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  October 1


Miss Emma
This is a children’s story, which means that I can get away with saying things that I couldn’t say to adults, but not a young children’s story, which means I can get away without having too many pictures.
Some of the things which I am about to describe would not be bearable, if you were forced to look at pictures of them.
The story I am about to tell you is both disgusting and terrifying.
At least, I think so.
But who am I?
I am…a witch.
And also a librarian.
It’s not required for all librarians to become witches, by the way. It just so happens that I am both. The other librarians I work with know all about this, but they think it means that I am merely odd. (Librarians are fine with odd people, because they are almost always more than a little odd themselves.)
The other witches I work with know that I am a librarian and are always asking silly questions. I try to explain that I can answer almost any question, as long as the answer has been recorded somewhere other than a magical text, but do they listen? No!
“Oh, Emma, what is the best way to lure non-local mermaids? I don’t want to speak to a local mermaid, but one from Atlantis.”
“Oh, Emma, how expensive is a full-body wig made of Sasquatch fur?”
“Oh, Emma, how much weight can a phoenix carry? And will it start on fire, or will the magical flames not burn it?”
If you were to come to my library and see someone at the reference desk asking me a question, and my face is turning red, then that is your first hint as to whether the person speaking to me is an ordinary person, or a witch.
Ordinary people just want answers to their questions.
Witches are a bit different.
You will see.
But this isn’t a story about me, Emma the librarian-witch.
This is a story about Jayla, who is one of the library kids at my library. I won’t tell you exactly which library it is—for reasons that you will understand very shortly!—but I can tell you that it is in a medium-sized city where the leaves turn orange and red and yellow and brown in the fall, and where it doesn’t often snow on Halloween, but sometimes it does.
This means that every October the library, which is on top of a hill overlooking the rest of the city, is surrounded by the sounds of rustling leaves, which the wind carries all around the hill and piles up pleasantly in corners, where children and dogs like to jump and play.
And that every October, houses are decorated with carved pumpkins on their front porches, and orange and green and purple Halloween lights, and plastic skeletons: some of them small, some life-sized, and some very large indeed.
Jayla is one of my favorite young patrons at the library. Someday, she may become a witch. I say she may become a witch, not because she doesn’t have the talent for witchcraft. She does! But, sadly, sometimes a talent for witchcraft is not enough.
It takes talent to become a witch, that is true.
It takes skill and dedication, too.
It even takes luck! For if you wish to become a witch, then you must know that it is possible to become one, and how can one learn that it is possible to become a witch without having met one?
You might be able to learn witchcraft from books. But, unless you have met a witch, how will you know which books are the right ones to learn witchcraft from?
Many books claim to be magical.
But only a few actually are.
And I haven’t even told you about the hardest part of becoming a witch yet!
You can have talent, skill, dedication, and the good luck to meet a witch, and still not become a witch.
There is one more thing that you need, one more ingredient to the magic spell for making witches, so to speak.
I cannot tell you what it is.
It is a terrible, terrible secret.

      ***Some names and locations have been changed to protect our secrets! —Emma
Jayla
My name is Jayla Jackson, and I am twelve years old.
I am a sixth-grader at Chaney Middle School, where over five hundred other kids, including two hundred in sixth grade, all battle continuously over who gets the best seat at recess, who has the coolest locker, and who has kissed the most popular boy in class.
I am not like that. I paint my fingernails black and hiss when people try to talk to me. I wear a large gray hoodie every day to class and I never take it off, no matter how hot it gets in August or September. I wear black Crocs decorated with steel spikes, skulls, scorpions, and spiders.
I do this to warn people away from me.
If people think I am weird, then they won’t try to become friends with me.
People who become friends with me are in danger.
Because I can do magic. I am a witch.
I am only writing this down in my English class journal because no one will believe me, and I have to write something, or Mr. Henderson will give me a bad grade in the class.
He says it’s okay if I pretend that I am a witch.
He says that exercising our imaginations is an important part of being an adolescent, and that the more we act out in our imaginations, the less likely we are to make poor choices in our real lives.
I feel bad for Mr. Henderson. He must not have met many bad people in his life.
Or else he wasn’t paying attention.
I don’t think Mr. Henderson is a bad person. I just think he’s naive, that is, “showing a lack of experience, wisdom, or judgment.”
My first entry is due first thing tomorrow morning. We shall see whether Mr. Henderson respects the way I exorcise my imagination, or if I am merely being naive.

      ***Jayla's Spell for Warding off Sunday Sadness
	Find one horror movie, the gorier the better, that you have never seen before.

	Finish all your homework and use the toilet first.

	Then go downstairs into the basement, all alone, to watch the movie.

	Bring treats: something hot and sweet to drink, popcorn with butter and spicy chili powder, and a plate with half a can of tuna.

	Put the plate on the floor by the far end of the big couch with the itchy old blankets on it.

	Wrap yourself in the least itchy of the blankets.

	Start watching the movie.

	When the ghost cat eats the tuna, don’t look. And when he climbs on top of you and starts purring, don’t move, or he will BITE.





      ***P.S. 
To treat the bite of a ghost cat, place one hand over the bite, close your eyes, and say, “Send this death to the leaves, not the children. Send this death to the leaves, not the children. Send this death to the leaves, not the children.”
Make sure you are only thinking of leaves this time, and not any children.








  
  October 2


Mr. Henderson’s note on yesterday’s entry: Excellent story start, Jayla! I really liked “Jayla’s Spell for Warding off Sunday Sadness”! Very Creepy! Keep going on this, please!!! I want to be completely horrified by October 31!!!!
Jayla
Mondays suck. 
Mom and my stepdad, Dave, were fighting again last night in the living room the whole time I was sitting in the kitchen and writing out my journal entry for English class. No big deal, nothing new, just my stepdad is a psychopath and my mom is not okay with it, but for the wrong reasons.
No, I’m not going to explain that.
Instead I’m going to explain why the kitchen is the most disturbing room in my stepdad’s house.
Which is why I was writing my journal entry there.
Stepdad Dave’s house is huu-uuge. And old.
Lots of creaky old wood, dusty shelves, chipped and stained and scraped paint that seems like it’s a hundred layers deep, short hallways at weird angles, hook-and-eye gate latches on the outsides of bedroom doors, gurgling pipes (and toilets), painted tin ceilings, and crazy floral wallpaper that seems to turn from a 2D illustration to 3D computer animated art if you stare at it too long.
It’s okay. Mostly.
The kitchen is disturbing, though.
The stuff in the kitchen is new compared to the rest of the house. The cabinets are new and the counters are new and the sink is new and the refrigerator is new and the floor tiles are new and the ceiling fan is new. Everything is new. Which is great.
Except it’s all wrong.
The gold on the gold handles of the fake wood cabinets is already peeling off, and every time Stepdad Dave goes into the kitchen he slams the cabinet doors so loud it sounds like someone getting hit. The floor tiles are already cracked and uneven and the fake stone countertops are already scratched and stained. The ceiling fan shakes whenever mom turns it on. It makes the light on the bottom of the fan shiver and the fan-speed chain click as it hits the glass lightbulb cover.
The oven is even wronger than that.
It’s built into some cabinets that sit in the middle of the floor in the kitchen. Stepdad Dave calls it his “kitchen island.”
But kitchen islands aren’t supposed to be round on one side and completely flat with a piece of plywood on the back.
There used to be a wall behind the cabinet, with a whole other room behind it.
Then Stepdad Dave decided to tear the wall out so he could make the kitchen extra large and put a “breakfast nook” by a window where the sun actually shines in.
Okay.
Good plan, bro.
Except it’s totally obvious that the kitchen is made out of two different rooms.
The cabinets in the back half of the kitchen are a different color, and are made of real wood, and have brass handles instead of gold-painted ones. The countertop is real speckled granite. The floor tiles are the same color, but shinier and less cracked. An ancient metal radiator sticks out of one wall (it doesn’t get hot, though). That whole wall looks like little kids wrote words all over the wall with green crayons and someone tried to use a magic eraser on them, but it didn’t work.
Stepdad Dave refuses to paint the wall, though.
He just says, “If you don’t like it, Jayla, you can do the dirty work.”
Sunday night, I did the dishes, then took out my notebook and wrote at the breakfast nook table, which looks like it came from a thrift store, and listened to the wind blowing outside and rattling the leaves.
Which was pretty cool.
Then I went downstairs with my snacks and watched an old black and white horror movie and fell asleep with the ghost cat on top of me. Also pretty cool.
In the morning I woke up to the sound of Stepdad Dave slamming cabinets and cursing, creaking the floor right over my head, in the back kitchen, that was, as he stomped around with his boots on.
Which meant that if I wanted to get ready for school, I would have to walk right past him so I could get from the basement stairs to the upstairs stairs. One of the kitchen doors looks right out at both sets of stairs.
All of which creak.
I waited as long as I could.
I went up the basement stairs slowly, carrying the empty plate and bowl and mug with me. Then I ran across to the upstairs stairs and ran up them two at a time.
The banging of the cabinets stopped.
He was listening to me.
I yelled, “Hi Dave! Good morning, Dave!” and closed my bedroom door.
After I went upstairs he stayed quiet, so quiet that I didn’t hear him when he appeared behind me from the living room as I was about to go out the front door to get to the bus.
“Good morning, Jayla!”
I yelped like a little kid in a horror movie and he just laughed.
Stepdad Dave is always particularly creepy on Monday mornings. I can’t explain it.
It’s like he gives off a smell that’s always there, but that I can only smell on Mondays.
He’s definitely more creepy on Mondays. The rest of the week I can mostly ignore him, though.
So it’s fine.

      ***P.S.
You know what else is weird that I’ve never thought of before?
I’ve never actually seen him standing in the back kitchen.
It’s like he avoids it.







  
  October 3


Mr. Henderson’s note to Jayla about her October 2nd entry: What was the horror movie?
Lola
Note: Mr. Henderson said that I need to write something in my journal that he’s allowed to read today, so FINE I will write something and it will not need to be folded over taped shut and marked DO NOT READ like my last two entries even though he clearly said that we were allowed to do that for sensitive entries and he would just give us a checkmark for the day.
To tell the truth what I wrote in the previous entries wasn’t really sensitive, it was just fanfic entries for my Miraculous Ladybug/Dracula au [that means ALTERNATIVE UNIVERSE to YOU, Mr. Henderson], Miraculous Ladyvamp. I’m behind on chapters and people on AO3 are asking for updates and honestly I spend a lot of time in class when I’m supposed to be taking notes writing Ladyvamp chapters instead, because I don’t caaaaare about my classes and it’s easy to get A’s and B’s if you just do the assignments.
Trying to pay attention in class means listening to Isaiah and Cooper blah blah blah blah about whatever DEEP SHHHHHH STUFF they’re wound up about today and honestly I’d rather dieeeeeee!!!

      ***I am writing this entry under protest, Mr. Henderson. Remember that you ASKED for me to write what was on my mind today. What is on my mind today? FANFICTION!!! I think I even picked a grown-up novel that you might have read before. Also, I hope you enjoy all the GLITTER I added on top of today’s entry. There is LOTS MORE where that came from.
DO NOT TAUNT THE SPARKLY FANFIC WRITER!!!

WE READ MORE THAN YOU!!!!!



      ***HENDERSON’S BOY-LITA – CHAPTER 1
FANFICTION CATEGORIES: Creator Chose Not To Use Archive Warnings, Lolita | reader insert, Slow Burn, Enemies to Lovers, No Happy Ending, Everybody Dies
BOYLITA, light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin, my soul. BOY-lee-ta: the tip of the tongue taking a trip of three steps down the palate to tap, at three, on the teeth. Boy. Lee. Ta.

      ***Okay, okay I won’t torture you with the twisted tale of the English professor who loved his sixth-grade student Louis, in full-blown fanfic style. BUT I COULD.
Remember THAT, Mr. Henderson, and don’t ask for something you’re not prepared to read.
Ugh, I get it though, I really need to write something personal, like some kind of tortured poet SHHHHH stuff that Isaiah and Cooper write, but I just don’t care. The world sucks? So what? Everybody already knows that? Saying the world is bad doesn’t make you cool?
But mostly I don’t want to, though?
Blah blah blah, just imagine I’m writing something deep and personal here.
LET ME BEAR MY SOLE. GRRRRRRR!!!!!!
Wait, watch this.

      ***HOW THE BEAR LOST ITS SOLE,
an Aesop’s Fables AU, by LOLA BOLA CH CH CH CHERRY COLA
The bear was running across the forest holding the fish in its mouth when the clever vixen, lady fox that is, stopped him, saying, “Is that fish a…sole!?!”
The bear was a total mansplainer and said, “No, it’s a trout.”
…and off ran the vixen, with some sort of fish or other in her mouth, it little mattered which.
THE END.


      ***I’m stuck. I’m hungry already. I didn’t eat breakfast this morning. I don’t know what to write. It’s yucky outside, all gray and depressing. Speaking of depressing Jayla is sitting in front of me all dressed in black, hunched over her notebook with her left arm curled around her paper like she’s trying to hide it. Which just makes me want to read whatever she’s writing.
I could totally distract her and steal her notebook and read it.
She’s probably writing some tortured thing about how the world sucks, too, but it’s probably actually interesting, instead of just guy-interesting.
guy-interesting: adjective: holding the interest of guys but nobody else
Examples of guy-interesting in a Sentence:
Great story! Very guy-interesting.
It really would be very guy-interesting to see that move from Naruto again!
That movie is guy-interesting, so clearly it’s better than the movie I actually want to watch!
I think Jayla is actually interesting, not just guy-interesting and I wish she would hang out with me but she doesn’t hang out with anyone she just scowls until you make her say something and then half the time she says “something” and half the time she raises one eyebrow and says something completely weird and cool. But I’m just a sparkly fanfic writer and I am waaaaaaay too much with the dumb jokes for someone like her.
Question: Do I have a crush on Jayla Jackson, who sits in front of me in Mr. Henderson’s first-period English class?
Answer: le sigh.

      ***Jayla
Last night: more fighting upstairs between my mom and Stepdad Dave.
I fell asleep on the basement couch again.
This morning I woke up in my bed upstairs.
I don’t think Stepdad Dave carried me, though, because I didn’t feel gross when I woke up.
I felt happy and comfortable and when I woke up it was the good kind of autumn day, the kind where it’s gray and cool and rainy with gusts of winds that make breathy hooting noises as they try to slip inside through loose windowpanes.
I got up and took a shower and put my clothes on and I felt comfortable in my clothes and Stepdad Dave was already gone for the morning and Mom even said hi. She was awake and said hi.
Do you know how big this is for me?
I don’t want to jinx it.
Can I just not do this today?







  
  October 4


Jayla's note to Mr. Henderson: Invasion of the Body Snatchers, 1956.
Jayla
So. My old school. 
This isn’t my first school. We moved here after my dad died in the middle of fifth grade and my mom got married to Stepdad Dave. We used to live on the north end of the city, in a brand-new house surrounded by brand-new houses.
I feel like I fit in here better than I fit in at my old school.
Not like that was hard. My old elementary school sucked. It was full of people whose parents were racist, so their kids were racist, too. I tried hard to fit in. We had to wear uniforms every day, we had to have our hair cut to a certain length or else pulled back out of our faces, our fingernails couldn’t be too long, girls could only have two earrings and they had to not stick out past the ends of ears. Boys all had to wear belts.
I acted totally different than I do now.
I tried really, really hard to fit in.
It didn’t work.
I didn’t have any friends at my old school. I didn’t have anyone to hang out with. It sounds so lame now. The people I thought were cool, they didn’t think I was cool.
The fact that they didn’t like me meant everything.
Now I know better.
The people I thought were cool weren’t cool. They were jerks.
I wrote a different word there and had to scratch it out.
Should I fold this page over?
Maybe.
I feel kind of committed to leaving the pages unfolded, though.
Write it all down for someone to judge me.
Am I brave enough to write the truth today?
Maybe?
Maybe not?
Today I’m up in my bedroom writing. Stepdad Dave has been pacing around downstairs in the living room and talking on the phone since I got back home from school. He sounds angry about something. He says things like, “Well?” in a mean tone of voice, and then listens for a long time.
When I went downstairs for supper, mom wasn’t in her room, so I looked for her.
She was in the basement.
Which was weird.
She was watching the same movie I watched on Monday, Invasion of the Body Snatchers.
It’s an old black-and-white movie, no big special effects. Lots of talking and soft background music. People are always dressed up in suits and fur coats and there are flowers in vases just sitting around on tables. The books are all leather with gold foil on the spines.
The story is slow.
They’re fighting off an alien invasion and they still have time to drink martinis.
You don’t have to keep your eyes open to watch the movie, not really. All the sounds are clear enough that you can close your eyes and just listen, and you can still see it perfectly clearly.
The movie was about halfway through, the part where they’re having a party in the backyard and the pod is opening in the greenhouse.
The doctor sees it and shouts and everyone comes running to look.
If someone starts screaming at school, nobody comes running to look to see what the problem is. Instead we all try to hide or evacuate.
Mom is wrapped up in the itchy downstairs blankets with the light of the black and white movie reflecting on her face.
Then the pretty brown-haired lady is crying and saying that her father has been replaced.
Sometimes I feel like my mom has been replaced.
By a pod person.
When she is having a good day, she won’t explain what’s wrong. She just smiles and tells me not to worry about it right now.
The other days, she doesn’t really talk much at all, just “yes” and “no” and “whatever Dave says.”
Which one is the real mom? I don’t know.
Maybe neither.
I don’t know why she got married to Stepdad Dave. He barely seems to notice that she exists.
I’m not brave enough to write it all down today after all.

      ***Sticky note from Mr. Henderson to Ms. Emma Shaltrow (Librarian also known as Miss Emma by students): Ms. Shaltrow, would you take a look at this journal entry? I can’t make heads or tails of it.
Sticky note from Miss Emma to Mr. Henderson: Lola’s entry is quite playful and indicates a very well-read child; while she is reading at a precociously adult level (Nabokov’s Lolita), it doesn’t seem to be doing her any harm. Twelve-year-old girls can be quite forward in their exploration of newly relevant adult territories. I’ll make sure to recommend Miss Ault additional reading material to help broaden her perspective on the subjects she’s interested in, the next time she stops by at the library. For now, just let her stretch her wings ;)

      ***Lola
Wednesday.
I feel as though my every move was being watched this morning at breakfast. Teachers are staring at me. Students are staring at me. Janitors are staring at me.
It’s not paranoia if people are actually spying on me.
I am wearing red jeans and a pink and white sequin shirt where the sequins flip over, so one way it’s metallic and pink and the other way it’s pearly and white.
I am wearing my heart-shaped red glasses with it and staring at people over the tops of my glasses while chewing on the end of my pen.
Perfectly normal outfit for me.
I tell you, I am being watched.
MUAHAHAHAHAHA!
#lifegoals

      ***Okay so what happened was that I expected to get called up front or sent to the office by Mr. Henderson after he read my last journal entry but nope. I was sure I was going to get in trouble. I had my arguments all figured out. Down with censorship! Up with freedom of speech!
Instead I got sent to the library.
And…it was okay?
I don’t normally go to the library. Librarians are always trying to get me to read VERY IMPORTANT BOOKS about kids my age and magic tree houses or school buses or babysitting or Canada or Narnia.
BORING STUFF, FORSOOTH.

But Ms. Shaltrow was okay. She gave me a stack of non-middle-grade books in a canvas tote bag and said, “I understand that you have a love of books and writing, yes? And a very active imagination. Here are some supplemental reading materials for you to consider.”
Then she winked at me.
Afterwards I used my phone to look up the books. Mostly romance? But not all?
LIST OF BOOKS:
	Indigo by Beverly Jenkins.

	The Song of Achilles by Madeline Miller.

	Red, White, and Royal Blue by Casey McQuiston (I’ve read that one already, it was pretty good, kind of light?).

	The Grand Sophy by Georgette Heyer.

	The Stepford Wives by Ira Levin.



Am I supposed to read all these? Write a book report? Rank them? SET THEM ON FIRE?!?!
Hide them from the book banner parents?!?
Ms. Shaltrow, I’m too young to die!!!
Although if I do die, dying in the service of books is pretty cool.
[Lola stares meaningfully into the sunset.]
I don’t understand. Is this a secret message from one book nerd to another? And all I have to do is figure out the code? I looked for code words and secret marks inside the books but did not see any. HOWEVER, stuck inside The Stepford Wives is a gray bookmark. It is weird and floppy and almost sticky, like it’s a dried fruit strip? I held it up to the overhead lights to see whether there was secret writing on it but I didn’t see anything.
I don’t get it.
When I got back from the library, I flipped through the books for a while. Jayla turned around in her seat and looked at them, then picked up The Stepford Wives.
She said, “I didn’t know you read horror.”
I said, “I don’t? But the librarian gave me this one?”
“It’s good,” she said. “Weird but good. About women who—”
Then the bookmark fell out of the book with a pwap! and we both stared at it.


      ***Jayla’s Spell for Getting Mom to Wake Up
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