seen the scar so many times and has never commented on it. But I see now how fear has taken over. It’s clouded over any feelings of friendship she had for me.

Daya steps between Abby and me. “Go away. We don’t care about any of that stuff. Liza is our friend, and you’re losing it.”

Cameron pushes himself out of the stalks. “Besides, our coven is full and ready to curse anyone who messes with us.”

A crow flies out of the trees and lands on Abby’s shoulder. It caws loudly right in her face. She freaks out, arms flailing, and runs away. Mia and Gabrielle follow, their footsteps pounding the dirt as they disappear into the darkness.

My friends untangle me from the cornstalks, and I assess the damage to my wing. 

“Have no fear, every dress worth its fabric has roomy pockets.” Cameron’s hand disappears into a large pocket and comes up with gum, several tubes of lipstick, and a tin full of safety pins. In no time, he has me patched up.

“There’s one more thing I need to know,” he says. “Daya, did you push her?”

“Who?” Daya asks innocently.

“Who do you think? Abby…into the path of the blood, or whatever that stuff was.” Daya only smiles as Cameron fake punches her arm. “Oh my god. You did! Way to go.”

Daya covers her mouth like she can’t believe she did it. Then she doubles over, cracking up. Cameron bursts into laughter, too, and it’s contagious enough that I join in. Pretty soon tears run down my cheeks. 

My costume makes it so I can’t hug them properly, so I grab their hands and pull them close that way. “Thank you…both of you.”

“I have more good news,” Daya declares. “I’ve found the way.”

I almost forgot about the strange behavior of the crows before my ex-friends showed up, but I’m instantly reminded of it when Daya points down the path where all the crows suddenly appeared.

An uneasiness creeps up on me as we start moving, but a feeling of contentment washes it away as I listen to Daya and Cameron relive Abby’s humiliation. The constant bundle of nerves that I’ve held in my stomach for the last few months has disappeared. I’m fully there in the maze, enjoying my time with friends. 

Then a rustle of wind brushes my neck.

The cornstalks are motionless. I stop and look behind me, waving my flashlight from side to side, expecting to see Abby back for revenge. There’s nothing there but the hard-packed dirt of the path and the cornstalk roots that look like broomsticks.

When I turn back around, my friends are gone. They must not have noticed I stopped, and now I’m left without a map or any idea where to go. My flashlight flickers and goes out. Despite the full moon, there are deep shadows along the path in front of me.

The wind tickles my neck again, sending a chill down my spine.

From the shadows, steps a crow.
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Chapter 40

Ritual

The crow cocks its head as if trying to figure me out. It raises its wings to show off the distinct markings of my crow and stands like that in front of me.

An instinct pulls at me and I raise my arms to show off my wings. Tonight I’m a crow as well. 

The crow lowers its wings, lets out a sharp caw, and turns its back to me. It hops down the path back into the shadows. Instead of fear, I’m filled with a morbid curiosity, so I follow.

The crow takes me down several paths, making turns like it knows exactly where to go. We don’t encounter another living soul. A bubble, not of my own making, has wrapped its way around us.

As our journey winds through the cornstalks, more crows appear from the shadows. Each one appraises me with beady eyes before joining the silent march.

My heart races but not with fear. It beats with excitement. 

The moon above is a motherly eye watching over me. The crows are my aunts, leading me to a deeper understanding of…something.

My crow—easily recognizable to me now—leads me and the murder of crows to a place where the cornstalks open up into a circle. Four paths lead off in different directions. The top part of a boulder rises out of the center of the circle. The surface sparkles in the moonlight. On it sits a tea candle, a book of matches, and a stick.

The silhouette of the forest is not too far off to the west, which is how I’m able to figure out what direction I’m facing. Each of the four paths radiating out from the circle is in one of the cardinal directions: north, south, east, west.

My crow hops onto the boulder. It pokes its beak at the stick and looks at me as if it wants me to do something. I join the crow, while the others form a circle around us. There are too many now to count.

The objects on the boulder remind me of the ritual my mom and Aunt Candy did all those Halloweens ago when they summoned my ancestor. 

My crow pecks at the stick. This is not some random branch found on the ground; it’s about a foot long and smooth, layered with lacquer and polished to a shine. The lacquer gives it a dark appearance, almost black. It’s a wand, I realize with a nervous thrill.

I pick it up and immediately feel an energy radiating through my hand, up my arm, and into my chest. It’s like entering a warm bath arm first.

I’ve now read enough about rituals to know what I’m supposed to do. I take the wand and draw a circle in the dirt outside the rock. I keep to the inside of where the crows have formed theirs, so it contains just me and my crow. 

I think of a bubble forming around the two of us—it’s easy to imagine as I’ve been half living in a bubble of my own making for the last two months—and the world outside grows quiet. 

I don’t have sage to cleanse out bad energy, but it doesn’t feel like there’s any here to begin with.

I strike a match and light the candle. The air is still and the flame steady. With wand in hand, I sit on the boulder, candle in front of me. The crow’s eyes are pinned on me. It stands next to the candle as if waiting for me to do something, but I have no idea what comes next.

Setting up the circle is about all the witchcraft I know. As for a specific ritual, which seems to be what these crows are expecting, I wouldn’t know where to start. 

My mom never wrote in her diary the words used to summon Elizabeth Treat, and I’m not sure that’s what I’m supposed to be doing anyway. Why would I need to speak to my ancestor?

Letting instinct take over, I gaze into the small flame of the tea candle. It’s soothing if nothing else. The longer I stare, the warmer the wand grows until it’s almost too hot to hold.

Nevertheless, I keep a firm grip on the wand and watch the flame dance on the candlewick. A second flame jumps off from the first, hangs in midair, and begins to morph into a shape. 

I inhale sharply, shrink back, and blink rapidly. The double image promptly disappears.

I must have been staring at the flame too long and it messed with my vision. My body buzzes in a way that tells me the image wasn’t in my head.

I stare at the flame again and let my mind wander. It goes to my mom. I close my eyes and try to conjure any memories I have of her, but all I can picture is the black-and-white photo. I hold that image in my head and open my eyes to find it staring back at me.

This time I don’t shrink away. My mother’s face is at eye level and she sits crossed-legged in the spot where my crow once stood. We’re mirror images of each other, only her colors are muted and her form translucent, the cornstalks visible through her body.

“Liza,” she says, her voice stronger than I expect, not wispy like a ghost’s.

That one word sends a whole wave of emotions rolling through me. The voice that I’ve never been able to remember is so familiar it makes my chest ache. A lump as thick as honey straight from the comb settles in my throat. I can’t speak.

“Liza,” my mom repeats, the longing in the way she says it rivaling the longing in her expression. 

She reaches out to touch my face, and I lean into it, only to feel a vague coolness on my cheek. It’s not the warm caress of a mother, but it’s magical all the same.

“Mom.” My voice cracks when I’m finally able to say the word to the person it belongs to.

“Liza.” It’s like all she can say is my name, but that’s okay. I’ll never get tired of hearing it.

All I want is for her to hold me. When I reach for the pale hand that is outstretched toward me, it’s a wash of cold that I fall right through.

“Mom.” The word is a sob.

“My Little Bird.” What I thought was an unflattering nickname holds nothing but love and affection when my mom says it. She places her cold hands on my legs. Somehow when she initiates the contact, she’s able to maintain it. “You’re not so little anymore.”

All of the millions of questions I’ve wanted to ask her over the years are bottled up in my throat. “I’m thirteen now, Mom.” It’s all I manage to say, like my age is the most important thing for her to know.

She lets out a sound that’s half laugh, half sob. “I know. It’s true what everyone says, the dead are able to watch over their loved ones. I’ve stayed connected with you all these years…you and your dad.”

“How?” I breathe out. I’m the one who sounds like a ghost.

“When you love someone enough that connection doesn’t die because your body does. I found a way.” Her body flickers and I get a glimpse of my crow before it flickers back into my mom.

“You’re my crow.” I feel like I’m wasting all my time on stupid things, but it’s all my brain can manage right now.

“She was my familiar when I was alive,” my mom explains. “She’s stayed alive all these years to allow me to be close to you.”

My mom flickers again and disappears altogether with no sign of the crow.

“Mom!” I desperately hold out my hand to where she was. “Don’t go!”

She flashes back, dimmer than before, the cornstalks more prominent behind her.

“I wish we had more time.” She sounds faraway, ghostlike. “I want you to know how proud I am of you and the young woman you’ve become. You’ve made some hard choices lately, but they’ve been the right ones.” I hear in her voice that she knows what’s been going on—all of it.

“It doesn’t always feel like the right thing,” I admit. “I keep messing everything up, like I don’t know how to be friends with anyone. Like I don’t know how to be alive in this world sometimes. I get in this bubble where it’s like the world is happening around me and I’m not really in it.” 

I’m a feather’s width from completely breaking down, but I dig deep to hold in the sobs so I can talk with my mom in the time we have left.

Tears shine on her face. “I used to struggle with that, too. It never goes away, but keep fighting. Talk with someone about it. Your dad and Candy love you. They will know how to help.”

I reach for my mom’s fading form. “I can talk to you, too. Through the crow.” Now that I know the crow is connected to my mom, surely we can do this again.

“Oh, my Little Bird.” My mom sighs so quietly I barely hear it. “Crows don’t live forever. And my familiar has already been alive longer than natural. She won’t last beyond this night.”

I look around at the circle of birds. “But there are others. So many others. Can’t you come to me through them?”

“I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way.” My mother is almost gone, her form disappearing, and I feel our connection slipping away. “But I’m with you always, crow or no crow.” 

She presses her barely-there hand to my heart, and I hold my hand over hers. The cold of her touch isn’t strong enough to make it through the layers of my costume.

“Mom, stay with me.” Tears flow from my eyes, making it harder to see what’s left of my mom.

“I’m with you…always.” I can’t see her anymore. Her voice is less than a whisper. “Ask for help, and keep fighting, no matter how hard it feels. You have so much to look forward to, my Liza, my Little Bird.” Her voice drifts to silence.

Our connection breaks with a gust of wind that blows out the candle and steals my breath. 

The air comes back into my lungs in heaving sobs that have me doubled over. My secret wish to have one more chance to talk to my mom has come true, but it breaks my heart in a whole new way. 

Before when I couldn’t remember her, not having her here was an empty hole, gaping but too dark for me to see what I was missing. Now that hole is filled with light—my mom’s love. I’m losing her all over again, and this time I see what I’ve really lost.

Yet her words are a gift. They’re what I’ve wanted to hear ever since I broke off my friendship with Abby. That someone I love—someone who knows what really happened and how I’ve been feeling—believes I can keep fighting. That it’s worth it to keep fighting. 

I manage to sit up and wipe my face with my sleeve. The body of my crow—my mom’s familiar—lies dead next to the extinguished candle. I pick her up as gently as if she were a fragile egg. A fresh wave of sobs consumes me.

I remember from my mom’s diary that Candy went to a crossroads to bury the candle from their ritual. 

But first I must close the circle, something I learned about in the books. After that’s done, I set to work at digging a hole with a flat rock at the crossroads of two paths in the maze. I place the crow’s body and the candle stub in the shallow grave. As for the wand, I tuck that into my sleeve for safekeeping.

The other crows stand still as death as they watch.

With one last pat of dirt, I say a prayer of my own making. The tears have dried into a salty mess on my face, and I’m sure Cameron’s make-up job is a fright. 

When I stand, the crows fly up just above the top of the cornstalks and make three circles. Their caws sound like mourning, and it reaches deep into my soul.

I’m so tired, my body sags with exhaustion. For a single moment, I consider lying down on the boulder where my mom appeared and falling into a deep sleep. 

Then I remember my mom’s words, and I choose to take a step onto the path facing north, toward my home. I find the strength for another step, and I vow to take one step at a time until I make it out of this maze.
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Chapter 41

Out of the Maze

When I finally stumble out of the maze, there’s a crowd of people waiting for me. The scene is strange with the volunteers still in their costumes, so it’s like I’ve stepped into a world inhabited by creatures of the night. 

Daya and Cameron rush over when they spot me, their faces screwed up with worry. 

“Liza!” Daya wraps me in a hug. “We’re so sorry we left you behind. One minute you were there behind us, and the next you weren’t. We tried to backtrack and find you, but we couldn’t. And your phone kept going right to voicemail.”

Over by the ticket stand, Felicity sees me and frantically shakes Candy, who is talking to a man. I can’t make out who he is until he steps out of the shadow that’s obscuring him. It’s my dad. Cameron puts his arm around my shoulders and steers me to them.

It’s disorientating being back among so many people. I blink at the light from the stand and the waning fire. The noise is a lot, too, with voices and tires crunching on dirt as cars pull out of the parking lot. 

Part of me feels like I’m still on the boulder with my mom. My mom. I can’t believe I saw her tonight.

Candy and Felicity hug me first, while my dad awkwardly stands there. When he does hug me, it’s surprisingly tight.

He drops a light kiss on my forehead. “You had me worried, Little Bird.”

“Little Bird?” I repeat. He’s never called me that before. It’s odd that he would use it tonight when my mom also said it.

“Your mom used to call you that,” he says in a husky voice. “I couldn’t bear to use it after she died. Halloween was her favorite holiday. I’ve been thinking about her a lot lately. And I think maybe you have, too?”

The uncertainty of him guessing at what I’ve been thinking about is obvious, but it feels like a lifeline, like he’s finally noticed I’ve been running on low battery and he’s reaching out with a power cord. And he’s talking about my mom.

I nod and bury my face in his shirt and breathe in its earthy scent.

Once it’s established that I’m okay, everyone wants to know what happened. I make the boring excuse of having gotten lost in the maze without a map. I claim I didn’t have cell service, so I couldn’t call anyone. 

Daya and Cameron pull me aside to apologize again.

“You didn’t run into Abby, did you?” she asks. “There was no sign of her when we got back here, and we worried she found you in the maze.”

I reassure them I was only lost, but their searching gazes tell me they know I’m hiding something. Maybe I’ll share what happened with them one day, but not tonight. Tonight I’m too tired. 

Susan, still dressed as a witch, puts out the remains of the fire with a bucket of water. The last stragglers that were hanging out in the parking lot leave. 

I say good-bye to my friends before turning to Candy. “Did I ruin your plans tonight?” 

“Of course not. You could never ruin anything.” Candy squeezes me in one more hug. “Come and see me at the shop tomorrow?”

Her eyes hold a lot of questions, and I’m guessing she knows I didn’t get lost in the maze.

My dad and I walk to the house together, him holding my hand like I’m a little kid. I don’t mind. He follows me to the kitchen where I get a glass of water and drink the whole thing in a series of long gulps.

When I’m done, he stares at me like he hasn’t seen me in a long time. “I have some clothes of your mom’s that I packed away. I’ve been saving them for when you were big enough. Would you like to take a look at them soon?”

The thoughtfulness of saving my mom’s clothing is something I thought was beyond my dad. My heart flutters in my chest over the gesture.

“Yes,” I whisper. “I’d like that.”

He nods in a formal way, acting much more like my dad, and heads to his room. 

In the bathroom, I wash the remnants of make-up off my face and stare at myself in the mirror. It is like seeing my mom. I was never able to see it until now.

The ache in my chest is worse than ever. Now that the crow is gone, my mom is truly gone from this world. I feel the loss of her spirit deep in my soul. 

I touch my hand to my chest, like my mom did back in the maze, and remind myself that she’s there in my heart. And in my dad’s and Candy’s, too. She lives on in all the people who knew her, like my bus driver and all the random people from town I see at the farm stand who mention her, and in so many others I’ve never met. 

We hold her alive in our memories—even me, though I don’t properly remember her. My heart remembers her.
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Chapter 42

In the Moment

On the cusp of waking up, I dream I’m a crow, flying high in a blue sky, the farmhouse and the fields far below while I ride the wind. 

When I open my eyes, I feel refreshed in a way I haven’t felt in a long time, refreshed but with a new sadness settled in my chest. 

I’ve been mourning my mom for most of my life. It’s an old scar I’m familiar with, always there but faded with time. Seeing her last night, losing her all over again, has picked that wound fresh. I’ll have new scars from this. Not that I would take it back; last night’s joy is worth the pain I face this morning.

I pull my mom’s diary out from under my pillow, where I also tucked away the wand, and read the final entry.

July 3

Ben and I had a fight about whether to turn Liza’s car seat forward-facing. Now that I’ve written what the fight was about, it seems silly, but it didn’t feel silly in the moment. 

Now that Liza’s 3, Ben thought it was time to let her face forward. I’ll admit her legs do look a little scrunched up, but she hasn’t reached the weight requirement, so I insisted we leave the seat as is. He thinks I’m babying her.

Maybe I am. Every day I feel the bittersweet emotions of her growing up, thrilled with each milestone but sad to move on to the next stage. I’m not ready for my Little Bird to fly. 

But the car seat felt like something more. When Ben suggested it, a chill ran through me, even though my skin was sweating from the summer heat. I couldn’t let him do it. Maybe I’m overreacting, but I feel it in my bones that it’s not time.

I asked him to trust me, and he does, though I think he’s still mad. He was particularly quiet this evening. I’ll make sure we settle the quarrel before bed. We try not to go to bed mad at each other.

I look back at the date of July 3 and feel lightheaded. It was the next night, on the 4th of July, on the way home from a picnic that a drunk driver ran my mom’s car off the road. From what little I know of the accident, I probably would have died if my mom agreed to turn the car seat around. My mom’s premonition saved my life. I wish she’d had one to save herself. 

Tears pool in my eyes, blurring my vision. I rest my head on the pillow and let them come, washing away any bad feelings I was holding onto after reading her early entries where she was less than excited about being pregnant. I now know how much she loved me…loves me still.

The sun is high when I finally make it out of bed. My dad is long gone. Pumpkin season is over, but there’s Christmas tree season to prepare for. 

There’s a note on the kitchen table that says there are pancakes in the fridge. I didn’t know my dad knew how to make pancakes, but sure enough, there’s a tinfoil packet of them on the top shelf. 

I heat them up and pour on the good maple syrup. They taste as good as they smell.

After doing a little of my much-neglected homework, I head out to Candy’s shop. The world looks extra bright, and I’m present in a whole new way as I race down the streets on my bike.

The wind whips my face and fans my hair out behind me. The sun shines warm on my back, radiating into my black sweatshirt, the one with Van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows. I hop off the bike at the back gate to Candy’s garden and guide it onto the path, leaving it leaning against the back fence. Randi greets me with an obnoxious honk.

“Nice to see you, too,” I say to the goose. By instinct, I glance around for my crow before I remember it is no more. 

My mood deflates further as I enter the shop. It’s very quiet and all the plants have been rearranged. I spot several fairies peeking out from behind the leaves.

Candy greets me with a bigger hug than normal. “Tea?”

“Sure.” I can smell that she’s already made it, so I don’t know why she bothers asking.

We settle down with cranberry green tea and orange cranberry scones. 

“What’s with all the cranberry?” I ask. It’s a good way to avoid talking about last night.

“Now that Halloween is over, I was in a Thanksgiving mood.” She takes a bite of scone and follows it up with a sip of tea as if to prove her devotion to the holiday.

I quietly sip my own tea while avoiding eye contact. 

I hear the clink as Candy sets her cup in the saucer. Then she clears her throat. “Are you going to tell me what happened last night in the corn maze?”

“Do I have to?” I don’t mean for the reply to come out so sullen.

Candy surprises me by saying, “No.”

“No?” I look at her to find her eyebrows pinched together. “Really?”

“Really.” She reaches out to pat my hand where it’s holding the handle of my teacup. She cups her hands around my free one and leaves them there. They’re so warm compared to how cold my mom’s felt last night. “But I hope you tell me about it when you’re ready.”

“Okay.” I will tell her…one day. 

She smiles, but her forehead scrunches up with wrinkles. “I’ve been worried about you. Lately there are times you seem…faraway.” She pauses and then says quietly, “I saw the cards you pulled: the tower, reversed strength, and the eight of cups.”

“Oh, you saw those.” Of course she did. I’m not sure she’ll answer me, but I ask anyway, “What did they say about me?”

She sighs long and low. “They confirmed what I already knew. That you’ve been having a hard time…with your friends I’m guessing. But with something else, too?” 

Candy is offering an invitation to talk—to really talk—not just gloss over everything like I’ve been doing. It’s my fault for messing with her tarot deck.

I pick at my scone. I don't want to talk about how I’ve been feeling; I'm not sure I know how to. Then I remember what my mom said, how she used to feel this way and how I should talk to someone about it.

“Abby and I aren’t friends anymore.” I figure it’s a good place to start. “I don’t think we’ll ever be friends again.”

I tell her about what happened between us, not all the details of what happened with Nate, but enough of them. No one comes into the shop to interrupt us, so I have her full attention. Then I get to the hard stuff about the bubble I find myself in sometimes.

“That’s a good way to describe it,” she says once I’m done. “Thank you for telling me.” She hasn’t let go of my hand this whole time. “Would you be willing to talk to someone else about it?”

“Like a school counselor?” I ask reluctantly, thinking of the one I used to see in elementary school.

“If you want to, but there are other options.”

“Like a therapist?” I think that’s what she means, but I didn’t realize that was an option for me.

“Yes. I can talk to mine for a referral for someone who works with teens.” She’s watching me carefully, like I’m a potion that might bubble over at any moment, though she’s trying not to show it.

But I’m not angry or upset at her suggestion, more intrigued. “You go to a therapist?”

“I do.” She finally moves her hand off mine to drink her tea, which I’m sure is cold by now. “She’s helped me through a lot, especially after your mom died.”

“You’ve been seeing a therapist for that long.” It’s hard to wrap my head around that, given that it’s a good part of my entire life.

“When I need to. It was after your mom died that I first started. I probably should have gone before that, but it wasn’t until something really bad happened that I even thought to try therapy.”

“Do you think it will help me?” I squish a piece of scone between my fingers and watch the crumbs fall on the plate.

“I think it can. It takes work, emotional work, but it’s worth it…at least it is for me.”

“Okay.”

Candy doesn’t need more than that to jump at the opportunity, though she does make an effort to restrain her enthusiasm. 

“Okay. I’ll ask about it this week.” She checks her phone. “I see her on Wednesday.” 

She gets up to clear our dishes, but then she looks at me, puts everything back on the table, and bends to hug me. “I’m so proud of you.”

Luckily the shop bell jingles before Candy gets me all emotional. I’m ready to be done with all of this heavy stuff for now. 

“It’s just me!” Felicity’s high voice rings out before Candy makes it through the beaded curtain. 

My aunts try to hide the silent conversation they’re having in an exchange of looks, but I catch them at it anyway. It’s probably about me, but that’s okay. It shows they care.

Once we’re done cleaning up and there still aren’t any customers, Candy decides to close early and suggests we go out to eat. We decide on a place we can walk to across the green. 

Out in the garden, while Candy locks up, movement on top of the fence catches my attention. I shield my eyes against the bright sun and spot a bird standing on a fencepost. 

It’s standing still, the distinct color of the jet black feathers familiar to me. 

My heart skips a beat as I realize it’s a crow. It’s a little bit smaller than my mom’s—I had begun to think of it as mine, but it was always my mom’s. When the bird on the fencepost raises its wings, I see they’re sleek, not a mark on them. 

It looks right at me with intelligent eyes. I swear it would understand me if I talked to it. Then it lets out a caw and flies up into the blue sky. I watch it head north in the direction of my house until I can no longer see it. 

My aunts have walked past me to the gate when Candy calls, “You coming, Liza?”

I pull my gaze from the empty sky and join them, thinking of all I’ve lost and gained in the last couple of months. I think of my unfinished work: the portrait of my mom that’s almost ready for me to give to Candy and the crow painting in the studio. I think of my friends and what we’ll wear the next time we have an opportunity to dress up.

Felicity’s raucous laughter over something Candy says reminds me to stay out of my bubble. I put my thoughts away for now and enjoy all of what my aunts have to give and all that I have to offer them in this moment.
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