
Chapter 1
!

The crimson sky was aglow along the horizon of the Smoky Mountains. 
Standing on the front porch with her dog by her side, Angelina had to shield 
her eyes from the brilliant glare as she stared at  the natural beauty of the 
dawn. To her, it  was just  another pretty daybreak, but to her mountain 
mama, a red sunrise was a sure sign of rain. 

I’ll need to remember my umbrella.
She inhaled deeply, letting the smell of the pines wash over her. So many 

times, Angelina had been tempted to move closer to town. After all, she 
was twenty-one years old, and none of her friends still lived at home. 

Then again, none of her friends had a view like this from their front 
porch.

“Isn’t  it pretty, boy?” Angelina murmured, stroking the dog’s coat. Cash, 
her faithful chocolate Lab, had been her constant  companion since her tenth 
birthday. Fiercely protective and devoted, he always joined Angelina on her 
morning walks. 

It  was still early, and the fog had yet  to lift. The sun was trying its best, 
but mountain mist was stubborn, and sometimes it  was mid-morning before 
it finally disappeared. Angelina loved the haze, because it always 
dissipated, revealing the gorgeous green of spring and summer, or the pretty 
mosaic of auburn leaves in the fall. In the winter, blinding white snow 
covered the mountaintops and clung to the trees.

All of it was beautiful.
All of it was home.
“Angelina, breakfast is ready,” her mother called from the kitchen.
Just like that, Angelina’s peaceful morning was gone. Her mom’s 

exhausted tone served as a grim reminder that not  everything could be 
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beautiful all the time. 
Celia Clark’s voice was always laced with a determined energy as she 

tried to remain strong for her daughter, but Angelina knew better. It had 
been nearly two years since her mother had buried the love of her life, and 
as much as Angelina missed her father, she knew her mom missed her 
husband even more. 

“Come on, boy,” Angelina said, tugging the dog’s collar. Squaring her 
shoulders, she took another lingering look at the mountains before heading 
inside. The house smelled of bacon, eggs, and buttermilk biscuits. 
Angelina’s stomach growled as she and Cash made their way into the 
kitchen.

“Morning, Mom.”
Celia looked up from the frying pan and offered her daughter a smile. 

“Good morning, Angelina.”
“How are you feeling today?”
“Oh, it’s a good day. Hungry?”
They took their seats at  the table, and Celia handed her daughter a glass 

of juice while trying to disguise her tired smile. Celia Clark might have 
been the strongest woman Angelina had ever known, but she was a terrible 
liar. 

“Busy day at the shop?”
Angelina nodded and swallowed her eggs. “The Massey brothers are 

dropping off some of their instruments today. They’ve built  some beautiful 
mandolins and fiddles.”

Celia’s Strings was a little music store in the foothills of the Smokies. 
Samuel and Celia Clark had always loved music and wanted to offer a 
place for local artists to sell their instruments. Angelina had worked in the 
shop since she’d been old enough to count change.

Celia gazed out  the kitchen window. “We always need more mandolins. 
They sell so quickly.” 

Her breakfast remained untouched, but  Angelina pretended not to notice. 
Instead, they talked about the store. Her mother always listened intently, but 
Celia’s desire to run the shop had died along with her husband. She’d been 
ecstatic when Angelina had offered to manage it herself.

“Happy birthday, Angelina.”
Angelina sighed. She supposed it  had been too much to hope that  her 

mom had forgotten today’s date.
“Twenty-one years old. What  a wonderful year you’re going to have. I 

only hope . . .”
Celia’s voice trailed off, making her daughter’s heart  ache. Her mom was 

doing that  more and more—talking about the future and how she might  not 
be around to see it. 

Angelina shook her head. “I think this year is going to be just  like all the 
others. You know I don’t believe in that old spell.”

Angelina had stopped believing in Appalachian magic long ago. If 
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wishing made it  so, her dad would still be alive, and her mom’s hair 
wouldn’t be falling out in the shower each morning.

Angelina Clark was officially a skeptic.
“You will,” her mother murmured. 
It  was hard to argue with her. Despite Celia’s failing health, her visions of 

the future were as clear as ever. 
After finishing breakfast and clearing the dishes, Angelina grabbed her 

bag, and her mom followed her to the door. It  was a half-hour drive into 
town, and Angelina wanted to beat the city traffic and do some paperwork 
before the shop opened at nine.  

Celia handed her daughter an umbrella. “Red dawn. Rain’s coming.”
“I know.”
“See? You do believe.” Celia’s blue eyes twinkled, and Angelina smiled 

because it  was so good to see her mom excited about something. Celia 
reached for her daughter’s blouse and adjusted the collar that  didn’t  need 
adjusting at  all. “You look so pretty today. I’ve always loved this color on 
you. It brings out the blue in your eyes.”

All of their female ancestors had bright blue eyes. It was the one physical 
trait that never seemed to skip a generation.

“You have been given such gifts, Angelina. You should use them. And I 
wish you could see the spell as a blessing instead of a curse.”

“But it is a curse.” 
Her mother laughed lightly, knowing it was a losing battle. They’d had 

this same argument  for years. She’d always believed curse gave the whole 
thing a negative connotation. She preferred spell or enchantment, while 
Angelina preferred to forget she’d ever blown out that silly candle.

“My sweet, pessimistic daughter. You’ll see.”
Angelina grinned and kissed her mom’s cheek. 
“That’s what you keep telling me,” she said.

!

Soft bluegrass music flowed from the speakers, flooding the shop with the 
sounds of acoustic guitars and gentle mandolins. Angelina spent the 
morning hanging the new instruments on the far wall of the shop. They 
were well-crafted and beautiful, just as the Massey brothers had promised.
“Celia’s right, you know,” Maddie said.

Angelina shook her head and climbed down from the stepladder, taking a 
second to admire the craftsmanship of the newest selection of instruments. 
Customers flew in from as far away as California to buy them—a fact  that 
had always made Samuel Clark immensely proud. Providing musicians 
with quality instruments was the one family tradition Angelina was 
determined to uphold.
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Her best friend and business partner, however, was always reminding 
Angelina of the traditions she wished to forget. 

They’d been best  friends since elementary school, so Maddie Price knew 
all about  Angelina’s family heritage. Actually, the entire community knew. 
For Angelina, it  hadn’t been easy growing up in Maple Ridge when the 
whole town believed she dabbled in witchcraft. That was why she’d always 
been cautious and reserved when it came to using her gifts. 

Sure, she’d had some fun with it  back in school. Back in eighth grade—
after catching Christine Williams kissing Maddie’s boyfriend in the school 
library—Angelina had pretended to curse Christy with pimples. It’d been a 
complete coincidence, of course, when the girl woke up the next day with 
her very first zit—right  on the tip of her nose. Celia had grounded her 
daughter for two weeks, but  even at the age of twelve, Angelina knew the 
punishment was worth it.

The witchcraft rumors had quieted down over the years, but some of the 
older residents still loved to talk about Abigail Rose, the famous Witch 
Doctor of Maple Ridge. If the tales were true, Angelina’s great-great-great 
grandmother had delivered all the babies in the county and used mountain 
medicine to heal everything from snakebites to chicken pox. 

Maddie had always been fascinated by it  all and had spent most  of her 
childhood begging Angelina’s parents to adopt her.

“You are blessed, Angelina, no doubt about it,” Maddie told her friend. 
“You are beautiful and smart. You own a successful business, and this is the 
year you’ll finally meet the love of your life. No more horrible dates with 
complete losers. It’s the ultimate fairy tale, and I’m a little disappointed you 
aren’t sufficiently excited about this.”

“First of all, beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” Angelina said as she 
walked back toward the counter. “If I were beautiful—which I’m not—it 
would be because of my mother’s genes and not some crazy curse. If I am 
successful, it’s because I work my ass off seven days a week.”

Maddie laughed. “And when your true love walks through the door? Are 
you going to tell me it’s some cosmic coincidence and has nothing to do 
with that spell?”

“I never should have told you that story.”
“Oh, I love that  story,” Maddie said, her voice wistful and soft. “It’s so 

romantic, and yet  you refuse to believe it. Why wouldn’t you want to 
believe it?”

Maddie sighed and twirled a lock of her curly red hair around her finger. 
Angelina couldn’t  help but think her best friend, with her ivory skin and 
bright hazel eyes, was the truly beautiful one. Freckles dotted her nose, 
despite her useless attempts over the years to conceal them with the most 
expensive make-up on the planet.

“For argument’s sake,” Angelina said, “let’s say my true love walks 
through the door any minute now. Why would I want  to be with someone if 
the only reason they love me is because of some ancient mountain spell my 
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ancestors conjured centuries ago?”
From her perch on top of the counter, Maddie looked at  her friend with 

bewildered eyes. “Angelina, I remember your thirteenth birthday party. We 
had strawberry cupcakes and danced to Britney Spears, and all you could 
talk about was that  sacred candle.   You were so innocent and hopeful and
—”

“The word you’re looking for is naïve.”
Maddie grinned. “I was so jealous. That candle was going to give you 

happiness, beauty, and love, and you believed it  with all your heart. I know 
your faith in magic has really been shaken, but  this is a good thing. You 
should believe in this.” 

Just then, a tall, middle-aged man walked through the door, gave the girls 
a nod, and headed straight for the vintage vinyl. Maddie wiggled her 
eyebrows, and Angelina stifled a giggle.

“If we have to play this game, could we at least  hope he was born in my 
decade?” Angelina muttered under her breath.

Maddie nodded and hopped off the counter. 
“This conversation isn’t over, but  I’m going to run next door and get  us 

some coffee.”
“I’d like a tea instead, and take an umbrella.”
“Why?” Maddie curiously glanced out the window. 
“Just  take it.” Angelina grabbed her mom’s umbrella from behind the 

counter and tossed it in her friend’s direction. 
Maddie’s eyes flickered with understanding. “I bet that was a pretty red 

sunrise.”
“It always is.”
“You know,” she said, leaning her elbows against  the glass counter and 

grinning. “You can’t  pick and choose, Angelina. You either believe or you 
don’t.”

It  wasn’t  the first time she’d been called a hypocrite. Angelina was 
immune to it.

With a grin, Angelina nodded toward the window. In a matter of seconds, 
the heavens had opened. 

“Maddie, I can believe in the rain. I can see the rain.”
“I wonder what  we’ll see today.” Maddie’s eyes widened. “I can’t  leave! 

What if he shows up while I’m out getting your tea?”
With a groan, Angelina walked around the counter and grabbed her friend 

by the arm, all but shoving her out into the torrential downpour.

!

The rain continued throughout  the day, keeping the customers away. 
Angelina was secretly glad. Even though it wasn’t good for business, she 

Mountain Charm

   Page 7   



couldn’t deny the strange sense of satisfaction in seeing the miserable look 
on Maddie’s face. Whenever the door would chime with an occasional 
customer, Maddie would practically jump over the counter to get  a better 
look. She’d nearly given David Murray a heart  attack, which wouldn’t have 
been good considering he was still recovering from his last one.

“What can we do for you, Mr. Murray?” Angelina asked. 
A disgruntled Maddie shot her a glare and headed toward the stock room. 
Thank goodness it’s nearly closing time.
“Evening, Angelina. I need some banjo strings.” 
She nodded and gingerly took the man’s arm, leading him over to the 

selection of strings. Time hadn’t been good to David. As if the heart attack 
wasn’t enough, he was almost blind due to the cataract  in his left  eye. 
Regardless, he still drove around town and played the banjo like a pro.

His voice was low as they walked back toward the register. “Angelina, I 
don’t  mean to stick my nose where it doesn’t  belong, but I was just  having 
supper over at  Sally’s Diner. There was some reporter snoopin’ around, 
asking questions about  your family. Said he was doing a story about 
Appalachian folklore and someone in Cumberland County pointed him in 
this direction.”

It  wasn’t  the first time a stranger had been interested in her family’s 
history, but the attention always made her uncomfortable.

“I appreciate you telling me,” Angelina said as she placed his receipt  in 
the bag. “Did you get his name?”

“No, just that he worked for some magazine in Nashville.”
She smiled and handed him his strings. “Well, I’ll keep my eyes open. 

Thanks for letting me know.”
“Sure thing.” David’s expression turned somber. “How is Celia feeling? I 

haven’t talked to her in a few days.”
“She’s hanging in there. The treatments are hard on her.”
“And on you.”
Angelina nodded slowly and swallowed down the emotion that  threatened 

to choke her.
“Don’t you worry about that  reporter,” David said, patting her hand. “The 

people in Maple Ridge might be nosy, but we protect our own.”
She thanked him and grabbed an umbrella. After walking David to his 

car, Angelina headed back inside and locked the door. When she turned 
around, she was met with the steely glare of her best friend.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”
Maddie’s hands were on her hips. “It’s closing time!”
“And I couldn’t be happier. You’ve been so preoccupied with the spell 

you haven’t even wished me a happy birthday.”
She narrowed her hazel eyes. 
“Happy birthday, you skeptic.”
Angelina laughed and began to empty the register. With the day’s slow 

sales, doing the evening bookkeeping would be a breeze. 
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“You have to believe in true love,” Maddie said as she followed her 
partner back to the office, “otherwise, he’ll never show up.”

Angelina sighed and sat down behind the desk. “First of all, the spell 
doesn’t stipulate he’ll arrive today.”

“I know, but your parents met on Celia’s twenty-first birthday.”
“Yes, but my grandmother met my grandfather almost  a year after she 

turned twenty-one. It’s not time-specific, Maddie.”
“You mean I might have to wait a whole year?”
Angelina smirked. “My deepest apologizes. And for your information, I 

do believe in true love. My parents were proof that it exists. I just don’t 
believe blowing out  a candle and singing some silly song on my thirteenth 
birthday is going to make the man of my dreams appear out of thin air to 
sweep me off my feet.”

“He’s out  there somewhere,” Maddie said, sighing dejectedly, as if it were 
her heart on the line. “What are you doing tonight?”

“Mom wanted to bake me a cake, so I’m headed home.”
She frowned. “You’ll never meet him at home, Angelina.”
“Who knows, Maddie. Maybe he’s waiting for me on my front porch.”
“Do you promise to call me if he is?” 
Her eyes were wide, and she sounded desperately hopeful, so Angelina 

resisted the urge to laugh at the silliness of it all. Instead, she made a vow to 
her best friend.

“Absolutely, Maddie. If there’s a man waiting for me on my front porch, 
you’ll be the first person I’ll call.”

!

It  was dusk by the time Angelina drove out  of town and up the winding 
mountain road that would lead her home. The sky was a pinkish-orange as 
the sunset lingered just  above the trees. Rain was still falling, but it was 
nothing more than a light shower as it gently tapped against the windshield. 

Angelina couldn’t wait to get  home. She wanted to curl up on the couch, 
eat a slice of birthday cake, and forget all about the curse. 

By the time she reached the house, the rain had all but diminished. The 
fog was still dense, but  it wasn’t so thick that she couldn’t  see the black 
SUV parked in her mother’s driveway.

Or the man sitting on her front porch.
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Chapter 2
!

There are moments in a person’s life that  absolutely shake them to their 
core. Moments that  make them re-evaluate their every thought, their every 
decision.

This was Angelina’s moment.
And she couldn’t muster the courage to step out of the car. 
Instead, she flexed her trembling fingers around the steering wheel and 

tried to comprehend the scene right before her disbelieving eyes. 
There was a man on her porch. 
Even through the fog, she could tell he was a handsome man. 
And she couldn’t be sure, but he appeared to be around her age.
A man born in her decade.
A dazed Angelina glanced ahead, and through the mist, she took a long 

look at the black vehicle parked in her spot. 
With Davidson County plates.
Nashville.
In an instant, the moment was shattered. Her short-lived astonishment 

gave way to something far more familiar—something bitter and suspicious 
and just downright pissed.

Feeling ridiculous, Angelina furiously slammed her car door and stalked 
toward the porch. This wasn’t  her true love. Not at all. This was that 
snooping reporter from Nashville, and he was at her house, on her porch.

And petting her dog.
The man’s eyes widened as she approached, and by the time she reached 

the steps, he was already on his feet. Cash, traitor that he was, gave an 
unenthusiastic bark and rushed to Angelina’s side.

“Who the hell do you think you are?”

Sydney Logan

   Page 10   



The man looked a little stunned.
“I’m Dylan Thomas.” His eyes were a deep brown and his voice was 

kind. Thanks to her rage, both features were fairly easy for Angelina to 
ignore. “You must be Celia’s daughter. Wow, I heard you were beautiful, 
but—”

“Dylan Thomas?” Angelina muttered coldly, interrupting his compliment. 
“What kind of person names their kid after some drunken Welsh poet?”

“I don’t  know. Maybe the same kind of person who names their dog after 
their favorite country music singer.”

Angelina’s eyes narrowed.
“Oh, Angelina, you’re home!” Celia’s voice cut  through the tension as 

she carried a tray out onto the porch. “I was just getting Mr. Thomas a slice 
of your cake.”

“Mrs. Clark, please. I’ve asked you to call me Dylan.” He smiled at the 
woman before sitting back down in the rocking chair with his plate. 

Cash seemed torn, looking between the stranger and his owner, before 
finally releasing a resigned whine and plopping down at Angelina’s feet.

The man has charmed both my mother and my dog.
“Dylan has driven all the way from Nashville to meet us,” Celia said.
“Dylan is here to write a story about our family. Did he tell you that? Did 

he tell you he’s been all over town, asking questions about us?”
“He mentioned it, yes.” Celia smiled at  the man before turning her 

attention back to her daughter. “You know, it’s getting a bit  chilly. I think 
I’ll go find a good book and crawl into my warm bed. Give you two the 
chance to get acquainted.”

“Mom . . .”  
Celia’s eyes danced with happiness, and it tugged at  Angelina’s heart. 

There was no mistaking the hope there.
Stupid spell.
“Happy birthday, Angelina.”
Dylan leapt to his feet, thanking Celia again for the cake and holding the 

screen door open as they said good night. Angelina had to admit  the man 
was good. Those intrinsic good manners were going to charm the pants off 
many of the women he would encounter throughout his life.

But not her.
“It’s your birthday?”
“Yes, and it was blissfully uneventful until you showed up.”
“Beautiful and infuriating,” Dylan muttered. “Look, Angelina, I was just 

given this assignment yesterday. I don’t have a clue about  Appalachian 
magic tricks or devil worshipping or whatever it  is you do up in these 
mountains, but I have a story to write. Just let  me interview you and your 
mom, and I’ll be back on the interstate before you can say abracadabra.”

Instead of pointing out just how ignorant  he sounded, Angelina decided 
what he truly needed was a strong dose of fear.

“Actually, I do have something you need to see. A family heirloom. Wait 
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here?”
Excited for any useful information, Dylan’s eyes lit up and he nodded 

enthusiastically. Once again, those good manners kicked in, and Dylan 
opened the door for her. 

Angelina raced inside the house. She hadn’t touched it  in years, but  she 
still remembered where her father kept the key to the case. She grabbed 
what she needed and quickly made her way back out  to the porch, letting 
the screen door slam behind her.

Dylan jumped out of his chair. “What the hell?”
Angelina lifted the rifle and pointed it  straight  at him. He didn’t  need to 

know the safety was on—or that the chamber was empty.
“This is a Remington, passed down from my father and his father, also 

known as an Appalachian magic wand. Just watch. It’s going to make you 
disappear.”

Angelina thought it  was almost  comical, hearing him curse and watching 
him leap off the porch. All the commotion caused her dog to chase after 
him, which only made Dylan sprint faster until he reached the sanctuary of 
his vehicle.

“Are you insane?” Dylan yelled.  
“I tend to get  a little crazy when someone trespasses on my property. 

Leave my family alone and don’t come back!”
He slammed the door and had to do some fancy maneuvering to get 

around her car, but within seconds, the only sounds Angelina could hear 
were Dylan’s squealing tires, Cash’s noisy bark, and her mother’s hearty 
laughter.

!

Dylan Thomas couldn’t believe his luck.
He should have been white-water rafting down the Mississippi. That had 

been his assignment until yesterday, when his editor handed him driving 
directions to Maple Ridge, Tennessee, to do a feature on Appalachian 
witchcraft.

He was being punished. He was sure of it.
It  wasn’t  as if the mountains weren’t  pretty. With his trusty camera 

strapped around his neck, Dylan had taken some beautiful shots today. He’d 
even snapped a few with his phone and sent them to his mom back in 
Nashville.  The country was gorgeous, but to live there for any extended 
period of time would require plenty of alcohol and quite possibly, a 
lobotomy.

Throughout  the day, he’d heard nothing but  wonderful things about  the 
Clarks. The mom was a sweetheart, no doubt, but the daughter . . .

Well, the daughter was batshit crazy. 
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And beautiful. Really beautiful, with gorgeous blue eyes that seemed to 
flash with fire. With her long black hair and fiery temper, his attraction had 
hit  him like a cannonball. In that split second, he’d wondered what it would 
feel like to hold her. To kiss her.

But  then the pretty was replaced with the crazy, and she’d chased him off 
the porch with a shotgun.

He wasn’t  going to stand for it. He had an article to write. A job to do. 
And he’d be damned if some redneck witch was going to cost him this 
assignment.

Even if she was, without  a doubt, the most beautiful woman he’d ever 
seen.

!

“You didn’t call me.”
As in most small towns, word spread fast in Maple Ridge, and the news 

that Angelina Clark had chased the snooping reporter off her porch with her 
daddy’s rifle had caused more than a few chuckles in town. 

Maddie, however, wasn’t laughing.
“You promised, Angelina.”
“I know. I’ve apologized repeatedly. I just didn’t think it was a big deal.”
That was a lie. Angelina knew it would be a big deal to her best friend, 

which was precisely why she hadn’t called. Interestingly enough, Celia 
hadn’t  said a word about  Dylan over breakfast. But  she was still laughing—
louder than she’d laughed in years. In Angelina’s mind, dealing with the 
irritating man had been worth the aggravation for that reason alone.

She’d missed her mother’s laughter.
Maddie sighed. “You are exhausting! Was he cute?”
Angelina rolled her eyes and continued dusting the glass case that housed 

their collection of capos and picks. She mentally noted she’d need to order 
more before the end of the week.

“Ang, you have to give me something.”
“Fine! I suppose, if forced, I’d call him handsome.”
Maddie arched an eyebrow. “You suppose?”
Angelina nodded. 
“Don’t get too excited there.”
“It’s a little hard to get excited when the man is an ignorant ass.”
Maddie’s grin was mischievous. “That’s why he’s coming to you. He 

needs to be educated.”
“Well, I’m not a teacher. He’s going to have to get  educated elsewhere.”  

Her dusting complete, Angelina grabbed her cup of tea from the register 
and headed toward the office. “Now, if you’re done with the interrogation, I 
need to place an order.”
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