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Everyday magic. The kind you might see from the corner of your eye when the magic thinks you aren’t looking.

The kind of magic that makes life special.

That’s what you’ll find in this collection from award-winning writer Annie Reed.

From the unexpected magic hidden in the circuits of an electronic companion to the magic at the heart of a sudden compulsion to bake to the magic of a childhood memory. These stories and more fill the pages of Everyday Magic.

Open your eyes and open your heart to the magic in the world around you. You’ll be surprised at what you see.

 

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years.”

Kristine Kathryn Rusch
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Introduction

 

I’m writing this introduction at an odd time in our history. Things are changing so rapidly—day by day, it seems—that it’s hard to comment on the current state of the world, much less cope with what’s going on.

So here’s what’s odd on a personal level:  Even though it’s the 21st century, I’ve been making various cakes based on a recipe handed down from my husband’s grandmother—something that was popular during the Great Depression when baking supplies were scare. I call it my “science experiment” cake because of the way the ingredients are mixed together, but if you look at it another way, it’s really a bit of magic that’s reaching across generations.

Unlike my Great Depression ancestors, I can still get all the ingredients to make a “normal” scratch cake, the kind that uses eggs. It just takes a little preparation and a small amount of personal risk (I’m in that “over sixty-five” category, so every outing comes with its own risk/benefit analysis), but that’s not the point.

For me, baking that cake is a way of connecting with a prior generation that got through hard times with a little ingenuity. With a little bit of love. And with a whole lot of determination that life will someday get back to some semblance of normal.

A belief that turned into reality, and if that isn’t magic, I don’t know what is.

Everyday magic. That’s what the stories in this collection are all about. Yes, there’s some baking involved. There’s also some technology that’s more than just circuits and programming. There’s also the magic that happens when you just sit in a suburban backyard and let yourself exist with nature, and there’s the magic of an enduring love.

This collection contains some of my favorite stories. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them.

—Annie Reed

May 30, 2020




 

 

The Bobs

 

My mother is one of those people.

You know the type. Fifteen years ago she couldn’t program the correct time on her VCR to save her soul, much less to record her favorite soap opera. Ten years ago she didn’t understand the remote for her DVD player. A few years after that when she mused about the possibility of buying an XBox360 for my newly-retired father, who was starting to spend far too much time with his fishing buddies drinking beer instead of catching fish, I had visions of late-night phone calls asking if I knew how to make the remote controller work.

Just because I happen to be my parents’ late-in-life daughter doesn’t mean I’m a video game wiz. I hurried to point out that if she bought him a video game, he’d be home all the time playing video games instead of out with his buddies. She got him a new fishing hat instead.

So imagine my surprise when I stopped by my mother’s house last weekend and she showed me her new tablet. No, not an iPad, but a rather good imitation. I didn’t recognize the brand.

“Uh,” I said, temporarily at a loss for words. I don’t have a tablet.  I can barely afford my smart phone.

We were sitting at my parents’ kitchen table. Unlike the cluttered table in my own apartment that seems to magnetically attract all manner of un-kitchen-like things—including my latest knitting project, the stack of pre-street DVDs I was supposed to watch (yes, I work in one of the world’s last surviving video stores), and a stack of unread cooking, bridal, and parenting magazines I don’t remember subscribing to (I think my mother secretly signed me up for these things hoping I’ll catch the hint; subtle, she’s not)—my mother’s table was strictly kitchen appropriate, complete with plastic tablecloth and a napkin holder in the exact center.

Mom had a cup of tea—Lady Grey, decaf—brewed in a teapot she bought from one of those shopping channel shows. I was on my second cup of coffee.

My mother makes kickass coffee. She’s tried to teach me how, but my coffee-making skills are non-existent. So are my cooking skills, hence the state of my kitchen table. Most of my meals are fast food, and I eat them in the living room.

My mom’s new tablet was sleek and glossy black with just a few recessed, unlabeled buttons. I wouldn’t have a clue what to do when my mother started in with the inevitable I don’t understand how you... questions.

“It’s nice,” I finally said.

“Isn’t it just?” My mother took the tablet from me like she was handling a newborn. I was happy enough to hand it over. Those things cost more than I make in half a month, and the last thing I wanted to do was drop hers. “You’d be amazed at what it does.”

Well, that was surprising. And here I thought I’d have my hands full trying to figure out my mom’s new tech.

“You’re not having any troubles with it?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow at me. My mother has the uncanny ability, much like Mr. Spock in the original Star Trek, to say volumes with one raised eyebrow. “I’m not an idiot, Jane.”

“Of course, you’re not,” I said. “It’s just...” I waved a hand in the general direction of my parents’ living room where, for years, the VCR had sat blinking its little display, waiting in vain for someone to set the clock.

She smiled down at the tablet. “Bob is user friendly,” she said.

Bob? “You named your tablet?”

“It tells you to in the instructions,” she said.

I blinked. “You read the instructions?”

Was this really my mother? Maybe I should look for the pod to make sure my mother hadn’t been body snatched by evil aliens.

“Well, there weren’t many instructions,” she said. “All I had to do was turn it on and the screen told me exactly what to do. Even your father could have managed it.”

That was my mother’s shorthand for even an idiot could have figured it out. My father is to all things automotive as my mother is to all things electronic. He’s been known to turn a simple oil change he tried to do himself into the need for a major engine overhaul.

“Would you like to see?” she asked. “Bob likes to show off.”

Bob again. It was like I suddenly had a new sibling. “Sure.”

I watched as my mother pressed one of the unlabeled buttons on the top of the tablet then slid her finger across the shiny black surface. The screen winked on, but instead of a field full of application icons, a man’s face filled the frame.

“Good morning, Roberta,” the tablet said.

It talked to her. Neat trick. No wonder my mother liked the thing.

“Good morning, Bob,” my mother said. “This is my daughter. You remember I told you about Jane?” She turned the tablet so that it faced me. “Say good morning, Jane.”

Feeling more than a little like an idiot, I said, “Good morning, Bob,” and did a finger wave.

“Good morning, Jane,” the tablet said, and the face on the screen smiled at me. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Your mother has told me a lot about you.”

I nearly dropped my coffee cup. Not only was the tablet—Bob—talking to me, but the face on the screen didn’t have that simulated person, video-game look. It was like I was talking to a real person on the other end of a video conference call, only without the jerky, please-wait-while-we-buffer look.

“She has?” I managed to squeak out. I looked at my mother. She was beaming at Bob like a proud parent.

“Only good things,” my mother said. She tilted the tablet so we both could see it. “Bob, can you show me my schedule for this next week?”

“Of course.”

The face on the screen turned to the left. A small window opened, displaying a calendar for the week. My mother’s book club meeting was prominently displayed along with a little open book symbol.

“I think I need an appointment to get my hair cut and permed.” My mother wore her light gray hair short and in a style I call Dandelion Fluff. “Can you take care of that for me?”

For a moment, I thought she was asking me to call her hairdresser, then I realized she was speaking to the tablet.

“Of course,” Bob said.

The tablet emitted what seemed like random sounds as the screen dimmed, then I realized it was playing the tune from Final Jeopardy.

“It can do that?” I asked. “Make your appointments for you?”

“Of course,” my mother said. “Just watch.”

Sure enough, less than a minute later, the image of the handsome man was back on screen. “Appointment scheduled,” Bob said. “Tuesday at 10:30 a.m.”

How in the world?

And how did my mother figure it out?

“You learned how to do all that just by reading the instructions on the screen?” I asked.

“Well...” My mother put the tablet on the table gently. “Bob walked me through most of it. He’s a marvelous feature, don’t you think? And smart, too. I only have to tell him things once and he does them. Imagine that.”

Unlike my father. His ability to tune my mother out is, I’m sure, directly responsible for their forty-one years of marriage.

That explained my father. Nothing I knew of explained Bob. I mean, sure, I supposed the tablet could interface with a computer at my mother’s beauty salon, but the last time I’d gone with her when she got her hair done, there hadn’t even been a computerized cash register in the place, much less a computerized scheduling system.

“Do you still have the box Bob came in?” I asked.

My mother gave me the eyebrow again.

“I just want to see where you got it, in case I want to get a Bob of my own.”

I was pretty sure she didn’t believe me, but she brought the box out from the bedroom my parents use as an office/library/keep-all-the-stuff-we-don’t-want-company-to-see room. Everything, include the static-free cover the tablet had been encased in on arrival, was still inside the box.

I opened the little booklet of instructions, flipped past the page that identified all the unnamed buttons on the tablet, and found the “Let’s Get Started!” section.

It was half a page long. As my mother had said, the only instruction was to press the button she’d pressed, slide a finger across the screen, and follow the instructions of the onscreen genie.

Huh.

Genie. Not wizard.

Bob’s face was still on the tablet’s screen. He wore a contented expression, like a man born to wait. I squinted my eyes and tried to imagine him bare-chested and with a turban on his head. Yes, I’ve watched too many Disney movies in my life, why do you ask? Still, even with a good mental image of the cartoon genie from Aladdin wedged firmly in my brain, I couldn’t see the resemblance to Bob. For one thing, Bob wasn’t blue. He was dark-haired and dark-eyed, but he was square-jawed and rather bland-looking, even if he was bland-looking in a handsome way. Sort of like Jake Gyllenhal in Prince of Persia. Only older. Maybe. With Bob it was hard to tell.

I turned the instruction booklet over and studied the name of the tablet company on the back. Not one I recognized, but I wasn’t surprised. I tried to make a note of the name in the part of my brain that actually remembers the things I’m supposed to remember, and handed the booklet back to my mother.

“Very cool,” I said. “I’ll have to look into it.”

My mother seemed pleased with herself. I wasn’t exactly sure why, but her smile made me nervous.
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Three days later, I answered my door to find a Federal Express delivery man waiting for me.

“Sign here,” he said, thrusting an electronic reader at my face.

“Who’s this for?” I asked. I hadn’t ordered anything recently, much less anything that Federal Express would need a signature for.

The delivery man read my name off the box he had tucked beneath his arm. “That’s you, right?”

“Yeah, but I...” Then I noticed the name on the box. The company that made my mother’s tablet. I tried not to groan. “Yeah, that’s me.”

Now I know why my mother had smiled like that.

She’d bought her poor, single, underemployed daughter a Bob of her own.

I could almost understand her reasoning. Her Bob had turned out to be a wonderful companion. I lived alone. I hadn’t had a boyfriend in years, didn’t seem at all interested in giving her grandchildren even with all the magazine subscriptions she’d bought me, and I didn’t even have a cat for company. She was just doing something nice. I wasn’t quite sure how she could afford to buy me a tablet—Dad was retired, after all, and Mom had never worked outside the home—but she’d be hurt if I didn’t accept it.

I signed the Fed Ex guy’s electronic reader and accepted my package of Bob.

Instead of opening the package right away, I plopped it on the kitchen table next to the towering stack of unread magazines. I really should throw the things out, but part of me is convinced my mother will know if I throw the magazines away unread, so they just accumulate. It’s not like I need my kitchen table for eating, right?

I took the top DVD off my stack of pre-street copies. Staff were encouraged—and by that, I mean in a do it or you’re fired kind of way—to watch every new movie during the week before it went on the floor for rent. In theory, that meant store employees could suggest something to customers who asked for recommendations. In reality, that meant not only did I spend eight hours a day, five days a week surrounded by more movies than a person could watch in a lifetime, I also spent at least ten hours of my evenings and days off watching movies. No wonder I didn’t date. The minute any guy suggested taking me out to a movie, my eyes crossed and I heard our company’s stupid little jingle from the trailer DVD that played non-stop from the time my store opened until we closed up shop for the night.

I was halfway through the latest independent film, a dialogue-heavy, plot-thin family drama, when I heard a suspicious beeping coming from my kitchen.

I muted the sound on my television. No, it wasn’t the quiet beep from my dishwasher telling me it was time to put the clean dishes away. It wasn’t the timer on my stove, not that I ever used the stove, and it wasn’t the shrill screech of the smoke detector. This was an insistent beep that I felt inside my head as much as heard.

Weird.

I couldn’t ignore the sound, much as I would have liked to take the nap the independent flick was encouraging me to take, so I got up and went into the kitchen. There I found the package full of my very own Bob beeping away like crazy.

“Well, aren’t you insistent?” I said.

Might as well get this over with. I opened the package and unwrapped the tablet. I half-expected to see Bob’s face on the screen, but the only thing on the display was an arrow that pointed to the On button. Written on the arrow was “Press Here.”

I pressed there.

Another arrow appeared instructing me to slide my finger across the screen, so I did, and Bob appeared. Only it wasn’t quite the same Bob of my mother’s tablet. My Bob had sandy brown hair, green eyes, and not quite as square a jaw. He was still handsome, though, for a tablet genie.

“Good afternoon,” my Bob said.

“Hello,” I said back. “My name is—”

“Jane. Pleased to meet you, Jane.”

I did the eyebrow raise. How did it know my name? “How come you know who I am?”

“Your name was on the delivery slip,” Bob said. “You are Jane, aren’t you?”

The delivery slip. Of course. I should have known that the tablet—the tablet, for goodness sake—would know what was written on the delivery slip.

“I’ve got a sneaking suspicion about you,” I told Bob. “Want to hear it?”

Now, I’ve watched more movies than I can remember. I’ve always liked movies (or I used to), which is why I went to work in a video store in the first place. That, and they were hiring, and it was either video store rental clerk or waitress in a skimpy uniform, and movies won out.

I’ve read a lot of books, too, and I’ve always had an open mind about things. Sure, I suppose tablets like Bob might be explained away as the next level in artificial intelligence, but I doubted people like my mother could afford that kind of technology once, let alone twice. I’d done a little internet browsing for the company that manufactured the Bob tablets, and I’d found nothing. Well, almost nothing. It seemed the company advertised in one place and one place only—Modern Housekeeping magazine. The only how-to-be-a-good-homemaker magazine my mother hadn’t subscribed me to.

“Would you like to set me up now?” Bob asked.

“I’m not that easily distracted,” I said. “And I’m not sixty-seven years old.”

I could almost hear Bob sigh before his features settled into the same man-content-to-wait expression I’d seen on my mother’s Bob.

“You’re a genie,” I said.

Now Bob did the eyebrow raise. “That’s it? Of course, I’m a genie. That’s what my system calls me. Computers have wizards to walk their users through programs. Our tablets have genies. Hence, I’m a genie.”

I must have hit a nerve. Bob had gone verbose.

“No, a genie. As in, alakazam, puff-of-smoke genie. As in grant me three—”

I stopped myself as the idea really hit me. Holy crap! What if the Bobs really were genies? Did that mean my mother got three wishes? That could be dangerous. I mean, I could find myself married with children and liking it!

Except she’d had her tablet long enough to make three wishes already, hadn’t she? I’d sat right there while she’d asked Bob to make her an appointment for a haircut. If she’d made her three wishes and Bob the genie left her tablet, she would have called me asking me for help to fix it. Wouldn’t she?

“You have to say the word,” the Bob on my tablet said.

“What word?”

Now both his eyebrows went up, and his expression was far from content.

“Ah,” I said. “The W word.”

“Yes.”

Bob was talking about me, but I got it. My mother hadn’t said the W word. In fact, I didn’t think my mother had ever said the W word in her life. She was a practical, if tech-deficient, woman.

“I think you better tell me the rules,” I said to my Bob.

“That’s outside my programming.”

“Even if I use the W word?”

“You only get three. Use them wisely.”

Well, I’d need to know the rules if I was going to play along, and it looked like I was. “I wish you’d tell me what’s going on here so I know what my mother’s gotten me into,” I said.

Bob nodded at me. “Your wish is my command.”

I’ve been around techy things all my life. I guess it comes with being born into a generation that had VCRs and microwaves and marveled that cell phones used to be just science fiction. I’ve poured over instruction manuals for printers and copiers and fax machines and scanners. I’ve called tech support for credit card machines and computers and the security system at our store. I’ve browsed through shelf after shelf of books on how to use computer software. So I suppose I was expecting Bob to rattle off hour after hour of increasingly complex explanations about how genies ended up in tablets.
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