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The Language Underneath the Language

My grandmother used to say that the dead are not gone, they are only quiet, and that quiet has a grammar if you are willing to learn it. I did not understand her the first hundred times she said it. I understood her on the hundred and first, and by then she had been gone herself for eleven years.

I am a witch. I come from a line of them, women mostly, though not only women, who kept their knowledge the way other families kept recipes or grudges, passed hand to hand at kitchen tables, half in the light and half out of it. I am also a medium, which is a word I resisted for a long time because it sounded like something you'd see in a storefront window with a neon palm in the glass. I have made my peace with the word. What it means, stripped of the neon, is simple. I listen for the people who have died, and more often than they get credit for, they answer.

This book is not going to ask you to believe me. Belief is not the point, and it never has been. What I want to offer you instead is a way of paying attention. Because here is the thing that took me three and a half decades to understand well enough to write down: the dead are not shouting. They never were. They are not staging elaborate hauntings or rattling chains or spelling out messages in alphabet soup, though I have heard stranger stories than that and I will tell you a few of them. Mostly, they are doing something much smaller and much harder to notice. They are leaving signs. A song at the exact moment you needed it. A cardinal that will not fly away. A number that keeps finding you until you stop and ask why. The people we love speak to us constantly, in a language built almost entirely out of the ordinary world, and most of us go through our whole lives without ever being taught how to read it.

I was taught. That is the whole of my advantage, and it is not one you can't have too.

MY GRANDMOTHER'S KITCHEN

The lineage starts, as far as I've ever been able to trace it, with my great-grandmother, a woman I never met who by every family account kept bees, read tea leaves for the neighbors, and buried small charms under the front step of every house she ever lived in for protection. It runs through my grandmother, who did not call herself a witch to anyone outside the family, but who kept a jar of salt by the door, who could tell you a storm was coming by the ache in her left wrist a full day before the sky agreed with her, and who talked to my grandfather for six years after he died as easily as she'd talked to him for forty years before it.

I grew up half in her kitchen. That is not a figure of speech. My mother worked long hours, and my grandmother's house smelled permanently of rosemary and candle wax, and it is where I learned, without ever being formally taught, that the world had a second layer to it. She would go still sometimes, mid-sentence, mid-stir, and I learned to go still with her, because something was arriving that she wanted to hear clearly. She never made a performance of it. There was no swooning, no rolled-back eyes. She would simply tilt her head very slightly, the way you do when someone calls your name from another room, and then a moment later she'd finish her sentence, or she wouldn't, and she'd tell me instead that my great-uncle Thomas said to check the back gate latch, and would you believe it, the latch would be hanging loose two days later when we finally thought to look.

I want to be honest with you about something, because honesty is the foundation everything else in this book stands on. I spent years running from this. Not from her, never from her, but from what she was trying to hand me. I was a teenager who wanted very badly to be normal, and "normal" and "the family talks to dead people at the kitchen table" did not fit together in my mind. I told myself the stillness I felt sometimes, the way a room would occasionally seem to hold its breath around me, was nothing. Overactive imagination. Too much time in my grandmother's house. I went to college. I got, for a while, an entirely ordinary life, and I want you to know that if you are reading this and some part of you is doing what I did, closing a door because an open one seems like too much responsibility, I understand it completely and I am not going to tell you that you're wrong to feel that way. I am only going to tell you what happened when the door came open anyway.

WHAT OPENED IT

It was a death that did it, the way it so often is. I'm not going to tell that story here; it belongs later in the book, in its proper place, and it deserves more room than an introduction can give it. What I'll say now is only this: grief, it turns out, is not the opposite of connection. Grief is what happens when the channel connection runs through gets torn wide open, and for a while, everything comes through it, the pain and the love and, if you are willing to stay still long enough to notice, the signs.

I went back to my grandmother's teachings after that, the ones I'd spent a decade pretending I'd never learned. I found teachers beyond her, other women and men who had kept their own family lines of practice alive, some in covens, some entirely alone in kitchens not unlike hers. I studied. I am still studying; thirty-five years in, I would tell you that the learning does not stop, it only deepens, the way a river doesn't stop being a river just because you've been standing in it a long time.

I began doing readings for people, first for family, then for friends of family, then, eventually, for strangers who found their way to me the way people always eventually find their way to the thing they need. And what I discovered, over and over, in reading after reading, is that the signs I was taught to recognize in my grandmother's kitchen are not rare. They are not a special gift reserved for witches and mediums. They are happening around every single person in this book, right now, whether or not anyone has ever taught them what they're looking at. The mother who dreams of her son the night before she learns he's safe. The widow who finds her husband's favorite song playing in three different places in a single day and cannot explain why she suddenly isn't frightened of the empty house anymore. The child who talks about a grandmother she never met with details she has no way of knowing. These are not exceptions. These are the rule, hiding in plain sight, waiting for someone to say: yes, that happened, and here is what it means, and here is how to let more of it happen.

WHAT THIS BOOK WILL AND WILL NOT DO

This book will not teach you to become a
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