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The Fool

Hello and welcome, human seeker.

If you have found this book, it means that it has found you.

Just a warning: you may find after picking up this book that magic begins to enter your life unexpectedly. Please proceed accordingly.

The journey that you are about to embark on is the journey that we all must take. It is the life journey. The hero’s journey. The human journey.

Start at the beginning.

With the Fool.

Dear Fool. Foolish Fool.

Look at you. A cheerful blond dude with a feather in your cap and a flower in your hand, standing at the edge of a cliff, staring out at the vista. Not a care in the world. You probably took a long hike to get up here. Why not? you thought. It’s a nice day. You’ve got your little dog at your side, your essential possessions tied up to carry on your shoulder. The sun is shining. The bell sleeves of your Ren faire tunic are blowing delicately in the wind. And you have absolutely no idea what’s coming.

The soul’s journey begins here. So what must you start now, even if you are not ready, you can’t be ready, you wouldn’t even know how to be ready? What is going to begin whether you are ready or not?

Something’s coming, friend. Watch for it. Keep an eye out along that vista. It’ll be here before you know it.
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The mail being delivered to the Salem Gift Emporium on Essex Street in Salem, Massachusetts, on a quiet September afternoon is not normally a remarkable occasion. It’s our regular drop of pre-Halloween-season deliveries, which mostly consists of box after box of witch-themed crap—black capes and black cat figurines and mugs with Samantha from Bewitched on them.

This non-momentous occasion has interrupted my non-momentous activity of sitting behind the counter at the Salem Gift Emporium bored out of my mind, watching the slow September foot traffic move past the window. Susan doesn’t allow phones at work. She says I “don’t look ready to help the customers” if I’m staring at a screen. So instead I mostly do nothing.

I have found that the key to fighting boredom is to tell yourself that you are not really bored. You are actually quite interested in the minutia of daily life. That tree across the street. The cars going by. That guy who likes to protest in front of the store sometimes, brandishing his Witchcraft Is Evil sign like it’s his last hope on earth. At least he has a hobby.

I did not choose to work here at the Salem Gift Emporium. Just as I did not choose to live in Witch City, USA. My mother barely even chose to live here. And yet here I am, surrounded by pink T-shirts that say I’m 100% THAT witch and plastic broomstick key chains. This is the tackiest of Salem, Massachusetts. And it is where I work six days a week.

When you are unimaginably bored, there are two things that you definitely do not want to do. The first is to let yourself start thinking about anything other than what is right in front of you: the tree, the traffic, the guy with his protest sign—they are all that can exist for you right now. Anything else needs to be pushed aside—dreams, plans, memories—those things will rush right into the void that is boredom and cause you only pain.

The second thing you do not want to do is think about the fact that not thinking would be much easier if you were high right now.

I cannot be high at work. I cannot be high at work. I cannot be high at work.

This is what I repeat to myself as I stare at the tree across the street and wonder when the leaves will start to change and when the damp, horrible chill will enter the air and enter my bones and bring everything that comes with it.

October was always a terrible month in Salem. Now it is the worst.

But with the delivery of the mail comes at least a temporary break in boredom. There are boxes to be opened and invoices to be sorted. There is something to do other than sit here and feel sorry for myself, which sometimes feels like my actual full-time job.

Susan comes out of her office in the back of the store when she hears Tim the postman come in.

“Big order today, huh?” Tim says as he stacks up the boxes of deliveries.

“October waits for no woman,” Susan says, already examining the shipping labels.

Tim hands me a pile of mail.

“How about you? You ready for witch season?” he asks, winking at me.

“I tend to think of it more as ‘drunken jerks in mass-produced plastic costumes that will soon end up in a landfill’ season,” I say, going through the stack of mail.

“Where are the kids’ witch hats?” Susan asks, shoving boxes aside. “They’re still not here. They should have gotten here yesterday.”

Tim gives me a “good luck” look and heads out.

“Which hats?” I ask Susan.

“Exactly!” she says. I can’t tell if this is an intentional joke on my unintentional pun or not, because she is already heading back into her office.

I resume sorting the mail, which is mostly bills and special offers coming up for our town’s big month of notoriety. But at the bottom of the stack, there is a larger silver envelope addressed to the store without a return address on it.

Susan comes out of the back room with a box of T-shirts and the phone attached to her ear.

“Why yes, I do happen to know that witches are really popular right now, Alex. I run a witch-themed gift shop. And no matter how popular witches are, that does not change the fact that you promised me that my regular Halloween order would be in by now. One hundred pointy black hats are not going to do me a lot of good come November first.”

Susan starts stacking shirts on the shelf. She looks over at me and rolls her eyes. I look down at the silver envelope in my hand, turn it over, and see a purple ink stamp of a familiar image. Two crescent moons facing away from each other with a circle in the middle. The triple goddess. It’s a witch thing. There’s no getting away from witch things in this town.

“Susan?” I say.

She holds up a finger to indicate that she needs a minute.

“Yeah, sure,” she says into the phone. “You go talk to your supervisor and get back to me. Bye-bye now.” She hangs up and angrily tosses the phone into the box of shirts. “It’s like he doesn’t understand that we bring in ninety percent of our income in one month.”

“He doesn’t know Salem,” I say.

“I mean, look around.” Susan gestures dramatically around at the empty store. “No customers. Three weeks from now?”

This is a familiar rant. I know my part.

“Customers,” I say in a monotone.

“That’s right, Eleanor. October means customers. And customers mean I can pay the rent. And paying the rent means I can pay you.”

“And paying me means Mom and I can eat,” I say. This is meant to be a funny continuation of the regular script, but of course it is not funny at all, and I regret it as soon as I say it. Susan stops stacking T-shirts.

“How is your mom today?” she asks, suddenly serious.

I shrug. “The same as when you saw her two days ago.”

“Did she hear back from that new doctor yet?”

I don’t want to tell Susan that she shouldn’t get her hopes up. Mom has been to so many “new doctors” with “new approaches” that I lost count a while ago. But if I say this, Susan will get upset, and I just need this day to ride out calmly until I can get to the parking lot of the convenience store at the end of the street and smoke half the joint that is waiting in my bag.

“I don’t know,” I say.

Susan raises an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”

“You should ask her yourself,” I say.

Susan does not like this answer, but she accepts it and resumes stacking. “Well, I can come over tonight with some soup I made. It’s really good. Creamy celery.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s no bother.”

We each pretend to be absorbed in our tasks now, because there is nothing else to say about this.

I finish sorting the mail, putting the bills in Susan’s in-box and tossing out the pile of Halloween propaganda. The silver envelope is still sitting on the counter.

I hold it up.

“Do you know what this is?” I ask Susan.

“No, what is it?”

“I mean that I don’t know.”

“Open it.”

I rip open the back of the envelope, tearing the moon symbol in half, and pull out a small book, photocopied on thin paper and stapled together. The title is written out in flowery cursive.

“It says, ‘The Major Arcana, A Magical Guide to the Story Cards of the Smith Rider Waite Tarot Deck.’”

I open the book to the first page. There is a picture of a figure looking up at the sky with handwritten text under it.

Hello and welcome, human seeker.

“Maybe it’s a sample?” Susan says. “Is there an order form with it?”

“No,” I say. “And it looks homemade.”

“You can just toss it,” Susan says. She finishes stacking the T-shirts.

“We carry that tarot deck, don’t we?” I ask.

Susan pulls a small box off the shelf and hands it to me.

“You going to learn how to tell the future?”

“I don’t think I want to know the future,” I say, trying to make another joke that I realize once again isn’t funny.

“You never know,” she says.

“If the past is any indication, I can tell you that none of it’s good,” I say, digging in further. I silently make a vow to stop talking for the rest of my life.

Susan ignores this. It is often best to ignore the things that I say. I open the box and take out the stack of cards.

“Hey, did you process those returns I asked you to do?” Susan asks me.

I put the cards down.

“If you asked me to do it, then I did it,” I say, annoyed.

“Um, okay,” Susan says, giving me a look.

“I mean, who buys thirty ceramic cups in the shape of a pumpkin just to return them all?”

“Evelyn Rosco does that, after she decides to switch the theme of her fortieth birthday party from ‘autumn’ to ‘puppies.’”

“Evelyn Rosco is an idiot,” I say, grumbling.

“Eleanor, honestly. What is wrong with you today?”

Poor Susan. She is not my mother, but her proximity to my mother makes me treat her like my mother sometimes. Especially when I feel like I must at least make an attempt to be pleasant around my mother, who has her hands full dealing with her own problems. So then Susan gets monster me. Grumpy me. The Real Me.

In pictures of them together from college, my mom and Susan look like twins, or as close to twins as my white mom could look to her Korean best friend. They had the same layered haircut, same overdrawn eyeliner and semi-ironic accessories. But these days Susan looks healthy and content, and my mom looks like someone who is very sick. Because she is.

“Sorry,” I say. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine.”

“Well, maybe I can interest you . . . in some vagina vases?”

This is one of Susan’s favorite jokes. The feminist collective store down the street, the polar opposite on the witch spectrum from Susan’s store, once had a sign in the window that declared, We Have Vagina Vases!

This always makes me laugh, and I am grateful to Susan for the one millionth time for putting up with me and letting all my terrible moods fade away as quickly as they roll in.

She picks up the empty T-shirt box.

“I’ll be in the back screaming at some more suppliers. If you hear shattering glass, do not call the police.”

“Understood.”

Susan goes back to her office, and I look at the two objects on the counter in front of me. The stapled booklet and the tarot deck. I turn the book over to see if there’s anything on the back that might offer some clue about its origins.

A short history, it says.

The Smith Rider Waite deck is over a century old, although copies of it continue to be made that eliminate the name “Smith” from the title, which arguably eliminates the most important person from receiving credit for our magical tool. Waite was just a dude with an interest in the occult. Rider was his publisher. While the PERSON WHO DID THE WORK and created these iconic illustrations was named Pamela Colman Smith. The true mama of the tarot. Mystic. Suffragette. She could see sound. She liked to paint pictures of naked blue cat women. Her nickname was Pixie.

This is for Pixie.

As easily the least witchy person in Salem, I am not normally one to indulge a mysterious book that arrives in the mail. As far as I’m concerned, the only remarkable thing about this town is that it has managed to turn a gruesome historical tragedy into its own personal theme park. It’s a place where the actually morbid is transformed into a parody of itself, a plastic fiction, a buyable commodity.

But there is something about how bored I am, how I have nothing better to do than flip through our display deck of the (Smith) Rider-Waite to find the Fool card, that keeps me engaged in this mystery for just a little longer.

There he is—a jaunty guy with a little dog, looking like he’s ready to fall off that cliff. I rest my head on the counter and prop the card on the box in front of my face.

Something’s coming.

I’m staring at the Fool when the bell on the shop door rings and two girls who I don’t recognize come in. A girl with a blond buzz cut wearing a floral floor-length dress that would not look out of place on an Amish farm woman, and a taller, dark-haired girl wearing a bright blue silk robe over a black dress, her hair up in braids entwined with flowers.

“Did we wake you?” the blue-robe girl says to me with a smirk as I sit up and attempt to look helpful. Before I can respond, she begins flipping through a “history of Salem” book that she has taken off the shelf.

We don’t get a lot of people my age in the store. The kids from Salem High actively stay away, a nice by-product of their ongoing mission to avoid any contact with me at all costs. The feeling is mutual. And although unusual outfits are not uncommon in this town, these two extravagantly dressed girls entering the store feels like an event. I suddenly feel very underdressed in my dirty black jeans and slightly-less-dirty black T-shirt.

I don’t realize that I am staring at the flower-dress girl until she looks over at me and catches my eye. I quickly look down and pretend to be deeply engaged in reading the little tarot book.

“I think we should go to the library,” blue-robe girl says to flower-dress girl.

“We’ll go to the library next,” flower-dress girl says.

“Can I help you find something?” I ask.

Blue-robe girl approaches the counter. “I’m looking for a map of the witch trial locations. Like a walking tour map.”

“Walking tours leave from the kiosk down the street three times a day,” I say. “Five times a day in October.”

The girl shakes her head. “I obviously have been to all the locations already,” she says, somehow annoyed with me.

Her friend is standing behind her, looking around the store as if there’s anything special to be found here, rather than a bunch of tacky junk.

“I need the physical object of the map,” blue-robe girl continues. “The commodified, capitalist, fetishized, mass-produced thing that attempts to profit off the deaths of persecuted women.”

This is a slightly more interesting request than the usual “Do you have a beer cozy with a witch on it?” questions we usually get in here.

“We don’t have a map,” I say. “We’ve got a lot of other crap that fits that description, though. Take your pick.”

This makes flower-dress girl laugh. I am not sure if she is laughing at me or with me. But it is when she laughs that I happen to notice that this girl is very, very cute. Like, uncomfortably cute.

Her friend is less amused. She sighs in a way that implies that I have exhausted her and goes back to browsing the shelves. I sneak another look at her friend, who is now looking at the deck of tarot cards in my hand.

“Do you read?” she asks me.

“No. Just looking at the pictures.”

“Reading is just looking at the pictures very, very closely,” she says. She comes over to the counter and takes the Fool out of my hand. “My favorite card.”

“Why?” The closer she gets to me, the more the fact of her cuteness becomes difficult to ignore.

“He’s the sign of new beginnings. Of allowing yourself to dream. Nothing happens without the Fool.”

“Yeah, but he’s not called ‘intelligent dreamer’ or ‘starting-over guy,’” I say. “He’s called the ‘Fool.’ And he looks like he’s about to fall off that cliff.”

The girl smiles and hands the card back to me. The tip of her finger brushes my hand, and I feel the sensation traveling up my arm until it gets to my face, where I am pretty sure I am turning bright red.

“No way,” she says. “He’s just getting a good look at things before he sets off on his journey. If it ended now, then there would be no story to tell. And the story is the whole point.”

“Pix, I’m going to that T-shirt store on the corner,” blue-robe girl says, the bell ringing as she goes out the door.

“Be right there,” the flower-dress girl calls back.

“Your name is Pix?” I ask.

She smiles. I notice that her eyes close a little when she smiles, as if she is on the verge of laughing, as if she is savoring the joy. “Penny, officially,” she says. “But she started calling me that when I cut my hair short. When Ofira gives you a nickname, it tends to stick. So I’m Pixie now.”

Something inside me does a double backflip when she says this.

“That’s so funny,” I say. “I was just reading about the woman who drew these pictures. . . .”

“Pix!” The other girl has stuck her head back in the door, evidently deciding that Pix is taking too long to follow her.

“I’m Eleanor,” I say, desperate to say something else to this girl before she leaves. “No nickname.”

“Well,” Pix says. “We’ll have to do something about that.”

Triple backflip.

She smiles and turns toward the door.

“What does she need the map for?” I ask before she can go, stalling to find some way to keep her from leaving me alone with my thoughts.

Pix seems to think about it for a moment before answering.

Then she says, “Just some witchcraft,” and goes out the door.

I watch her walk down the block through the window—going after her best friend? Girlfriend?

No, no, no. No good can come of this line of thinking.

To distract myself, I open up “The Major Arcana, A Magical Guide to the Story Cards of the Smith Rider Waite Tarot Deck” again.

Something’s coming, friend. Watch for it. Keep an eye out along that vista. It’ll be here before you know it.

I turn the page.
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The Magician

Oh, Magician. You really seem to think a lot of yourself for someone standing in such close proximity to a guy named “the Fool.” You know that you’re just one step away from court jester, right? Conjuring visions, making a big show of presenting mystical truths in front of our eyes, telling us that magic is real. You claim to be someone who can translate spiritual wisdom into something we can understand here on earth. When what we know is that you’re really just a guy who figured out how to pull a rabbit out of a hat.

The truth is that you do have some inside info. One arm pointing up, the other pointing down, you are here to tell us, “As above, so below.” The heavens reflect the earth. The world outside us reflects the world inside us. The brain reflects the heart.

On the table in front of you are the tools of the tarot. Pentacles, cups, swords, and wands. These represent the suits of the other cards, the minor arcana. You’ve got it all at your disposal to put on a good show for us. Some flashy lights and maybe a sequined cape and a top hat wouldn’t hurt. Sometimes we need a little sugar to help the medicine go down.

We see you and ask ourselves—what is my song and dance? How do I make it through my days transforming difficult truths into a good show? How do I play the game that must be played, entertain the people who must be entertained, pull my rabbit out of my hat?

And how do I disappear into a puff of smoke?
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Puffs of smoke happen to be my specialty.

I didn’t mean to become someone who smokes pot every day. Sometimes these kinds of things just happen—when you can’t stand the taste of alcohol and everyone around you is wasted every Saturday night. When the stoner kids at the party are much calmer than the drunk people you’re with. When you start buying from the most notorious stoner in school, first just enough to get you through Saturday nights, then entire weekends, and finally the whole week. When somehow everything that’s wrong feels just less wrong enough to become bearable when you blow a hazy layer of smoke over your own existence.

I look at the Magician card just before I leave the store for the day. He’s wearing white and red robes with flowers growing above and below him. Is that a magic wand in his hand?

Alakazam! Your life is no longer terrible!

That seems like too big a magic trick to ask for, so how about something neutral, like a calm day? Wave a joint over me and turn me into someone who can successfully walk the ten blocks home without having a panic attack. Who can calmly climb the stairs up to our third-floor attic apartment. Who can be a kind and agreeable daughter. Transform me, oh Magician, not into a rabbit or a bouquet of flowers, but into a human who can make it through another day.

“Sanderson, you’re late!”

Simon is waiting on our usual corner, ready to walk me part of the way home, as he does every Thursday. He’s replaced the “white stoner boy” beanie that is the uniform of his friend group with a Red Sox baseball cap that he thinks helps him look more like a respectable preppy jock for when he is making his “deliveries.” But because everyone knows everyone in this town, I have a feeling that all it accomplishes is alerting people that he’s open for business.

My last name is actually Anderson, not Sanderson. This is Simon invoking the witch sisters from the movie Hocus Pocus, which was filmed all over this town. This is what passes for humor in Salem.

“Give me a break. It’s only two minutes after five,” I say, walking past him. Let him catch up.

He jogs after me. “What’s wrong with you, grumpy?”

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to,” I say. “Especially when you’re talking to the town pariah.”

He grabs my hand and makes me slow down. “I wish you would learn to look on the bright side of things,” he says.

He likes to hold hands while we walk, which makes it easier to slip the bag of pot to me. He thinks it’s funny that someone might think we’re holding hands because we actually want to. At one point maybe I thought it was funny too, but I don’t now. Now that no one in this town would think that Simon would have any reason to talk to me other than to sell me pot.

“Oh, please remind me exactly what the bright side of things is,” I say.

“You’re missing the hell of senior year, for one.”

“Lucky me. Little Miss GED. Hope I get voted prom queen of Nowhere High.”

Suddenly a loud clap of a backfiring engine breaks the relative peace of the afternoon and I jump about three feet, pulling my hand away from Simon and nearly throwing myself around the corner. Simon stares at me as the offending motorcycle speeds off past us.

“A little on edge there?”

I can feel my heart thumping in my chest.

Deep breaths, Eleanor. You’re okay.

“I’m fine,” I say.

Simon grabs my hand again and swings my arm like we’re about to start skipping down the sidewalk together. We keep walking.

“For real, though, the workload is already killing me and we’re only two weeks in,” he says. “And I’m supposed to know where I want to apply to college already. And I’m supposed to have already been working on my college essay for, like, five years. And I’m supposed to know what I’m going to do with the rest of my life.”

“But you’re already a successful businessman,” I say, not even attempting to hide my sarcasm. “What else is there to figure out?”

“It is true that I will clean up at college. That’s really the main reason to go.”

“They won’t need you there. Over twenty-one, they can buy their own at the corner store. Welcome to Massachusetts.”

“I better apply out of state, then. Follow the demand to the less enlightened territories.”

He lets go of my hand and moves to my other side. When he grabs my right hand, the bag of pot is in it. I put it in my pocket. It is my favorite magic trick of all. Soon it’ll disappear into a puff of smoke. Magic!

“What about you?” Simon asks.

“What about me, what?”

“Where are you applying? UMass?”

Simon has let go of my hand for good now. He will leave me at the end of this block.

I shake my head. Of the many topics I am not interested in discussing, this is in my top five.

“Nowhere,” I say. “My mom needs me. And a high school dropout is not getting into UMass.”

He shakes his head. “You’re way too negative, you know that, Sanderson?” He steps off the sidewalk to cross the street away from me. “You’ve got to have a little faith,” he calls back.

This comment would annoy me if I wasn’t so happy that I am now three minutes away from being stoned enough to forget how much everything annoys me. All I have to do is duck into the alley behind the convenience store on the corner of our block. If the owner comes out and sees me, I just share my joint with him. There are not many bonuses to small-town life, but knowing who the other stoners are is one of them.

I sit down next to the dumpster and take out my rolling papers, roll a small joint, and light it. I feel my heart rate finally returning to normal even just from the prospect of this relief. I’ll smoke half now and half later. I am regulating. Only what is needed.

Our apartment is in the attic of an old Victorian house at the end of this block. An elderly woman named Enid lives alone downstairs and gives us cheap rent in exchange for taking out her trash and making sure she’s still alive. Susan arranged it for us when we moved to town two years ago, when we left Mystic because Mom couldn’t really work anymore.

How my mom ended up with Lyme and not me, I will never be able to understand. We only lived half an hour from Lyme, Connecticut, the namesake of the disease caused by the tiny parasitic deer ticks that are nearly impossible to spot and can screw up your entire life within a matter of minutes. But I was the one who spent my childhood running through the reeds on the beaches, sitting in the grass of any yard I could find, climbing up trees and refusing to come down. I never checked myself once for the raised black mole of a bloodsucker or the telltale bull’s-eye that lets you know you have been targeted for slow disintegration. Nature’s revenge on humans. Take us down one by one.

We don’t know when Mom got the tick bite that started it, which means that she probably had it for a long time before we figured out that there was something wrong. She just started getting very tired. First she was falling asleep on the couch as soon as she got home from work. Then she started falling asleep at her desk during the day, and when she woke up she would seem confused and disoriented.

For a while she thought it might be stress, but her job as a teacher at the Mystic Aquarium was not exactly high stakes. Her biggest concern was usually making sure a kid didn’t fall in the eel tank.

Once the joint pain started, from the autoimmune arthritis that can kick in when Lyme goes untreated for too long, we knew it was a bigger problem. When she finally got a diagnosis, it was mostly too late. She tried rounds of megadoses of antibiotics, which just made her feel sicker. She went to every doctor she could find. Nothing helped.

The only thing I could think to do was throw myself completely into my schoolwork and the various academic clubs I had joined. If I kept busy, she wouldn’t have to worry about me on top of everything else. I was already an overachieving honor roll student with the nerdiest roster of extracurriculars available—mock trial, math team, Model UN. I just went into overdrive on achievement.

I realize now that doing well in school felt like something I could accomplish, that I could actually do right, when I knew there wasn’t much that I could do to help my mom. It was the only thing I could control.

Meanwhile our extended family in Mystic all felt the need to constantly weigh in on Mom’s illness. My grandparents, aunts, and uncles offered endless opinions and comments and no real help.

“Bonnie’s grandnephew saw a specialist who said that Lyme is a myth and it’s all psychological.”

In general our family seemed mystified by my mom’s life choices. She had raised me alone, calling me her miracle baby, when really I was her “unexpected baby” from an old boyfriend who possibly lives in Iceland now. Or is it Norway? We had always been a self-sufficient, independent team, me and my mom.

Susan was calling every night at that point to check on Mom. I don’t know when they made the decision that we would follow Susan to her hometown of Salem, but one night I heard them video chatting when Mom thought I was in my room.

“I know that they think because I couldn’t keep a guy that I’m going to lose my kid,” she said, followed by a long silence.

I would miss the aquarium, where I spent the majority of my childhood tagging along with Mom’s classes and helping to feed the fish when they would let me, but there was something exciting to me about the idea of moving to Salem. Even though I didn’t care about witchy stuff, Salem had a mythic vibe to it that I could appreciate. It felt like a place where I could reinvent myself as someone cooler, more self-assured. Someone who did things besides homework and Model UN.

It is not lost on me that we traded one place with magical connotations for another—Mystic to Salem. The Northeast loves magic. Rip Van Winkle, the Headless Horseman, the witch trials. It all makes for excellent tourist attractions.

Once we got to Salem, it made all the difference that we had Susan around to help us. She arranged for our apartment, hired a cleaning service, ordered groceries to be delivered, and hired us both to work at her store. Most nights she brought over a home-cooked meal. I was relieved to no longer be the only source of support for Mom. Susan would be the grown-up for all of us. And I was free to go live that new reinvented life for myself.

Walking down the block now to the house where we have lived in the apartment above Enid for the past two years, I am trying to maintain the floaty high that I know will keep me agreeable and calm at least for a few hours, until Susan closes up the store and comes over with soup and I can turn Mom over to her best friend for comfort.

I wave to Enid, who is sitting in her spot in the bay window on the first floor as I step onto the big covered front porch. She points to the bags of trash that she has placed next to the door, and I give her a thumbs-up.

Yes, of course I will take the trash, Enid. Don’t I always take the trash?

I let myself in the side door that leads to our private stairs and start the long trek up to the attic. We have a kitchen, a living room, two small bedrooms, and a bathroom with an ancient tub that Mom soaks in every night. You have to duck in most corners of our apartment to avoid hitting your head on the slanted ceilings. When we first moved in, I managed to convince myself that it was charming, a kind of magical tree house to fit this life in our new magical town. I imagined someone climbing up the tree outside my window to tap on the glass and be let into my tiny bedroom. This felt romantic and secret and like an actual possibility. I do not imagine this anymore.

“Hey, honey.” Mom can hear me coming from a floor away. I have to stop on the landing to catch my breath.

“Hey,” I call back.

“You okay?”

I am so out of breath that it takes me a minute to call back, “Fine!”

If pot is my magic and all magic costs something, then mine takes my breath away.

At least I’m not smoking cigarettes, I think as I am stopped on this landing. An impressive magic trick is making a seventeen-year-old girl feel like she’s about ninety. Enid should be taking out the garbage for me.

I make the trek up the final flight of stairs to find Mom wrapped in a blanket on the couch in front of the TV. She looks the way she always looks. Pale and tired.

“Hey,” I say.

“Enid called up to tell me to remind you that it’s garbage night,” Mom says.

I go in my room to dump my bag and jacket and slip the tiny bag of pot into my underwear drawer.

“Can I suggest a hobby for Enid?” I say. “Maybe get her a cat?”

“I think she’s just lonely, honey.”

I go into the living room and sit down in a chair across from Mom.

“Why don’t you go hang out with her?” I say.

Mom gives me a look.

“What?” I say, teasing. “You’re both home all day.”

“I do not need to listen to Enid’s tirade against the community planning board for the four thousandth time,” Mom says.

“Are you hungry?” I ask, getting up. “Susan’s coming over later with some soup.”

Mom shakes her head, and I go into the kitchen to make a snack. After a minute, Mom appears in the kitchen doorway, the blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

“I’m thinking I might take a shift back from you at the store later this week,” she says.

Ah, I said the wrong thing, pointing out that she is home all day, instead of working at the store with Susan.

“Sure,” I say, trying not to give this word any extra meaning.

She is quiet for a minute. I put two slices of bread in the toaster. Watch the toast toast. I feel like we are both watching paint dry.

“It would give you a little break,” Mom says. “You could stay home and look at college stuff.”

“Oh,” I say. “Yeah.”

Why does everyone want to talk about college today?

“I can help you with applications if you want.”

“That’s okay,” I say.

“But we should talk about it. I think most kids start around now.”

I feel myself getting red, a hot buildup in my head that is pushing through the pleasant haze of my magic smoke spell.

I really do not want to talk about this.

“I’m good,” I say. I push past her, down the hallway, into my room. I know better than to slam the door. I can at least keep myself from that level of bratty display.

“Eleanor?” Mom calls from the hallway. “You want your toast?”

Mom leaves me alone until Susan arrives with the soup. I am lying in bed, silently screaming at myself for not being able to be calm, be kind. She was only trying to help me. I can’t be mad at her for that. And then here come the other thoughts. All the thoughts.

You mess up everything.

Susan arriving offers a restart. Do-over. Magic! We eat her soup at the kitchen table, and she complains about her day of supplier problems and undelivered goods. Mom listens happily, offering advice and consolation. After we’re done, Susan pulls a bottle of wine out of her bag and demands that she and Mom drink it on the front porch, where they can enjoy the night air. I grab two glasses for them and head down while Susan helps Mom down the stairs. Her pain has been mostly in her legs recently, so it takes them a long time to get down. I take Enid’s trash to the curb and come back, set up two chairs for Susan and Mom where they can look out over the twilit street.

Settled in their chairs, Susan pours Mom a glass of wine and I sit on the steps while they start one of their Deep Gossip Sessions. This is when Mom really perks up. Not even the usual brain fog of her day will stop her from going over which of their college buddies announced a divorce online with a post about “conscious uncoupling.” Who will get the money, the house, the kids? Susan seems to take a particular delight in humiliating divorce stories. It makes her feel better about her own.

“I’m going for a walk,” I say. I will not be missed. I have nothing to contribute to the Deep Gossip. I am much more likely to be the subject of someone’s Deep Gossip.

“Okay, honey,” Mom says.

I walk down the block, their happy witchy cackles fading behind me. Back to the convenience store parking lot. I will finish the joint from earlier, then help Mom upstairs and pass out. That will be the day.

Abracadabra. I made another day of my life disappear.

I take my place in my usual behind-the-dumpster spot and light the remaining half of the joint. But before I can get stoned enough to fully reenter my preferred state of haziness, my mind wanders back to the exact place I am trying to keep it from wandering—the two girls from the store. They must be witchy tourists, making a pilgrimage to Salem. I know all the teenagers in town by sight, mostly as a protective measure. If I recognize them, they sure as hell know who I am. And that means Stay Away.

The thought occurs to me that Pix might have been making fun of me, the employee in the cheesy witch store, while those two must believe themselves to be true witches. I am the girl in all black—black jeans, black T-shirt, black sneakers—who wouldn’t be caught dead in a cape and pointy hat.

I can’t help but picture Pix now—not a witch in all black at all, but radiant in many colors. Her floor-length dress was green with bright flowers and puffed sleeves, like in Anne of Green Gables, one of my favorite books when I was little. My mom read the whole series to me. All Anne (with an e) ever wanted was a dress with puffed sleeves.

And what does it mean that I had just been reading about Pamela “Pixie” Colman Smith when they came into the store? If I was a different kind of person, I would see this as a sign. That Pix and I were meant to be in each other’s lives. That the touch of her fingers against my hand when she gave me back the Fool card was only the first of many touches. That seeing her smile with her eyes half-closed again was my destiny. That something about this little tarot book was leading me to her.

But that is not how the biggest cynic in Salem thinks. Instead I tell myself that if I never saw her before today, I’ll never see her again. It’s that simple.

I exhale a large puff of smoke and feel everything in my body relax. Even if I see her again, what good would it do? I am not made for human interaction. So, just stop thinking about it.

I try to turn my thoughts instead to the tarot book, which I have shoved in my back pocket. Why send a witchy thing to a witch store if you aren’t trying to sell something? No one gives magic away for free in this town.

I am about to take the book out and read about the next card when a car pulls into the convenience store parking lot and two people get out. I can’t see them, but as soon as they start yelling jovial insults at each other, I recognize their voices all too well. My stomach sinks.

“You’re fucking gay, man. You’re gonna die a virgin.”

Harrison.

Shit shit shit.

I toss my joint without thinking; my first instinct is to run before he sees me. But then I realize that he has to walk past the dumpster to get into the store from where he has parked. I am trapped.

The voice that responds to him is higher pitched. The voice of a born sidekick. Harrison’s best friend, Tyler.

“Yeah, how about you? Gonna go look for a girlfriend in the graveyard? I heard you love it there.”

“Shut the fuck up!”

“You know having sex with dead bodies is illegal, right?” Tyler says. “But you do you, man.”

Harrison yells in fake rage and attacks Tyler. Tyler wrestles back. My heart is racing. I am holding as still as I can, pushed
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