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A Note from the Editor

 

 

I have always felt the world was full of magic. From the magic words I would say in my head when I shot a basketball at the hoop on my grandparent’s garage, to the strange things I’ve seen that I couldn’t explain, to the feelings I get when the smells of the holidays fill the house.

How can the smell of cinnamon and cloves make you feel warm, happy, and safe if magic is not involved somehow? How is it the whole world so often goes still and quiet in that golden hour before sunset if there’s no magic? How can squiggly lines of black ink on a page in a book make words that can, years later, teach you something, change the way you feel, think, and live, if there is no such thing as magic?

In today’s world, magic can seem a little hard to come by. Which is really too bad. I think it probably needs magic more than ever. Even the youngest children seem jaded to the world around them.

As you read our stories of people who found magic, keep in mind the places you once found magic in your life. Maybe you’ll remember where, and how, to look for it. Maybe, just by looking, you’ll alert the magic to your presence, and it will come looking for you.

But even so, some magic you still have to make for yourself. Don’t be afraid to put in a little elbow grease, either, because that’s definitely a key ingredient. Right up there with rainbows and shooting stars.

And for sure don’t be afraid to try to make magic yourself. Everything starts somewhere. It might as well start with you. Right here, right now, and with this book.

 

-Sam Knight

October 4th, 2022
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Broken Things

by

Damien Mckeating

 

 

THERE’S THIS TRICK THAT I CAN DO; MY ONE TRUE TALENT. But, I tell you now, it is not quick thinking.

Daisy stomped through the living room, a delirious blur of rainbow-coloured hair, piercings and leather. She sobbed and pounded up the stairs in her big boots. I stood with my mouth open, a mug of tea halfway to it. I couldn’t remember if I was going to drink it or say something to her. Something suitably parental like, “Take your boots off,” or “What’s the matter, love?”

Didn’t, though. Just stood there like a hedgehog who’s realised he’s on a main road.

“Should I?” I half-asked, nodding towards the stairs.

“No,” Ellie said. She stood in the kitchen doorway, arms folded across her chest, looking tired.

“Bad one?” I asked.

“She and Jesse broke up.”

“Aw, man.”

I put the mug down and, in the absence of Daisy, hugged Ellie. We look odd together. I’m tall and broad and quiet, she’s short and slim and a firecracker. Somehow, we’ve always fit together.

“She’ll be okay. Give her some time. We all get our heart broken at some point.”

“We didn’t,” I said.

“I was heart-broken when I met you,” she said, looking up at me.

“The first thing I fixed,” I smiled and kissed her.

“Not quite,” she smiled back and slipped away. “I’ve got to pick up a few things. Are you staying here?”

“Yeah. For a while. I’ll hang around, just in case she needs someone.” I finished with a shrug.

I watched Ellie leave and thought about how she’d been when we first met, thirty-something years ago. We weren’t much different, even then. She was a lean tomboy with scuffed knees and a wicked punch. I was a tubby kid who’d rather be neither seen nor heard.

She was sitting in the dirt, sniffling, wiping at her nose with the back of her hand, a threadbare teddy in two pieces in front of her. Someone had ripped its head off. A little cloud of white stuffing stuck out from the neck.

“Are you okay?” I asked, immediately wanting the sky to fall in and bury me.

“Sam broke my Ted,” she said.

“Oh.” I shuffled my feet and looked to the horizon for inspiration. “Should we tell someone?”

“No,” she sniffed. “I think I broke his nose.” She shrugged.

I was in love. I decided to show her the trick that I could do. I’d never shown anyone else. I knew, just knew, that it wasn’t something everyone could do, and if they knew I could do it then I would…stand out. I couldn’t think of anything worse.

I took hold of the two halves of Ted in my hands. I gently placed the head back onto the neck and covered the join with my palms.

Now, I don’t know how it works, not really. Never did, never have done, probably never will. I just know that I can do it. I can feel how things should fit together. The stitches and tears in the bear’s neck seemed to appear in my mind’s eye and then slot together—like a laser light show across the night sky.

I moved my hands away and Ted was whole again.

“You fixed him,” she said, stating the obvious only because it was so unbelievable. “How did you do that?”

I shrugged. Embarrassment washed over me. If the sky wasn’t going to fall down and crush me, maybe I could dig my way into the ground and bury myself alive.

Ellie hugged me. It was wonderful. She was strong and wiry. I could smell the soil on her skin, the perfume sting of her soap, feel her soft hair against my face, and the breath of her words against my ear.

“Thank you,” she said.

It was love and I fell hard. Never had the guts to think she might feel the same. Took me a few more years to figure that out.

Maybe I was still figuring it out. Think maybe that’s what love is, really: figuring it out new each day.

From upstairs came the sound of thudding punk rock. Loud and aggressive. Full of fire and life. I’d always liked to drown in music, so I could understand that. When you don’t have the words, let someone else sing or scream them for you.

I decided to give Daisy some space. I went out to the garden, easing the pain out of my dodgy leg with each step, hauled open the garage door and set to work.

I fix things. Not just in that special way, but in the everyday kind of way. I think one led to the other. I wanted to know how things went together, so I ended up studying mechanics and engineering. Now I fix pretty much everything. Everyone around town knows who I am and sends me things, and I do a good mail-order business around the country, even a few international orders.

The garage is an orderly mess. There are two long workbenches with the tools arranged and stored just how I want them. Then there are rows, stacks, and boxes of works-in-progress. Years ago, Ellie hit upon the idea of bargain hunting in antique stores, charity shops, auctions, and car boot sales. We were buying the broken stuff cheap, fixing it up, and turning a good profit. So now there were paintings, books, toys, mirrors, and clothes in amongst the usual furniture, machinery and electronics.

I can lose hours at a time when I start working. It draws me in and the world fades away. It’s soothing; like a good yoga session, or meditation. I imagine. Never been much good at yoga or meditation, but I’ve heard people talk about it.

I work with my hands, feeling wood, metal and plastic beneath my fingers. I manipulate the pieces with my flesh and my mind. Each time there’s that laser show behind my eyes where the strands of energy, of molecules, knit together. Just like magic. Or chemistry. I can never decide what it is I actually do.

When I stop there’s still loud music thudding out of the upstairs room. I message Ellie, tell her I’m going for a walk, and give Daisy some more space. Good thing there are no neighbours nearby for her to annoy; and it also means plenty of space for me to walk. I like to walk. It gives me time to think, and it eases the pain in my leg. After a few miles my limp usually starts to ease up.

We live in an old farmhouse, surrounded by a good stretch of land. The house was a wreck when we found it and optimistically sold as a “fixer-upper.” As luck would have it, that kind of thing was no problem for me. We got a dream house for a dream price, and the space and quiet I’d been craving since I was a kid.

Recent storms had kicked up leaves and deadfall across the track from our house. There’s a patch of woodland nearby with a dirt track cutting through it, and a main road into town that cuts close to it and then follows the river. It’s a thirty-minute walk into town, if you walk like you mean it.

Today I didn’t mean it at all. I meandered. I felt the wind on my face, heard the rustle of birds in the branches, and wondered if the greying clouds meant rain.

A tree by the path had lost a branch. I picked it up and felt the rough bark against my rough palms. I turned the branch in my hands and held it up to the trunk of the tree. It was a living thing, not like the materials I usually worked with. I wondered if I could do it. I’d done something like it, once…

Bobby Fenn had fallen out of a tree. We were just daft teenagers, messing around and building a rope swing too high on a branch too weak to support us. Should have known better, but we didn’t, and the inevitable happened.

I remember the sounds. Two cracks. The branch and his leg. There was a silence afterwards like the world had ended. I’d have sworn it lasted forever, but then suddenly Bobby was screaming.

I looked at his leg and saw how bad it was. It was…bad. Then Bobby stopped screaming, and that was worse. His face was pale and drenched in sweat. Pain, shock, or something had knocked him out. I sat on the ground next to him, relieved to see that he was still breathing, and wondered what the hell to do.

We were too far from anywhere for me to carry him, or drag him, and neither seemed like a good idea anyway. No one was likely to find us. We were alone. Bobby was probably dying. I vomited and then decided there was only one thing to do.

It’s the only time I’ve ever done it: fixed living matter. I placed my hands on his leg and let the magic flow…

I don’t remember much about it, truth be told. My jaw snapped shut and I thought my teeth might grind themselves to dust. There was a pain behind my eyes like a nail had been driven through my skull. The lights I saw…lines and patterns, the intricate weft and weave that bound bone to bone and flesh to flesh.

Turns out, somebody did find us. We were both unconscious. I had dried blood over my face from a nosebleed and Bobby had blood all over his leg, but no wound. Not a single trace of his broken leg.

The only thing that changed that day is I now walk with a limp. I guess there’s a cost to something like what I can do.

The dull ache in my leg reminded me that I’d stopped walking. I put down the tree branch, letting go of it and the memory of Bobby Fenn. I turned towards home and wondered how Daisy was doing. I wanted to do something. I’d make her pain my own, if I could. I remember nursing her as a kid, every time she was sick, and praying that I could take away everything that was hurting her and carry it myself.

“We all get our heart broken at some point,” Ellie’s words echoed back to me.

But how do you fix a broken heart?

I stopped.

Like I said, I’m not known for my quick thinking. The idea must have been knocking around in the twilight of my subconscious for hours, but now it had stepped out into the daylight.

I can fix things.

Could I fix a broken heart?

What would it cost me?

Did it matter? I’d do anything for Daisy. I’d bear any pain. I’d die for her, without question or hesitation.

I kicked the idea around as I walked. I could fix small things, things that weren’t alive, and it didn’t seem to cost me anything. Nothing that I’d noticed, anyway. Sometimes I wondered if a debt was building: maybe there was a cancer growing in me, or I was chipping away at the hours and days of my life. But Bobby’s leg had cost me, and a broken heart felt bigger than a broken leg.

The house was quiet when I got home. I lingered outside the garage. The world felt like it was slipping around me, like reality had shaken itself loose. The idea that had taken hold of me was too big: I was sure people could see it radiating off me.

I made my way to Daisy’s room and knocked on the door.

“You okay, Day?” I said.

“Yeah,” she replied after a while. There was weight in that one word. I could feel the effort it had taken for her to say even that much.

“Get you anything?”

“No. I’m tired.”

“Get some sleep, love. I’ll be downstairs.”

What had I expected to do? To tell her my plan? To just burst in and lay hands on her, like some crazed healer?

I was standing in the kitchen, holding a mug of tea, and gazing out across the garden when Ellie came home, hauling two shopping bags with her.

“Huh?” I said when I realised she was talking to me.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Oh. Nothing.” I sipped my tea, gagged at how cold it was, and put it on the counter.

“Right,” Ellie said. “Nothing at all. How’s Daisy?” She started unloading the bags and packing things away into the cupboards.

“Said she was tired.”

“You spoke to her?”

“Only a little. Did some work. Went for a walk. Been thinking.”

“I know.”

“You know?”

She smiled. “You’ve got a thousand-yard stare going on. You look like your brain might melt out of your ears.”

I gave a small laugh and felt my cheeks flush a little. “It’s a big thought,” I admitted.

Something in my tone caught her attention. She stopped what she was doing and took hold of my hands. “What is it?” she asked.

“You said she was heart-broken,” I said. I turned my hands over in hers so I was looking down at my palms.

“She is.”

“Could I fix her?”

I looked up and locked eyes with Ellie, so I felt the full force of her rage. Her eyes went wide as she turned ashen.

“No.”

“Just a thought,” I said.

“No,” she repeated, bringing a hand up to slap my arm. She stepped away from me, her body rigid with fury. “Did you hit your head when you went walking?”

“No. I was thinking about Bobby and his leg.”

“Fixing Bobby’s leg almost killed you.”

“It’s just a limp.”

“They found you unconscious, covered in blood, lucky that the bleeding had stopped before your brains oozed out through your nose.”

I shuffled my feet and shrugged my shoulders. I hadn’t moved, penned into my corner of the kitchen while Ellie stalked the room.

“I don’t want anything to hurt her,” I said. I clasped my hands and interlocked my fingers. “I can put things back together.”

“A broken heart isn’t a literal thing.” Ellie said. She sighed, her shoulders dropping, her voice quieter. “Even if…even if it was something you could do, how do we know it’s a clean break? Does a broken heart feel broken or does it feel shattered?”

“Yeah,” I agreed, my chin down on my chest, my voice down in my shoes.

Ellie placed her palms on my chest. “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t even think about it. Some things just have to heal themselves.”

“Is it…” I struggled to organise my thoughts, to make sense of something that was unsaid. But I’m not the quickest of thinkers. “I didn’t know how important it was. To you.”

“Honey, you’d be…” Now she struggled for the words. “You’d be changing someone against their will. Imposing your own ideal onto them. Controlling them.”

“No.”

“Not cruelly,” she said, holding my gaze and stroking my cheek. “But you’d still be manipulating them. And…I couldn’t bear that. If you could do it to them, could you do it to me? Love only means anything when it’s free.”

We held each other. I cried and there was a release in it. A weight I hadn’t known was there lifted from my chest. Ellie was right, of course. She’d seen something here that I hadn’t. What would be the cost of fixing a broken heart? Maybe not my death, but something more sinister. A loss of something I might never see coming.

“Never,” I said, my face nestled into Ellie’s hair. “I promise.”

There was a sense of space around me as I went out into the garage. Space was what I wanted. I needed to think about what Ellie had said, about how I felt, but the sensation around me was unsettling. The space felt like an absence, as if I had lost something; like the nightmare of realising you don’t have your trousers on.

I tried to work but my mind wouldn’t focus. There was a painting I wanted to restore: a crack in the frame and a tear in the canvas. Both should have been the work of seconds, a moment under my hands, but I didn’t want to do it. I got out my tools and began to glue, fill and sand the frame. There was a solace in the physicality of the work.

What was the cost of my talent?

“Dad?”

Daisy stood in the doorway, looking at me with the same concerned frown Ellie had been wearing. “You okay?” she said.

“Fine. Just working.”

“Didn’t look like it.”

“Thinking too,” I said with a shrug. I placed the frame down, satisfied with how it was coming along.

I’ve never told Daisy what I can do. Only Ellie knows. I don’t know what would happen if others found out. I’ve never wanted to stand out, to feel like a freak, or be exploited, but I had helped people. I hoped I had, at least.

“How are you?” I asked.

“Still tired,” she said and put her arms around me.

I hugged her back. There’s something special in these moments. You remember when they were tiny and it seems that, no matter the age or size, they’ve always fit together with you. Like you were meant to be. Bonded. Fixed together.

“I wish I could make it better,” I said.

“It’ll get better,” Daisy said.

“I know it hurts.” I kissed her on the forehead. “I’d take it all away, if I could.”

“No,” she said with a shake of her head and a sardonic half-smile. “It’s mine. I’ll live through it.” She reached into her pocket. “Could you fix something for me?”

My heart jumped. “Sure,” I said.

She handed me a silver heart on a chain. The chain had snapped and come away from the pendant. “I don’t know how to put it back together.”

“I can do that,” I said. “This was from Jesse?”

“Yeah,” she said with a shrug. “I just… I don’t know. I feel like when I’m eighty years old, I’ll want something to look back on and think about.”

I looked down at the locket nestled in my palm and I chuckled. “You’re smarter than me,” I said.

“I know.” She gestured at the locket and then around the garage. “How do you do it?”

I looked up to see that Ellie had followed us out. She was standing at the doorway and had obviously heard the end of the conversation. She nodded at me.

I swallowed and licked my lips. My heart was racing, and I felt light, as if a strong wind could blow me away.

“I can show you,” I said. “There’s this trick that I can do.”

And I closed my hand around the tiny heart in my palm…
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Sphere of Falling

by

Stace Johnson

 

 

IT SAT IN MY PALM, SMALL, ROUND AND SHINY. The fluorescent lights of the shop reflected, curved, in its surface, as did the face of the shopkeeper. His nose, already a work of grotesque art, was even more hooked and crooked when viewed in the round surface, and the transparent green visor that shaded his eyes looked even sillier in reflection than in reality.

I had expected the sphere to be cool when he dropped it into my sweaty hand, but it was warm. And it didn’t really drop; it sort of settled into my hand, like a bird settling into a nest. I could barely feel its weight.

“And this will cure my…phobia?” I asked the shopkeeper, one eyebrow raised.

“Yessir. Not only will it cure your fear of stairs and ladders, it will keep you from falling no matter what. The Sphere of Falling works for any kind of falling-related phobia. Once you buy a Fear Sphere™ of any kind, you’re protected from that fear completely, whether real or imagined. It’s guaranteed.”

My hand felt light, as if it were floating. I brought the sphere to my face and looked at my oversized nostrils in the reflection. The sphere smelled faintly acrid, like air after a lightning strike. I held it to my ear but heard nothing. No whirring, no high-pitched electrical whine.

“What makes this work?” I asked the shopkeeper.

His lips pursed and quivered for a second before he answered. “I’m not allowed to say. Contractual obligations.” He tilted his head toward a crystal ball on the top of his desk. Grey smoke swirled inside the ball; I didn’t look too closely, simply nodded.

He squinted out from under his visor. “Let’s just say it’s not any new-fangled electronic device, hmm?” The visor shifted up on his forehead as he raised his bushy brows and winked once. He pulled the bill back down with his forefinger and thumb. I rolled the sphere around in my palm with my forefinger, looking for manufacturing marks. There were none.

“Why don’t you give it a try, eh? There’s a ladder just over there.” He angled his head toward the end of the counter, where a rollaway ladder leaned against the shelves.

I looked at the ladder, expecting my heart to start pounding, and was surprised when it didn’t. I closed my hand over the small silver sphere and placed it gently in my sport coat pocket. Glancing first at the shopkeeper, I walked slowly to the ladder, like a cowboy approaching a skittish horse. The ladder didn’t move, and the shopkeeper followed behind me. I licked my dry lips before I spoke.

“You know, I’ve never really had a problem with heights, but ladders are tricky for me because they aren’t too stable. Especially ladders with wheels,” I rambled, looking at the cast iron rails on which the ladder rode.

“Then this will be a good test,” the shopkeeper said. He sounded confident; I remained unconvinced but took a deep breath and put my right foot on the first step.

The ladder didn’t move, and I didn’t slip and fall. Holding tight to the ladder’s edge, I carefully lifted my left foot up to the step, and again the ladder stayed put. I looked at the shopkeeper.

“Go on,” he said, grinning like a proud father.

The second step was as easy as the first, but I had no intention of going higher. I remembered what had happened the last time I climbed that high on a ladder. I still had the scar on my forehead to prove it.

“Okay, it seems to work. I think I’ll come down now.”

“No sir, you’ll keep going right on up to the top of those steps. We have to give the Sphere a good test to make sure it works for you, now don’t we?”

I thought about what he said and realized how empty the space behind my fear was. Beyond that one fearful memory, nothing lurked to keep me from climbing higher up the ladder. “Okay,” I said.

I steeled myself for the inevitable unbalanced feeling as I brought first one foot, then the other, to the third step, and was pleased to find that the step was solid. The nagging trepidation that had been bothering me since I looked at the ladder began to change into a sense of thrill.

I mentally latched onto that, grabbed the shelves for support, and climbed another step. Still no vertigo, no irresistible urge to jump. I moved up to the fifth step, and still the ground did not reach up to grab me. I looked past my right foot at the old shopkeeper.

“Go on!” he said again, waving his hands upward. “Only one more to go!”

I placed my right foot gingerly on the final step, clinching the shelf brackets for balance. The step creaked a little but took my weight. I slowly moved my other foot up beside it and applied weight until I was completely supported by the top step. My fingers relaxed their grip a little. I felt as if I were standing atop a brick wall, stationary and solid.

“See? There’s nothing to it!” the shopkeeper said, spreading his arms.

Then he kicked the ladder out from under me.

The ladder clattered down the rail to the back of the shop, banging into the rubber stopper at the end of the rail and rebounding a few inches. The shopkeeper’s grin had changed from fatherly to maniacal. I screamed…but I did not fall. Instead, I floated in mid-air, my fingers white against the surface of the dusty shelves.

“Wha—what the hell’d you do that for?” I shrieked.

The shopkeeper’s wild grin retreated into a smile again, comforting and apologetic. “Just helping you test the product. See? It works like a charm… If you’ll pardon the expression. You can come on down now, if you want.”

“How?” My voice trembled around the word.

“Just tell yourself you want down, and you’ll come down, gentle as a feather.”

I licked my lips and whispered, “Down, please, now.” The shelves seemed to rise in my hands at first, but then I realized I was slowly dropping — not falling — down to the floor. I relaxed my grip and let my hands slide down the worn woodwork. When my feet touched the floor, I took a deep breath. The orb still rested in my pocket, warm and comforting.

“S-Sold,” I said, fishing a card out of my wallet. I tapped the card against the reader and entered my PIN. A little brass bell above the door jingled as another customer came in.

“You want to carry that, or should I box it up for you?” the shopkeeper asked.

“I think I’ll just carry it, thanks.”

“I thought you might.” He smiled and winked out at me from under the visor, his face glowing green in the filtered fluorescent light.

As I left, I heard the other customer saying, “I, um… My girlfriend wants to get married…”

“Ah, I have just the thing for you: a Sphere of Commitment. Fix you right up!”

The shopkeeper continued talking as I walked out. The doorbell chimed goodbye, and I floated down the steps to the sidewalk.
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Eternally Shackled

by

Stephanie Daich

 

 

“HOW CAN JOSEPHINE RUN A FARM ALONE?” I ask my mom. I shift the phone to my left ear as I gather the grocery bags with my right hand. I use my wide hip to close the car door. Could there be anyone lazier than my hillbilly cousin, Josephine? Whenever we were together as kids and the adults gave us jobs, Josephine instantly developed a stomach malady or a bad case of female cramps.

“Where did you say her farm is?”

My mom’s voice sounds muffled. “It’s on her property in Arkansas. She used her inheritance money and brought in animals.”

I drop the grocery bags at my feet as I fiddle with my keys to open the front door. The phone slips from my ear, and I quickly catch it before it shatters on the porch.

The stiff hinges make it hard to push my apartment door open. I wedge my leg in front of it and scoop up my groceries. I trip on two dogs and three cats as I shove my way into my apartment. My family of pets assault me. Maybe I have a little of the hillbilly gene in me, but nothing like Josephine.

“Hey, babies,” I say, shutting the door. These little guys are my family. I don’t have time for real relationships.

I adjust the slippery phone, covered in sweat, then continue to balance it under my shoulder. “Who helps her? There is no way Josephine is motivated enough to run a farm.”

“She does it by herself,” my mom says.

As I make my way to the kitchen, Lady, my golden retriever, jumps on my chest, and my phone flies to the kitchen tile.

Crack.

“Oh no!”

The groceries slip.

Crunch.

“Lady!”
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Josephine has a farm. What a strange thought. As I juggle my life with Marcus Wollen, my boss, I think about Josephine’s farm. I bet those poor animals are starved and neglected.

“Cathy, I need those files now!” Marcus screams at me with a level two tone. My head bobs up.

I once had categorized the intensity of his screams. Level one—He wanted something, but not urgently. Level two—He was getting desperate but not emergent. Level three—I better respond in three seconds flat or find a new job.

I steady my tone, keeping myself from snapping back. “The printer service said the documents would be ready at 2 p.m. That is still an hour away. I thought I would get your…”

Marcus interrupts me. “I don’t need to know what you thought. Go to the printer service and tell them you need the files now!”

As I drive to the printer service, I make several micro stops for Marcus. I have used the printing service for three years. They won’t have the files ready until 2 p.m., and arriving earlier would only waste my time, which I never squander—me, queen multi-tasker.

After I pick up Marcus’ lunch, I head to the printers. I engage my phone’s speech recognition.

“Call Josephine.”

“Hey-a-cuz,” her southern drawl burst out of my car speakers. “What you up to? Haven’t heard from you since the funereal.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.”

Wait, communication goes both ways. She could have reached out to me anytime over the last two years. In fact, she has more time in her life than I do. I mean, what has she been doing, sitting on her butt? I bite my tongue.

She asks, “You still working for that hotshot legal service?”

“Yes.”

“Sounds dull. I don’t think I could ever leave the country and move to the city.”

“I heard you got a farm.”

Josephine’s voice raises. “I did, I did! I’m a genuine farmer now.”

“How many animals do you have?”

A car swerves into my lane. I slam on my breaks. “Freaking idiot!”

“What?”

“Oh, sorry, not you, Josephine. I am driving.”

“Yup, another reason I hate the city. But, to your question, I don’t know how many animals I have.”

“How do you have a farm and not know how many animals you have?”

“I dunno. Haven’t counted, I guess.” How can she not know what animals she has? They surely have to be neglected.

The traffic light turns yellow, and I would run it, but a cop pulled up behind me. I slam on my breaks as the light turns red.

Josephine asks, “Ya married yet?”

I
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