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  1

I’m trying to show Jessica—for the third time—how to slice tomatoes correctly, and it’s rapidly becoming one of those moments when I regret ninety percent of my life choices. 
“You like sharp things, Jessica,” I said.  “How can you possibly be so incompetent at using a knife?”
“I like using sharp things on people.  How can you blame me if tomatoes don’t hold my interest?”  She tried again.  Half the slice you could see through.  Half the slice was as thick as a Zagat guidebook.
“Just give it to me.”  I grabbed the tomato and did it myself, wondering whatever possessed me to accept Jessica’s oath of loyalty, and why I ever thought training her at the restaurant would be a good way of instilling discipline that wasn’t bloodsucking-related.  “Go roll silverware.”
“Yes, Zelda.”  Her little curtsy was perfectly correct and also made me want to smack her face.
“James!” I called out.
My other vampire kitchen assistant—the competent one—looked up from monitoring the hot breakfast sandwiches.
“Are we ready?”
“Ready, boss.”
“Let’s go.”  We swung into action: wrapping, bagging, passing everything off to Lily, who sorted out the orders and the money before the morning customers scooped up their prizes and hustled out the door.  Every time the door opened, cold air swirled in, a reminder that summer was behind us.
James, Lily, and I danced through the rest of the rush.  Jessica found a niche in rolling silverware and occasionally taking to the floor with a broom with an industriousness that surprised me.  When the open fire hydrant of customers finally weakened to a trickle, we were in good shape, with time enough to get ready for the next rush.  Lily disappeared to the back to check supplies, and James went to work on cleaning up the kitchen. 
I checked the morning’s receipts and allowed myself a satisfied nod.  Not bad.  Not bad at all.  I wouldn’t be a millionaire anytime soon, but West Side Sandwiches was making it.  Grandma would be proud.  The occupational license with her embellishment, West Side ’Wiches instead of West Side Sandwiches, had some smudges on it, so I scrubbed it down with a clean towel.  “There,” I said, nudging the frame so it would hang exactly straight.  “That’s better.”
I’d added framed pictures around it: me and Poppy at Central Park; Lily holding Jester; and a very old photo of the one time my mom came with me to New York, when I was a kid, to see Grandma.  That one was so old the colors were washed out.
No photos of Berron or Daniel, yet.  But I used Daniel’s knife every day, and every time I wiped down the wooden bar or the tabletops, I was reminded of Berron.  Beautiful and useful things were always my weakness.
Jessica appeared behind me with the stealth of a ghost.  “Why didn’t you put Daniel to work?  He’s your Initiate, too.”
“Because Daniel has a job, and you don’t.  You’ve been out of the workplace since the nineties.  Consider this your retraining program.”
Jessica sniffed.  “I was an art major.”
“Very practical of you.”  I didn’t have anything against pursuing dreams—hell, Lily was a fashion major, and I’d opened the type of business rated most likely to fail in the first year—but I wasn’t going to let her sniff at me.  “Floor needs mopping.”
She flounced off.
I could have used a second cup of coffee.  Instead, the bells jangled, and someone came through the door with another blast of cold autumn air, a relief from the heat of the grill.  I was momentarily blinded by the flash of sunlight.  While I was still blinking, the door swung closed, and I heard a familiar Southern voice.
“Zelda, girl!”
I rubbed my eyes.  Surely I wasn’t seeing right.  Short, fluffy hair.  Wide smile.  Sparkling, expressive eyes.  Posture so straight you could almost be fooled into thinking she wasn’t actually petite.
And she was carrying a suitcase.  
“Mom?”
My mother laughed, lightly, but with an edge of nervousness.  “I thought I’d come try this new restaurant I heard about.”
Seeing my mom standing in West Side Sandwiches was like ordering a hot dog from a street cart and having them hand you a live marmoset instead.  “You flew up from Florida?  Why didn’t you call me?”
Mom moved hesitantly through the tables and chairs, her free hand tracing the seatbacks as she went.  “I thought I’d surprise you!  Isn’t that fun?”
What do you even do with a live marmoset?  I mean, I suppose it was fun, in a way, but maybe not ideal, for various reasons.  
Also confusing.  My mom didn’t do surprises, and was in fact one of the least surprising people I’d ever known.  Mom had predictable down to an art.  “Yeah!” I said.  “That’s—um—fantastic.”  I sounded like an idiot and I knew it.  “Did you eat yet?” I said, falling back on creaky old Southern manners out of sheer panic.
“Oh, I don’t want to put you to any trouble—”
“Aunt Effie!” Lily cried.  She rushed forward and threw her arms around my mom.  “Zelda didn’t say you were coming to visit!”
“Zelda didn’t know she was coming to visit,” I muttered to myself.
James came out from behind the counter and introduced himself.  “Ma’am, I am so pleased to meet you.  There are so many stories I could tell you about your daughter—”
I cleared my throat.
“But I’m sure you’ll want to hear them directly from her.  Can I get you something?  Coffee?  Tea?  Eggs?  I do a mean omelet.”  He pulled out a chair and ushered her into it.
“An omelet would be lovely.”  She put a hand on his arm.  “Do you have Cracker Barrel extra sharp cheese?”  James looked blank.  “Never mind, whatever you have will be fine, I’m sure.”  She patted his arm reassuringly.
James retreated, no doubt in search of the mythical Cracker Barrel extra sharp.
I tried to think of a good way of asking why are you here without just shouting it.  Nothing came to mind.  So I went sideways.  “Do you have a place to stay?”
“I expect there’s a Holiday Inn or something around here.  Or a bed and breakfast”—she looked at Lily—“I love a good B&B, don’t you?”
Lily nodded happily.  Of course she did.  It wasn’t her mother showing up out of nowhere.
“I mean, if you’d have called me—”
Mom waved the thought away.  “I didn’t want to stress you out.”
“So you came here to stress me out?”
That earned me a well-deserved look.  “I came,” she said, “to see my daughter.”
I looked at her more closely, as if I could see a clue in the lines of her face.  If she wanted to travel, why hadn’t she gone to my brother’s?  She had always seemed to approve of him more than me.  Why was she here?  “Lily,” I said, “could you check in the produce delivery?”
Lily hesitated, her gaze going back and forth between my mom and me, before she disappeared into the back again.
I leaned toward Mom, ready to get the full truth, when I caught Jessica, out of the corner of my eye, using the mopping as a pretense to skulk closer and closer.  “Jessica, go help Lily.”
Jessica huffed a sigh and marched off, nearly mowing down James, who was carrying a plate.
“Watch it,” he said.  Then he put on a smile and delivered the omelet to our table.  “Cheddar cheese omelet, ma’am.  Enjoy.”  He leaned close to me.  “I’ll keep everything under control,” he murmured.
“Thank you, James,” I said.  Mom just sat there, looking oddly guilty, like Jester when I busted him with a mouthful of scrunchies.  “Mom.  Your omelet?”
Mom started, then daintily unrolled the silverware and laid the napkin across her lap.  “I’m fine, really.”
“I never said you weren’t fine.”
“Well, I am.”  She stabbed the eggs with her fork.
I waited.
Mom chewed and swallowed, looking anywhere but at me.  Then she laid down her fork.  “Stop looking at me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like you’re waiting for me to confess.”
I slid into a seat across from her.  “No offense, Mom, but this isn’t like you.  You don’t just pick up and travel on the spur of the moment.”  To a city you don’t even like, I could have added.
She took another bite of omelet, then waved the fork around.  “Isn’t it enough that I want to see my daughter?”
I raised an eyebrow.
“Oh, all right.  Fine.”  She leaned in.  “I’m getting older, Zelda.  I feel like…”  She shifted uncomfortably before continuing.  “I feel like we’re not as close as we should be.  And—maybe if we spent some time together, I don’t know…”
“So you just—”  I made my hand into an airplane and flew it through the space between us.
“Yes,” she said, her voice turning firmer.  More familiar.  “Yes, I did.  Your Aunt Belinda said she had a wonderful time up here with you and Lily, and so I thought to myself, ‘Why not, Effie?  Before you’re too old for such foolishness?’”
“You’ve never been foolish.”
“Maybe I should have been.”
I looked at her and our gazes struck like two stock pots colliding, hard enough to ring your ears and vibrate your bones.  My wild, secret hope—that she would sensibly decide to hop on a plane and go home—vanished.  
I had always known we were both stubborn.
I had never known we were both prone to bold, reckless moves.  It goes to show that people you’ve known all your life can still surprise you.  “I’m glad you came,” I said, finally.  “In fact,” I continued, swallowing my misgivings, “you can stay with Poppy and me.  You can have my room.  I’ll take the couch.”
“Oh, no,” Mom said.  She looked down and fiddled with her napkin.  “I couldn’t possibly put you on the couch.”  
“I insist.”
She raised her gaze to mine.  “Really?”
“Really.”
She perked up.  “Thank you, honey.”  Genuine gratitude, but also a faint hint of triumph.  “I’ll just—enjoy the changing of the season,” she said, gesturing to the air as if leaves were turning inside the restaurant.  “I won’t be any trouble, I promise.”
Trouble.  I’d dealt with a never-ending run of it since coming to New York.  What was a little visit from my mom?
No trouble.  No trouble at all.
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Mom stood on the sidewalk outside Poppy’s and stared up at the stone townhouse.  “Oh, my.  This is  elegant.”  She leaned in conspiratorially and lowered her voice.  “Does your friend come from money?”
“Mom!”  I should have remembered that my mother observed signs of social status like some people watch birds.  Not with judgment, but with encyclopedic fascination.
“What?  There’s no shame in it.”
“She’s from England.”
My mother’s hand flew to her chest with happy shock, probably from one too many episodes of Masterpiece Theater.  “Is she a peer?”
“Please don’t ask her that.”
Mom lifted her chin.  “Do I look like a barbarian?”
“Yes.  A tiny Southern librarian-barbarian.  Come on, Jester’s waiting for us.”
My ridiculous miniature poodle had popped up in the window, head cocked and ears perked, alert to my arrival—and the arrival of someone new, whose face probably needed to be kissed.  When I opened the door, he rushed us, going up on two legs and bouncing excitedly, tongue flying this way and that.
“Jester!  Jester, sit,” I said, as he attempted to jump even higher.  “Hold on, Mom.”  I pulled a treat out and waved it at him.  “Sit, you idiot.”
Jester sat, quivering, eyes shining, tail wagging even when it could only scoot back and forth on the floor.
“Good boy.”  I tossed him the treat and scooped him up in a practiced motion, hoping he’d calm the heck down.  “Say hello to Mom.”
Jester craned his neck toward my mom, licking his own nose in an attempt to give her doggy kisses.
She scratched his head.  “He’s so soft, he doesn’t even feel like a dog.”
“Well, he thinks he’s human, so that makes sense.”
A door opened and shut upstairs, followed by the sounds of footsteps and heavy paws on the stairs.  Poppy and Georgiana emerged into the living room.  “Zelda!  You’re home early,” Poppy said.
“Mom, this is my friend, Poppy, and her Irish wolfhound, Georgiana.  Poppy, this is my mom, Effie.”
My mom held out her hand.  “So nice to meet you, Poppy.”
Bright curiosity bloomed on Poppy’s face.  “Hello!” she said, shaking Mom’s hand and then quickly moving back.  “Does she—um—know?”
“Oh, right.  Mom, Poppy reads minds.  If you’re within about six feet of her, she can see what you’re thinking.”
My mother’s dazzling smile froze, then faltered.  “Does she?  How unique!”  She clutched her bag and retreated to the couch, where she set the bag aside and began to feel the couch with her hands.  “Is this the couch you were talking about sleeping on?”
“The one and only.”
“I can’t possibly do that to you.  You have all that work on you.  You simply must get your sleep.”
“I’ll be fine—”
“No, no, no.  I won’t impose on your hospitality.  I’ll find a nice little place to stay nearby.”
“Actually,” Poppy said, “the LWW has a few rooms open right now.  I’m sure I could arrange a complimentary stay.”
“The what now?” Mom asked.
“LWW,” I said.  “League of Women’s Welfare.  A local charity with a great big beautiful building in the Upper East Side.”
“You don’t mind hanging out with a lot of witches, do you?” Poppy said.
“Witches?”  Mom swallowed.  “Do they… read minds, too?”  It was one thing to know that magic made Mom uncomfortable.  It was another thing to watch it happen in real time.  Most of the time we mutually pretended the problem didn’t exist.
“Not like me,” Poppy replied, breezily.  “I can’t help it.  They have to do it intentionally.”  She leaned down to Georgiana and gave the Irish wolfhound scritchy-scratchies behind her ears.  “Isn’t that right, girl?” she said.  “I’m a great big mind-reading monster.”
Mom shifted, her discomfort at being impolite obviously warring with the desire not to have her mind read.
Poppy looked up.  “I’d be happy to talk to Azure.”
“She’s the boss witch lady,” I added.
“Witch Presiding,” Poppy said.  “I’m sure we could get you a lovely room for your stay.”
“Oh, no,” my mother said, looking alarmed, “I wouldn’t want you to go to any trouble.”
Jester jumped on the couch and threw himself across her lap.  He did that when people needed comforting.  Then he rolled over and showed his belly, hoping for tummy rubs.  
“Well, aren’t you a demanding boy?” she said.
“Speaking of which,” I said, “I’m supposed to meet up with Berron.”
“Berron?”
In my mind, I had to run through what she knew and didn’t know.  About Berron, not much.   “He helped me renovate, remember?”
“Oh, yes.”  She paused.  “What is Daniel doing these days?  Such a nice boy,” she added.
Poppy barely covered a snort-laugh by coughing.
My mom continued.  “Maybe you two should get back together again—”
Poppy’s cough turned into full-blown pneumonia.
“Men,” I said, with a hard look at Poppy, “are a fun distraction.  Like Oreo cookies.  They’re good, but you can’t plan your life around them.”
“Life without Oreos wouldn’t be as sweet, Zelda,” Mom countered.
“Oh, look at the time!”  I glanced at my watch-less wrist, then moved to give her a hug.  “I have to go out.”
Mom shied away, causing Jester to flip right-side-up in surprise.  “I think I’m a little under the weather,” she said.  “Wouldn’t want you to catch anything.”
“Oh.”  I lowered my arms, backed away.  This reunion had been six kinds of awkward already.  “Well.  Make yourself at home.  Rest in my room.  There’s food in the fridge if you want it.  Unless you’d rather Poppy set you up at witch headquarters…”
“I’d rather stay with you,” she said quickly.  “You’re sure you don’t mind?”
“Of course not.  I’ll see you later.”  I gave her a wave instead of a hug.
Jester bolted off the couch and down the hall, thinking I’d thrown something fun, and Georgiana ambled after him.
I sighed.  “Could you get them a treat, Poppy?”
“Treat time!” Poppy called to the dogs.
I turned back to Mom.  She had always been petite, but she looked smaller than I remembered.  When did that happen?  She was always so sure of herself, especially when she was disapproving of my life choices, or of magic in general.
I didn’t say any of that, though.  
I just told her I loved her, and left.

      [image: image-placeholder]When the vines overgrew the buildings in Gramercy Park, the media called it an unusual climatological event.
I called it a pain in the butt, because the only way to make the new growth retreat was to communicate with each plant, personally, and ask it to go back to where it came from.  And of course Berron and I were the only two beings who could do this job—Berron, because it was his type of magic and the rest of the Gentry didn’t dig running around Manhattan—and me, because I could copy his magic.
But before I could lay hands on the plants, I had to lay hands on him.  
Professionally speaking.
Except I was at Gramercy Square, and he wasn’t.  No sign of the tall Gentry prince.  Where are you? I texted.
Union Square Greenmarket, he replied.
“Union Square!  That’s three blocks from where you’re supposed to be,” I said aloud, looking at my phone with annoyance that Berron, unfortunately, couldn’t see.
There’s a new bread vendor, he added.
“You think you can soothe me with bread?” I scoffed to myself.
He could, and he knew it.  Damn him.
I punched in a reply—Fine, I’m coming—shoved my phone in my pocket, and walked.
My breath puffed out in clouds in the cold air.  November could get cold in Florida, sure, but it was nothing like the consistent chill of an NYC autumn, the kind that climbed up from the concrete sidewalks.  I’d had to re-learn how to layer to stay warm: good socks, Doc Martens, jeans, a thermal undershirt, black turtleneck, and a hip-length navy peacoat.  A fuzzy ski hat with pom-pom topper—a gift from Poppy, who made them in her spare time—kept the heat in like a pot lid.
By the time I reached Union Square, the walk had made me even warmer than I needed to be, so I stripped off the hat and unbuttoned my coat.
As annoyed as I’d been at having to walk three blocks out of the way, it all faded away as soon as I entered the farmers market.
Pop-up tents on all sides.  Stacks of purple, orange, and white carrots four feet high.  Fresh-cut flower bouquets, studded with pine cones, wrapped in brown paper, and spilling out of buckets and baskets.  Jugs of freshly-pressed apple cider.  Piles of winter squash: green, white, yellow, and gold.  
And then, the bread.  
Bread everywhere.  Ciabatta and bagels and rustic peasant loaves.  Sourdough and buckwheat and pretzel twists.  Not to mention sweeter baked goods like pies and lemon-blueberry pound cakes.
I had stopped to look closer—purely business interest—when the scent of forests and rain blended with the almost steamy aroma of freshly-baked bread, and a warm presence loomed behind my shoulder.  
“I knew you’d want some,” Berron said.
“Yeah, yeah, like it takes a genius to know I love bread.”  I took my time turning around, only to find him waving a hot soft pretzel at me, studded with gems of salt.
He took a bite and rolled his eyes in a dramatic show of ecstasy, moaning aloud to really drive home the effect.
“Give me that.”  I seized his wrist and pulled the pretzel closer, pulling Berron closer, too.  Gave me a better look at his corduroy blazer, thick multicolored knitted scarf—Poppy again—and the cranberry felt fedora perched at a rakish angle on his dark locks.
He looked good and he knew it.
I tore a hunk of pretzel off with my teeth.
“Like it?”
“Mm,” I said, shortly, not willing to show how much I liked it.  We walked on, passing the pretzel back and forth.
“They make really good sourdough, too.  Hundred-year-old mother.”
I laughed.  “Older than mine.  She showed up today, by the way.  Out of nowhere.  Said she wanted to ‘visit.’”
“‘Showed up’?  As in here?”
“Yes, here.  At the shop.  She’s going to stay with Poppy and me.”
“Is she on vacation or something?”
“Oh, no, nothing that normal.  She just decided to show up… and here she is.”
“I thought you two weren’t that close.”
“We love each other, but we’re just so different.”  I shook my head, shook away the thoughts.  “We should get back to Gramercy Park.”
“What’s the rush?”  He gestured toward the market, a move that seemed to encompass all the baked goods that could be sampled and shared.
“‘What’s the rush?’”  I punched his arm.  “Let’s just let those plants overgrow everything.  That’s not suspicious at all.”
Berron shrugged.  “So there’s plants on the buildings.  So what?”
“Green plants halfway to winter draw attention, especially when they’re literally climbing the walls.  You don’t want attention.  You want to stay hidden in your nice pocket universe, not have a bunch of maniacs trying to exploit it or take it over or burn it down.”
Berron’s brow contracted, and his lower lip edged slightly out.
“Why are you pouting?” I said.
“ I wish—”
“You wish what?”
“I wish it were different.  Everything green in this city is hemmed in.  No one grows anything here.  When you want real food you have to have it trucked in from hours away.”
“What do you want, a farm?  The days when Sheep Meadow was actually a meadow filled with sheep are long gone.”
Berron stopped at an organic apple-seller.  He picked up a large, red apple.  “I want to see the tree this came from.  I want to lie down under the shade of its branches.  I want to drink from the stream that watered it and I want to pick the fruit with my own hands.”
The apple-seller came over.  “You gonna buy that or are you just gonna wave it around?”
Berron looked annoyed at being interrupted, before reaching into his pocket for cash.  He bit into the apple as we walked on, then wordlessly passed it to me.
I took it, bit into the unbitten side.  Apple skin snapped crisply beneath my teeth and sweet juice fizzed onto my lips.  “You have that,” I said.  “Just not here.”  I handed the apple back to him.
“I want both,” he said.
We continued walking, leaving the Union Square Greenmarket behind for Park Avenue, where it led north-northeast.
What got me about our impromptu trip to the greenmarket was how very normal it was.  He wasn’t calling me my Zelda anymore, and he’d stopped proposing to make me his queen.  But when he looked at me, sometimes—when he thought I wasn’t looking—I still could see that glint in his eye.  Veiled, but there all the same.  Even over bites of apple he was still doing it.  
Could I tell him to stop looking at me that way?
Did I want to?
When we reached Gramercy Park, I surveyed what was left of the work we had done.  The vines that had overgrown the buildings had mostly backed down, due to our maintenance and probably due to the cold, as well.  But new growth lurked in crevices, green and tentative, waiting for a chance to climb again.
I stopped and leaned against the black rails of the fence surrounding the private park.  “Are you ready?”
“Of course.”  He took his hands out of his jacket pockets and held them out.
I removed my hands from my pockets, and before the cold air could chill them, took Berron’s hands in mine.  To any outsider we would have looked like a couple.  We weren’t.  We were friends.  Friends who had kissed a couple of times, sure.  And maybe he had tried to make me his queen, once.  But all that had happened when his whole world needed saving.
Everything was resolved, now.  This was just… the cleanup.  This was business.
Probably should have looked away when the magic started.  
Instead, his gaze held me in place, pinned to the bars of the fence, while green and gold vines spiraled around my hands, sinking into my flesh with a sigh that whispered of enchanted forests.
It means nothing, I reminded myself, over and over again until it was like a mantra: nothing, nothing, nothing, while his eyes were shadows in the forest, hiding mysteries.
I had the magic.  I could let go.  And yet I wanted to hold on longer, even as I had to let go before it became obvious.  I gasped at the shock of disconnection, quickly covering it with a cough.
It was just magic.
It meant nothing.
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We made our way around the outside of the park itself, strolling and casually pausing to whisper to wayward vines.  I was investigating a tiny vine wrapped around a carriage light when a familiar presence entered my perception like the scent of toast reaching peak golden-brown.  I turned, knowing who I would see, knowing he would be outlined in red, like banked coals waiting for a breath. 
“Daniel,” I said.  “What are you doing here?”
He stood before me dressed to the nines as usual.  Beautifully draped slacks over fine leather shoes.  Trench coat layered over suit and tie.  He turned and pointed up.  “I saw you from the window.”  
The picture window facing the park, in Prospero’s apartment.  Of course.  “Cleaning it out?”
His eyebrows rose.  “Why would I clean it out?”
Berron, who had been kneeling to inspect the sidewalk a short distance away, rose and approached.
“To sell it,” I said.
“Sell what?” Berron asked.  He nodded cordially to Daniel, who raised his chin in greeting.
“Prospero’s apartment,” I answered.
“Oh, right.”  Berron nodded.
“Who said I was selling anything?” Daniel said.
Cue the record scratch.  My mouth opened, and for once, I couldn’t think of anything to say.
Berron smiled like it was Christmas and his birthday all at once.  “You’re keeping it?”
“Daniel,” I said.  “You almost died there.  Why would you want to keep it?”
He rubbed one hand over his head, looking less like the Lord of the Blessed
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