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      Dain pulled up to the old house. It was just as he remembered it, though it had been years since he’d been there. Rosemary’s grandmother had warned him off, and he wasn’t fool enough to mess with someone as powerful as Galderall Thorn.

      Even now, he was wary of ringing the bell in case she answered and blasted him to another realm.

      He parked the car and began unloading boxes.

      His daughter’s things.

      Rosemary’s things.

      He knew he didn’t deserve them – these women who had somehow become the most important part of the tornado of his life.

      He had wronged them too many times – stole from them, lied to them, left them, only to return again and start the whole cycle over. Dain had wanted things to be different, every single time, and yet there was only so much he could control.

      This was the least he could do – pack their things into boxes and drive them over here. Rosemary even said he could keep the car and sell it. She knew him too well – knew he would need the money. Dain sighed.

      The last box was loaded onto the porch and he could hear them inside – Rosemary and Athena – talking. Their voices were soothing to him. They anchored him here in this world where he had no real place.

      He wanted to see them, but he was afraid of the old woman, and something seemed to be holding him back.

      It must be Galderall’s power. She’s trying to keep me away from her family…from my family.

      It wasn’t strong enough to stop him and his instinct was to push through, but he hesitated again, unsure whether they would want to see him or not.

      Hesitation was unusual for Dain, who’d never had any particular form of self-control. It must be the magic making me hold back, he thought, and that was enough to get him to push through, no matter how scared he was of Granny Thorn.

      He reached up to the door and knocked. Then he turned around. He could hear it. From far away, a familiar sound, roaring towards him faster than anything of this world.

      Oh no…they’ve found me.

      A swirling mist appeared, enveloping Dain in white, and he disappeared from the human world.
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      “Mum!” Athena yelled down the stairs. “Where’s my green jersey?”

      “How am I supposed to know?” Rosemary called from the kitchen. “Come and have your toast before it gets cold. We’re running out of time!”

      Athena clomped down the stairs. “I have absolutely no good clothes and this school doesn’t have a uniform like St Maria’s did.”

      The black fluffy kitten that had been hovering around Rosemary’s feet crossed the floor to greet Athena, who immediately went to the fridge to feed her.

      “Little fuzzball is taking a liking to you,” said Rosemary.

      “When are you going to give her a proper name?” Athena asked. “She’s supposed to be your familiar, but she definitely likes me more. Maybe I’ll name her…hmm, how about Serpentine?”

      “Eat some breakfast,” said Rosemary, brandishing toast. “The cat can wait.”

      “Fine,” said Athena, grabbing a piece. “What can’t wait is finding my jersey. Can’t you do a magic summoning trick or something?”

      “You know that has only worked a few times,” said Rosemary. “And only by accident when I was actually looking at the thing.”

      “Please? Just try. You should be experimenting with your magic – learning it properly.”

      “Oh, fine.”

      Rosemary closed her eyes and imagined Athena’s forest green jumper. She held out her arms and willed it to come to her.

      There was a rustling sound and Rosemary felt quietly optimistic for a moment, until a pillowy force smashed into her, knocking the plate of toast off the bench and sending her hurtling to the floor.

      Rosemary opened her eyes in shock. “What the—?” She looked around. “Don’t tell me I was just bowled over by a wall of fabric?!”

      “That was kind of awesome,” said Athena, peering at her mother over a pile of blankets, cushions, and throws. “I mean, I know you didn’t intend to do that, but it’s a bit like those really random super powers – you have control over all cloth-based materials or something.”

      “Oh, stop it. I do not,” said Rosemary. “I just don’t know what I’m doing with this magic stuff. Although it’s just as well my super-strength seems to be only in response to danger or I’d have broken all the tea cups by now.”

      Athena sighed. “It’s so not fair that you have all the power and can’t be bothered learning to use it.”

      Rosemary looked around at the pile of fabric and shrugged.

      They both laughed.

      “You know that feeling,” said Rosemary. “When you’re riding high, confident and full of a sense of empowered purpose?”

      “Not really,” said Athena, offering her mother a hand and pulling her up. “Is that how you’re feeling? Because if it is I want whatever is in your tea!”

      “No,” said Rosemary with a frown. “That’s how I felt after I unleashed the family magic and defeated that vampire brat. I want it back. It’s like just when I’m starting to think I’ve finally mastered this life business, I’m suddenly back to square one and Monday mornings. Why is that?”

      “Neuropsychology?” Athena suggested. “But at least you don’t have to go to work. You got fired, remember?”

      “Don’t remind me! I need to start applying for jobs. Who knows when this inheritance business will get sorted. And I really need to master this magic stuff before it all backfires on me in a much worse and less fabric-oriented way.”

      “You’ll get the hang of it,” said Athena with a giggle. “Besides, it worked.” She held up her jersey, lifting it out of the pile. “It must have been in the parlour with all these cushions and throws.”

      “Well, that’s something, I guess. Next time I need a wall of fabric to smash into me, I know what to do.” Rosemary glanced at the wall clock. “Oh no.”

      “What?”

      “Look at the time!”

      “Let’s go then,” Athena said, picking up another piece of toast from the plate that had clattered very gracefully to the floor, right-side up, no doubt supported by the delightful magic of Thorn Manor.

      They raced to the car. Granny’s old and elegant Rolls Royce started with a purr and Rosemary drove them quickly towards the school, instructed by Athena who was following the directions on her phone to avoid her mother getting them lost again.

      Rosemary pulled up in front of the old castle-like stone buildings.

      “Seriously?” she said.

      “What?” Athena asked.

      “It’s like you’re about to join Miss Cackle’s Academy or something.”

      “What did you expect in Myrtlewood?” Athena asked. “Because this is pretty much what I was anticipating.”

      “I hope you don’t have to make potions with gross newt’s eyes,” Rosemary said. “Do you want me to come in with you?”

      “I’d rather gnaw off my own arm,” said Athena.

      “Harsh!”

      “Mum, you do realise this is my opportunity to make a first impression at a new school, right? Parents are not cool.”

      “Fine,” said Rosemary. “But don’t blame me if you get lost and can’t find anything.”

      “I don’t think you have a good track record when it comes to senses of direction,” said Athena. “I’m probably better off without you!”

      “You have a point,” said Rosemary. She reached over and hugged her daughter goodbye from the safe distance of the car, so as not to tarnish Athena’s reputation. She watched as the sixteen-year-old made her way towards the ornate building, sporting a significant number of towers and clad in large swathes of ivy.

      She had a pang of pride, watching her daughter waltz confidently into her new school. This was followed by the sting of longing for the life Rosemary could have had if things had been different.

      What if I’d grown up in Myrtlewood with Granny, rather than with my extremely religious parents in St Austell?

      What if I’d gone to school here? What would my life have been like?

      With a strange sense of emptiness, Rosemary drove the few blocks back into Myrtlewood village, parking next to the tea shop. She was more than ready for a pick-me-up. What she wasn’t prepared for was seeing a certain gentleman sitting inside, watching her arrive as if he’d been waiting for her.
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      “Mister Burk,” Rosemary said as she entered the tea shop.

      Burk put down the newspaper that he was clearly no longer reading.

      “Rosemary,” he responded.

      It took a moment for it to dawn on Rosemary that Burk, as a vampire, should surely be fizzling up into dust. She stared at him in horror. “But it’s day time!”

      “Indeed it is.”

      “Wha—” Rosemary stuttered, panicking, as she expected Burk to disappear at any moment.

      “Marjie has UV resistant glass,” Burk explained. “And an underground entrance through her cellar.”

      “Oh,” said Rosemary in relief. “Of course she does,”

      She looked around for Marjie, who was nowhere to be seen.

      “Do you have a minute to talk?” Burk asked.

      Rosemary blushed, remembering the few fleeting moments of intimacy she’d shared with the elegant vampire. Nothing had happened, and Rosemary didn’t date – not with her track record. She was worried Burk was about to suggest they start something.

      Her mind raced with excuses and possibilities as she recalled the awkward conversation she’d had a few days before with Liam, her old teenage flame, where he’d asked her out and she’d had to decline. Things had been weird with him after that. Liam had been distant and awkward. The last thing she wanted was additional weirdness – from her lawyer!

      “Uhh…umm,” said Rosemary. “I’m kind of busy.”

      It was a total lie. Now that she’d dropped Athena off at school, the only things occupying her were the utter emptiness of her day, her challenging financial situation, and how to get control of her magic…All things that were not as immediate as her desire for a nice cup of Marjie’s special tea and a slice of lemon cake.

      “It won’t take long,” Burk assured her. “But you could make an appointment to see me at my office if you prefer.”

      “Your office?!” Rosemary asked, shocked at what she assumed he was suggesting.

      “Yes,” said Burk wryly. “You know, my office, across the square where I practice law, including administering your grandmother’s estate. Remember that?”

      “Oh,” said Rosemary. “Of course. You want to talk to me about that stuff.”

      “That stuff,” said Burk, his voice dry yet amused. “Yes. I have some updates for you. It would be more professional to meet in my office, but I reasoned that since you’re here…”

      “So what’s the news?” Rosemary asked, blushing even more at her arrogance for assuming that Burk must surely be asking her out. He was a gorgeous, educated man who wore nice suits. He had a very, very long undead existence ahead of him – not to mention the age gap!

      Burk probably thinks of me as a little child, Rosemary thought, her blush deepening.

      “Are you quite alright?” he asked. “You look flushed.”

      “Yes, just feeling a bit warm.”

      “You’re not coming down with a fever, are you?” Burk said, raising his cool palm to her head in a slightly paternal gesture.

      “No, really,” said Rosemary. “I’m fine.”

      “There you are!” said Marjie, bustling over to give Rosemary a kiss on the cheek. “I was busy out the back. You know, now that it’s spring and wedding season, I’m overrun with catering orders!”

      Rosemary smiled at her Granny’s old friend with the wild curly red hair, who had quickly become one of her and Athena’s closest friends in Myrtlewood.

      Beeping sounded from the kitchen.

      “Help yourself to anything from behind the counter, dear,” said Marjie. “I need to get the jam tarts out of the oven before they burn! And then I need to ice the cupcakes!”

      Rosemary looked back at Burk as Marjie disappeared into the kitchen.

      “You were saying?” she prompted. “What lawyerly things do you have to tell me? Please say it’s good news.”

      Rosemary was dreading what might happen if the money from Granny didn’t come through soon. She was up to her neck in debt, due almost entirely to Athena’s father, Dain.

      “It is, I’d say,” said Burk. “The estate of Galderall Thorn is being processed now. A significant sum of money will be incoming shortly.”

      “Oh my gods! That’s fantastic!” said Rosemary. “There seemed to be such a big delay before, I wondered if it was ever going to come through.”

      “Well, you’ve now been cleared of murder,” said Burk. “That helped.”

      “And how exactly do you clear someone of murder when an ancient child vampire, a secret society of supernatural beings, and a giant apparition of a dragon are involved?” Rosemary asked.

      Burk shrugged. “The Myrtlewood authorities have their way of doing things. It’s slightly…different from the way mundane society functions, but it works.”

      “Well, to celebrate, I’m having cake!” Rosemary announced. “Do you want anything?” she asked Burk.

      “I’m fine here,” he said, waving his hand over his coffee.

      “Oh, that’s right, I forgot. You can’t eat normal food. Erm, by normal I mean human, uhh…do you count as—never mind. It’s just as well Marjie can whip up those enchantments to make things err…palatable for you. Though I wouldn’t have the faintest idea how⁠—”

      Burk cleared his throat.

      “Sorry,” said Rosemary, aware she had been growing redder in the face as the rambled. “I really need Athena around at times like these to stop me.”

      “It’s fine,” said Burk, looking amused. He took a sip of his beverage and Rosemary wondered briefly if his coffee had to be enchanted too, but decided it might be rude to ask. After all, vampires were very private beings.

      “I’ll just…” she said and got up to help herself to a large slice of lemon curd sponge from behind the counter.

      She was still behind the counter, about to head back over to the table to sit with Burk and maybe convince him to divulge some more information about the timing of the aforementioned great pile of funds, when the door opened. Mr June, the mayor, waltzed in, his oily hair sticking to his forehead and his long purple cape looking slightly more crinkled than usual.

      “A large slice of carrot cake if you please, love,” he said, tipping his hat to Rosemary. “I didn’t know you’d been hired.”

      “I haven’t,” Rosemary said, raising her hands in innocence. “Marjie just told me to help myself while she’s busy icing cupcakes.”

      Marjie popped her head around the kitchen door at that moment. “You could help Mr June as well, dear, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure,” said Rosemary, fetching another plate so that she could serve the Myrtlewood mayor a slice of carrot cake. She took it over to his table, and then carried her own cake back to where Burk was sitting.

      “So,” she said, after savouring a few mouthfuls of the delicious light, tart, and creamy sponge. “What kind of timing are you expecting?”

      “Excuse me?” Burk asked.

      “For the estate to be fully processed.”

      “It could be weeks,” Burk said. “Two months, tops. It just needs to be checked by a handful of lawyers and bureaucrats. These things tend to take an unreasonable amount of time.”

      Rosemary nodded, feeling her heart fall. She was already skint and Athena needed new clothing, especially as Myrtlewood school didn’t have a uniform and teenagers needed to have at least a few decent outfits to cycle through.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” Burk asked.

      “What are you, my mother?” Rosemary retorted. “I’m fine.”

      “Ten minutes ago you looked flushed and now you look pale. Humans as so changeable and so…fragile.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Rosemary. “I may be many things. Changeable, sure, but fragile? Certainly not. I’ve been through a lot in my life and I’m tough as nails.”

      Burk smiled and returned to reading his paper.

      Rosemary tried to stifle her sigh. She wasn’t fragile, exactly, but she was broke. The debt just kept piling up and her credit was so bad she couldn’t even hope to get another loan to tide her over for a few months.

      It took Rosemary a while of dwelling on her financial woes before she remembered she still had a few questions to ask the lawyer.

      “Burk,” she said, trying to be polite and maintain distance all at the same time.

      “Yes?”

      “When we first met…Umm, how do I say this?”

      “You suspected me of killing your grandmother?” Burk suggested.

      Rosemary blanched again. “Well, kind of. The thing is, you seemed to want me to sell the house – at our very first meeting. Later on, that seemed suspicious. I just wanted to know why.”

      Burk looked slightly embarrassed. “I simply thought you were so young and metropolitan compared to the old country lifestyle we have around here. I assumed you’d prefer to live in a city. That’s all.”

      Rosemary spluttered as she sipped her tea. “It’s funny,” she said. “I don’t feel young at all, but I guess by comparison…” Her words trailed off, as she wasn’t sure it was polite to refer to a vampire as excessively old, even if he was. “Is that really the reason?” she asked, raising an eyebrow quizzically.

      Burk sighed. “Not entirely. I also suspected there was danger connected to the house and that the Bloodstone Society was involved. I suppose I felt…protective of y—your family and wanted you and your daughter to be safe.”

      “That’s kind of you,” said Rosemary, wondering if Burk had boundary issues.

      “I also suppose I felt guilty,” Burk said.

      “Guilty?”

      “Yes. That something had happened to my client, Madame Thorn, at what I suspected was the hands of my old enemy.”

      Rosemary smiled in what she thought was a reassuring way.

      Yes, definitely boundary issues, she thought.
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      Athena was relieved her mother hadn’t insisted on coming in with her. High school was hard enough without parents there. They’d managed to sort out her enrollment the week before, over the phone, despite the school apparently being closed for the spring festival of Imbolc. Strangely, they hadn’t needed any documentation of the kind that Rosemary had been required to provide at other schools. In fact, Myrtlewood Academy had all the documentation of the Thorn family they’d needed. All Athena had to do was turn up and make herself known at reception so that she could be shown to her class.

      It sounded simple, but it really wasn’t.

      Athena had experienced so many awkward, isolating, humiliating, and generally uncomfortable things at the various schools she’d attended over the years, as they’d moved around so much.

      Every one of those bad school memories seemed to be haunting her as she walked through the courtyard between the big old stone buildings, following signs for reception.

      To make matters worse, she hadn’t figured out how to turn off the buzzing in her head which was interrupted occasionally by the errant thoughts of people around her. This made her paranoid that she would seem utterly bonkers to her new classmates. She’d asked Finnigan to help her master the telepathy that he seemed to understand so well, but nothing he’d said had made a difference so far.

      Finnigan…

      That was the other thing plaguing her mind. She kept thinking about him – the boy who had appeared in her life out of nowhere, only to make a very deep and lasting impression.

      Athena wasn’t used to having feelings for people. Indeed, she’d sometimes wondered if it was a part of her that was missing. While her peers had often talked with dazed expressions about their crushes, including celebrities they’d never met, Athena had never liked anyone in that way. She barely even had any friends, let alone romantic relationships. It had niggled at her for a long time that there must be something badly wrong with her, and the voices she heard only added to that concern.

      But Finnigan understands. He’s got the same ability – or curse – or whatever it is.

      She wished that he attended Myrtlewood Academy, but alas, he’d informed her that his education was carried out somewhere a little further afield.

      So here she was, starting a new school yet again, knowing no one, and to make matters worse, this was clearly a magical school in a magical town and she had the magical aptitude of a broken radio.

      Athena entered through the doors marked ‘reception’ to find a big carved wooden counter. Behind it sat a rather small woman wearing a sage green cardigan over a pale-pink-and-cream polka-dotted dress. The dress had a Peter Pan collar, making the woman appear even more childlike, despite the obvious lines on her face and her grey hair. She appeared to be so busy with the papers on her desk that she didn’t notice anyone come in.

      Athena cleared her throat. “Excuse me,” she said.

      The receptionist looked up, over her horn-rimmed spectacles. “Greetings. How may I help you?” she said in a high and croaky voice, flashing a reptilian smile.

      “I’m Athena Thorn. It’s my first day. I was told to come here.”

      “Thorn…Thorn…” the woman muttered, licking her index finger with a rather long tongue and rifling through a stack of papers. “Ah yes. Here you are. Nice to meet you. I’m Marla Twigg – Ms Twigg to the students.”

      “Twigg?” said Athena. The name sounded familiar.

      “Yes,” said Ms Twigg, batting her eyelashes. “You’re probably wondering whether I’m related to the famous historian, Agatha Twigg.”

      “Oh, Agatha. That’s right,” Athena said. “We met her down at the pub.”

      Ms Twigg looked slightly ruffled at that response, clearly expecting more awe in the recognition.

      “Oh…umm,” Athena continued. “She’s a historian? Actually, come to think of it, I was looking at a book by A. C. Twigg the other day…and…err she came to our house for dinner once, but I didn’t realise…” Athena stopped, realising she was rambling like her mother. “Uh...Are you related?” she asked.

      “She’s my aunt,” said Ms Twigg proudly. “She’s quite well known, you know. But I suppose your family is too. The Thorns are infamous in these parts.”

      She said all this with a generous smile, but her words only increased Athena’s sense of dread.

      The family is famous…but I’m utterly useless. Mum is the one with magic and all I have is a buzzing sound in my head!

      “Follow me,” said Ms Twigg, hopping off her rather tall chair and gesturing out to the foyer. Athena was startled to find the woman was even smaller than she’d realised, and only came up to just above her waist. She followed her along the wood-panelled hallway.

      “You’re very early, you know,” said Ms Twigg.

      “I thought I was late,” Athena said. “Why are there no other students around?”

      “We start mid-morning, usually.”

      “But the website said…” Athena stared.

      Ms Twigg gave a small, shrill, laugh. “I forget we have a website. It’s compulsory for all schools in the district or the country or something. It has standard information so that we don’t look suspicious to the mundane folk.”

      “Oh,” said Athena, nodding. “Of course. Does that mean school finishes late, too?”

      “No, it simply means we bend time if we have to – to get through the lessons. School must finish promptly at 3:15 p.m. or we’d all be late for our afternoon tea, wouldn’t we?”

      “But why⁠—?”

      “Nobody likes mornings,” said Ms Twigg, as if it was all perfectly obvious. “Here is the library.”

      Athena peered into the large high-ceilinged room filled with enormous old wooden bookshelves laden with books.

      “Wow,” Athena said. “That’s awesome.”

      Ms Twigg smiled at her, clearly savouring the response. “Thank you. It is my library. I am also the librarian here.”

      “Cool,” said Athena.

      “Is it?” Ms Twigg asked. “It actually feels rather muggy in here, for February anyway.”

      Athena thought Ms Twigg was making a rather naff joke at first, but quickly realised there was no humour involved. The response reminded her of Ferg and other odd characters she’d met around Myrtlewood. For a moment Athena felt like she was on another planet. She chose not to explain her remark, as it clearly wasn’t worth her effort. Instead, she silently followed Ms Twigg around the school, baffled by half the things the small woman said.

      “The planetarium is through that way, along the eastern corridor, and I’m sure, being a Thorn, you’ll be keen on the herbarium – it’s around the back of the building on the southern side. Your grandmother was a maverick with herbs.”

      Mis Twigg continued on, gesturing around and naming half a dozen other “arium” type places Athena did not quite comprehend and immediately forgot.

      “Here is your hearth room,” said Ms Twigg, leading Athena to a particular door, though by this time she had no idea where in the sprawling building she was or how she’d gotten there.

      “My what?” Athena asked.

      “You know – the room you start the day with. Your main classroom.”

      “Oh…great,” said Athena. “Kind of like a form room or homeroom?”

      Ms Twigg gave her a blank look and then turned on her sage green heels and strode away.

      Well, that was rather abrupt, Athena thought, worried that she’d somehow disappointed the receptionist-slash-librarian and dreading that there was only more embarrassment to come.
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      Athena pushed open the hearth room door to find the room empty. It could have almost been an ordinary classroom at an ordinary school, except there were only a handful of desks arranged in a semi-circle, facing towards a large oak table laden with books, unusual vessels, and all sorts of objects bearing a vague resemblance to bizarre chemistry equipment. Behind the table there appeared to be a large pile of rags, but when Athena’s eyes came to rest on them she could have sworn they were moving.

      No. They were definitely moving.

      The rags roared loudly, making Athena jump. She lost her balance, knocking over a desk. It clattered loudly to the floor and Athena felt creeping panic. Surely, whatever the creature in front of her was, it must have heard her.

      Finding her balance, she looked back in horror at the unknown beast and watched as some of the rags slid back in the form of a hood. A very old face with a very large white beard emerged, with little bright blue eyes, blinking up at Athena in surprise.

      “Oh, sorry,” Athena said.

      The old man cleared his throat. “Hello there,” he said in a kindly voice. “And who might you be?

      Athena stuttered for a moment before muttering, “I’m Athena Thorn.”

      He gave her a serious, squinty look and then rummaged around on the chaotic table in front of him, which Athena realised must surely be his desk, until he found a small pair of round-lensed spectacles that reminded her a little of the Beatles.

      He put these on and squinted at Athena again.

      “Thorn. Hah! Indeed you are. Related to old Galdie, rest her spirit.”

      “That’s my great grandmother,” Athena said, nodding. “And I don’t think her spirit is getting much rest. She’s up to mischief in the spirit world, I’m sure of it. That’s when she’s not popping in to Thorn Manor for deep and meaningful chats.”

      Athena clasped her mouth, recalling that Granny Thorn didn’t want people to know about her ghostly apparition.

      “Is she now?” the old man asked, smiling with such warmth that Athena stopped worrying. Then his smile shifted into a slight frown. “Oh, bother. How rude of me not to introduce myself. I’m Aventurine Spruce. And I suppose I am your new hearth teacher.”

      “I suppose so,” Athena said. “I think I’m a bit early. Oh, and I’m sorry I knocked over the desk.”

      “Never mind that,” said Mr Spruce. “Take a seat and make yourself at home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Rosemary stayed for too long at the tea shop. The early rush of guests had cleared out and they were well into the pre-lunch lull. She didn’t feel in the mood to go home to Granny’s house and be all by herself or have to confront her unpredictable grandmother’s ghost. Not today.

      Burk had long left for his office. Rosemary borrowed his newspaper so that she could look at the job listings. There were a few options in the next town over, but that would require driving there, probably at the exact same time she needed to be getting Athena to school. Still, she needed a job.

      The money from Granny’s estate would help, whenever it happened to come through, but even then it wouldn’t last forever. The problem was, she didn’t have any qualifications or much experience. She circled a request for grocery check-out attendants and then slumped down onto the table, not even attempting to conceal a loud sigh.

      “What is it, love?” Marjie asked, coming over.

      “It’s nothing.” Rosemary straightened up and plastered on a smile.

      “Looking for work?” Marjie asked, gesturing to the newspaper.

      “To be honest, I’m a little short on cash,” Rosemary admitted. “I can’t see any postings for jobs in Myrtlewood though.”

      “Oh, no one bothers with that,” said Marjie, gesturing at the paper. “That’s all for the mundane world, you see. If we posted help-wanted ads in the county newspapers we could get people showing up who screamed at the first sight of magic. No…here we just ask around if there’s a job needing doing or a person needing work.”

      “Oh,” said Rosemary. “So if the newspaper isn’t even relevant to Myrtlewood, why would anyone want to read it?”

      Marjie shrugged. “Just keeping up to date with the state of the world, I s’pose. It’s good to be informed. But don’t change the subject. Tell aunt-Marjie your troubles and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Marjie came and sat down at the table, bringing Rosemary cream and jam scones and a pot of tea with her special pick-me-up charm added in for good measure.

      Rosemary took one sip of the brew and instantly felt better. The shame she’d been carrying about her money problems seemed to evaporate and she filled Marjie in on the whole sorry state of affairs.

      “So you’ll be fine soon,” Marjie said. “Galdie’s money will come through and sort you out.”

      “Sure, for a while,” said Rosemary. “But for now, I’m totally skint. Even after the money comes in, it’s not going to last, is it? I’ll need some kind of job, some income, to be self-sustaining. I don’t want to squander my inheritance and go back to being broke again.”

      “Take another sip of tea, love,” said Marjie.

      Rosemary did as she was instructed and watched Marjie’s face furrow into intense concentration.

      “It seems to me,” Marjie said, “that you have two problems here.”

      “Not just one big gaping one?” Rosemary asked.

      “No,” said Marjie. “You’ve got the problem of what to do with yourself right now, and for the next few weeks, just to get by – which is the easy problem to solve.”

      “Easy?! How is it easy?” Rosemary asked. “Do you know something I don’t?”

      “Oh Rosemary, we love you in this town, and I’m sure there’s plenty of work. Ferg’s got plenty of jobs, I’m sure he has a few he can spare. What are you keen on?”

      “Honestly, I’ll do anything,” Rosemary said, feeling her problem halved already, simply by sharing it with Marjie.

      “How about here?” Marjie asked.

      “The tea shop?”

      “Sure,” said Marjie. “It’s the busy season for me – like I told you before. If you don’t mind donning an apron then I’d love to have you here to keep the customers served while I potter around out the back. You could even help me cook if you like. I know you’re gifted in the kitchen.”

      “Won’t it be a bit crowded out the back with Herb around?”

      “Oh pish,” said Marjie with a dismissive wave. “Herb has been too busy with his blighting model train club. They’re staging an exhibition. He’s been of no use to me. You’d be perfect.”

      “Really?”

      “O’course,” said Marjie. “You’ve already served the mayor, and I’ve seen what you can do in the kitchen. You can start tomorrow, if you like. Simple as that.”

      Rosemary sighed – but this time in relief and delight. “That’s wonderful. Thank you!” She threw her arms around Marjie. “You’re a lifesaver, and I couldn’t think of a lovelier job.”

      “See – that speaks to your second problem,” said Marjie.

      “What’s my second problem?” Rosemary asked, baffled.

      “You might not be ready to hear this,” Marjie warned.

      “Oh no. You can’t do that! You can’t tell me I have a problem and then keep me in suspense. What is it?”

      “Long-term thinking,” Marjie said sagely. “You’re too used to living week-to-week – never risking getting your hopes up about the future.”

      Rosemary nodded. “I haven’t had that luxury.”

      “True, but it’s also something you’re afraid of, I’d wager.”

      “You’re probably right,” Rosemary replied, resting her cheek in her hand, elbow leaning on the table in a manner in which her conservative parents would have told her off for. “It’s easier not to think about the future. When I do, there’s just this big scary void of unknowns and potential failure.”

      “You can put that in the past now,” Marjie said, gently patting Rosemary’s shoulder. “You’re home with us, in Myrtlewood, and we take care of our own.”

      Rosemary smiled. “Thanks. That’s lovely of you to say.”

      “It’s just the truth, is all,” said Marjie matter-of-factly. “Now, you can stop worrying and start asking yourself, like that famous poet says: What is it you want to do with your one precious life?”

      Rosemary groaned. “I’ve been asking myself the same question. For years, actually. It all just seemed so impossible before, but you’re right. Now that I finally do have enough freedom in sight, it’s terrifying!”

      It was Marjie’s turn to sigh. “That it is, love. To be sure, not feeling we have any choice in our destiny is tough, but having the power to choose, well that can be even harder.”

      “It’s a lot better, though,” said Rosemary. “Having a choice over my life is far preferable over not having any power.”

      “But…?” Marjie prompted.

      Rosemary rested her head in her hands. “But I’m scared that if I do try to do something new I’ll just mess it up and get into more terrible debt and we’ll be back to square one. Or I’ll make the wrong choice and miss out on what I really should be doing. Or…or…”

      “I understand, love,” said Marjie. “You have an enormous case of what the young people call FOMO – fear of missing out.”

      “Athena says young people don’t use that anymore,” said Rosemary. “Now that older people know about it. Perhaps it’s more FOF.”

      “Foff?”

      “Fear of failure,” said Rosemary. “Though I’m not sure anyone calls it that. But yes…a bunch of fears and a bunch of unknowns.”

      “Well, you know what the good thing is?” Marjie asked.

      “What?”

      “You’re safe, and well, and you have Athena who’s just going to flourish here, I know it. You don’t have to figure it out all at once, and in the meantime you can help me out at the shop.”

      “You’re right,” said Rosemary, smiling again. “Thank you, Marjie.”

      “It’s no bother, dear. I’m just so chuffed to have you home in Myrtlewood after all these years.” And with that, Marjie got up to serve a customer, humming happily to herself as she did so, leaving Rosemary to ponder her hopes and fears.
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