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The Spell

Nancy J. Hedin


All my work is dedicated to my wife, Tracy, and our daughters, Sophia and Emma. I write novels in remembrance of my parents, grandparents, and brother, David. I am immensely grateful for my siblings and their better halves and darling children and grandchildren.

This novel is also dedicated to the romantic in many of us. The part of us that risks crushes and being crushed. Cheers to unrequited love and those times when we loved someone but they haven’t reached the same conclusion at the same time. This novel is dedicated to the patient and persistent.


One

Broken Heart

Waverly Ames had regrets, but none bigger than losing her first love, Camille. She wept and petted the thin leather cover of the spell book that was her only remnant of their week-long love affair the year prior. That was, the only remnant if Waverly ignored her ruminations, incessant second-guessing, and full-body ache to be with Camille again. The affair had ended without goodbyes, promises, or any way to contact Camille. They each returned to their own lives: Camille returned to her suburban home with her husband and two daughters, and Waverly returned to…what? Her apartment in a co-op building, her former job in real estate, and her unrealized dream of being a poet. She felt robbed.

She heard a key snick in her front door lock, the door creak open and click closed again. Waverly’s dog, Stella, barked and bounded to the kitchen. Baby talk and padded footfalls in the galley kitchen followed by the rattle of condiments and juice bottles inside the door of her refrigerator as it was opened, robbed, and slammed shut again. She wiped her eyes, dabbed her nose, and hid the spell book under her couch pillow. She didn’t want Jewel to see her being a baby. How could she have any tears left? She’d cried every day since Camille had left her. Waverly had made a resolution to be a grown-up.

She supposed it was time. Hadn’t most people set aside their childish dreams and taken on the mantle of adulthood by age thirty-five? She took back her old job in real estate, which she hated, and she had bought a condo she couldn’t really afford. That was what grown-ups did, she told herself. Grown-ups did not plan to be poets, fall in love with married women, and live in month-to-month apartments based on whether there was a good vibe for writing poetry there. She hadn’t written a single poem since she moved into the place.

The cupboard doors clicked, dishes clinked, and silverware jangled against glassware. The noises used to frighten Waverly, make her hold her breath, look for her phone and a weapon, but over time, she only found the intruder annoying. It was just Jewel.

Jewel Cartwright, beautiful, brash, sinewy, younger than Waverly, on the early rungs of her third decade. Jewel lived in an unusually large studio apartment on the same floor as Waverly. Jewel’s space had no furniture other than a futon on the floor, but the windows were the size of garage doors and looked out on both downtown St. Paul and the bluffs and winding Mississippi River. Jewel was a painter. She sporadically worked a job restoring fine paintings, but mostly, Jewel painted her own work and filled her apartment with her paintings and the copies of other great paintings she replicated. She never grocery shopped and was always hungry. Shortly after Waverly bought her place and only days after she’d met her, Jewel insisted she was the best person to fill the dog-walking job Waverly posted on the co-op message board.

Jewel became Waverly’s official walker for Stella, Waverly’s seventy-pound shepherd-lab mix. From that point on, Jewel had a key to Waverly’s place, but came in at non-dog-walking times—no knock, no advanced warning.

Jewel stepped out from the kitchen and scanned Waverly’s face. “What? What’s that look? You don’t want me, change the locks.” It was complicated. Waverly did want her to walk Stella, so she put up with Jewel coming in at her leisure and often making herself a sandwich or eating Waverly’s leftovers. Stella, too, was eating a giant sandwich but not before she had peed a trickle on the floor in her excitement to see Jewel.

Waverly didn’t want Jewel to see her crying again.

“What’s wrong?” Jewel asked.

“Allergies.” Waverly blew her nose. “Why does my dog like you better than me?”

“Duh, I take her on walks, let her eat whatever she wants, and I tell her adventure stories where she is the femme fatale, the secret agent, the top dog.” Jewel kissed Stella on the head and stared at Waverly. “Don’t tell me you have been crying about Camille again.”

Jewel sat. Stella jumped up on the loveseat beside her as Jewel unloaded her stash. Once her hands were free to rub Stella’s ears, Jewel again talked baby talk to Stella. “Your mom is a silly goose obsessing about that naughty Camille when she could have lovely Jewel.”

Stella’s hair wafted into the air and onto the rug, furniture, and Waverly’s black jeans.

“Stella, tell Jewel to mind her own business.” Waverly sat up straight on the couch, reached back to snag her russet-brown hair, twisted it in a coil on her head, and secured it with a pencil. She took deep breaths. She noticed that Jewel stared at her breasts as she chewed. Waverly took the book out from beneath the pillow and held it in front of her chest. “Are you staring at my tits?”

“Cows have tits. I’m staring at your perfectly lovely breasts. They’re like warm kittens or hamsters under your shirt. Can I touch them?”

“No.” Waverly threw the spell book at Jewel and immediately regretted it. She didn’t want to damage the book, and she didn’t want anyone else touching it.

Jewel ducked. The book hit the wall, ricocheted back, and lay at her feet. She picked it up with her free hand. “Oh, Christ, haven’t you burned this thing yet?” Jewel crammed part of a pastrami and cheddar on sourdough sandwich in her mouth and gave the remainder to the dog. Stella planted herself on the rug like Jewel might change her mind and ask for the sandwich back.

Jewel stood and unloaded some of her plunder onto the coffee table, smearing the latest issue of Architectural Digest. She flopped down again on the love seat and flung her leg over the armrest without any embarrassment that the skirt she wore was entirely too short and she wore no underwear. “I’ll burn it for you. I have a lighter in my pocket. I could torch the thing right on this table.”

“No, you can’t.” Waverly tossed a throw blanket to Jewel. “Cover your junk! I can’t think with genitals in my face.”

“Excuse me, but I have no junk only jewels! Besides, you could use some genitals in your face so you’d stop obsessing about Camille.”

Stella burped. Jewel burped.

“You don’t understand.”

“What’s to understand?”

That was the thing, really. No one seemed to understand how important Waverly’s first real love affair had been. Maybe no one understood because they hadn’t had Waverly’s beginning. They hadn’t been orphaned at age six, shuttled between foster homes until finally, Waverly’s mother’s sister relented and said she would “take the girl.”

Who else knew of the shock of losing parents being compounded by being placed with loud, disinterested foster parents with homes that smelled of urine and Hamburger Helper? After three of these nightmares, Waverly finally landed where her parents had informally and unofficially wanted her to be if, God forbid, anything happened to them. God should have forbidden all of it, starting with the car accident that had killed her birth parents and continuing into Waverly’s school years in the care of cold, withholding, puritanical custodial parents who rationed their affections.

Add to that Waverly wasn’t her aunt and uncle’s birth child, and she didn’t want to be a nurse or schoolteacher. She wanted to be a cowboy briefly, and then she wanted to be a poet. She didn’t want to marry a man. She was attracted to women.

She was an orphaned misfit like an extra piece of hardware in the IKEA box. She didn’t fit anywhere. College was a dream in most respects. She was expected to be independent. In college being queer wasn’t a big deal. It made her almost interesting. She’d had girlfriends before—brief flirtations, one-night stands, and brief stints of cohabitation in college and graduate school that faded like fad diets and new year’s resolutions. Of course, Waverly clung to Camille. Camille was the first woman who had loved her with tender passion. Camille had swaddled Waverly in attention and adoration as Waverly nuzzled in Camille’s arms, drinking her in with her eyes.

Jewel dug a squished package of Little Debbie Swiss Rolls from her tank top. “How many people do you know who can hide chocolate-covered, crème-filled snack cakes in their rack?”

“I don’t know many.” Waverly shook her head. “Don’t give any of that to Stella.”

“I know dogs can’t do chocolate. Anyway—” Jewel licked her fingers. “What’s to understand? You met a woman, a married woman, a straight married woman, I might add…”

“Camille was not straight, I can assure you that.” Waverly’s head bobbled a bit, and she gave an impish grin.

“I know, I know, you made love every day, many times a day. You’ve told me a million times.” Jewel drank milk directly from the carton—Waverly’s carton. “I’m telling you, Waverly, plenty of straight women won’t say no to a week of orgasms independent of some guy slamming against them. But Waves, she went back to her husband and left you with what? A hole in your heart and that dumb book. You need to burn that book and cauterize the hole in your heart so that you can heal. Give the book to Stella as a chew toy. I gave her a Bible and two self-help books. She’ll be shitting psalms, proverbs, and platitudes for days.”


Two

Dueling Memories

“You weren’t there, Jewel. From the moment I saw Camille across the room at the bookstore…”

“Oh God, not again.” Jewel clutched her head between her hands as if she were in the throes of a migraine. “You’re going to tell the story again like it’s breaking news. Christ, it reminds me of my demented grandma and the trip to Iowa.”

Waverly absentmindedly narrated the story of meeting Camille the year before. “I saw her looking at me surreptitiously.”

Meanwhile, out of self-protection and only partial immunity to the pain of Waverly’s well-worn tale, Jewel told her own story to Stella. “It was just after my mom married my monster stepfather. They changed my name to his because I was only seventeen. My parents made me sit in the backseat with my maternal grandma when we drove her to her sixtieth high school class reunion in Iowa…”

Ignoring Jewel, Waverly continued with her story. Jewel was the only person Waverly had in her life to tell and might possibly understand how much Waverly’s heart ached. She repeated the story because she still didn’t know what to do with her ache or how to make sense of her experience.

“Finally, one of the times Camille looked at me, I looked up and smiled. She blushed. She knew she’d been found out. She didn’t leave the bookstore. She came right to the aisle of books where I was browsing…”

“Every time I tried to read the book,” Jewel reminisced, “I had brought for the trip, one of the Jane Lawless Mysteries by Ellen Hart, Grandma started reading road signs.” She stuffed another snack cake into her mouth. “Grandma read every road sign between St. Paul and Tumble Fuck, Iowa like she had discovered a lost world. And she was incontinent.”

“I thought I was going to wet myself,” Waverly said with a smile, “but I bolted to the feminist books section, and I thumbed through a book of lesbian erotica. Can you imagine? I was so bold. When she looked up, I held the book to my chest, title outward, and asked her if she saw anything she liked?”

Jewel looked up at the ceiling as if picturing the road trip. “By the Iowa border, I still had no idea who had been murdered in my book, and my boat shoes were stained with Grandma’s pee. No less than eight times, she forgot that Grandpa had died, and my monster stepfather reminded her each time so then she could cry and pee more. ‘Oh look, only sixty more miles to Armpit and eighty to Bung Hole. They have a Perkins.’”

Waverly blushed. “Whoops, I’m getting ahead of myself. I didn’t know her name yet. Her face flushed red, and I swear she licked her lips as she put out her hand and introduced herself. She’s left-handed, so I saw the wedding ring immediately. ‘Oh, you’re married,’ I said to her. I’ll never forget what she said. She said, ‘He’s here, but he’s terribly busy.’”

“It got so that I preferred it when Grandma was busy reading road signs as opposed to her sobbing again about Grandpa’s death, which, by the way, had been in the books for twenty years.” Jewel drank more milk. “Grandma was attending her sixtieth high school reunion. Can you imagine? There were only twenty-three people in her class in the first place. Who planned this thing? How many of them could still be alive?”

“I’d never felt so alive, so daring,” Waverly continued. “I told her I had my own cabin. I wasn’t staying at the big lodge. I knew she was because she had one of the turquoise wristbands that marked the lodge dwellers as special entities with free canoe rental and access to everything at the resort. My wrist had a beige wristband. I couldn’t so much as use a towel or deck chair without additional fees, deposits, and time limits. Right then, I didn’t feel like I was slumming it at the remote resort site where I had a private if small cabin. Remote and private was priceless. Camille asked for the number of my estate and said she’d like to see it sometime.” Waverly smiled to herself at the memory.

Jewel repositioned herself on the love seat as she continued her story. “We drove straight, flat roads, all on right angles like the state had been conceived on graph paper. Finally, we arrived at my uncle’s farm—I say farm, but they didn’t have any cows or pigs or corn as high as an elephant’s eye. It was more of a country estate: a huge farmhouse with a wraparound porch. The garage was as big as the house. Shiny trucks and four-wheelers were parked in the yard. The air smelled of heat and dust. A blind farm dog nearly as old as Grandma barked weakly at us, limped over, sniffed my crotch, and returned to the porch.”

“‘There’s really no time like the present,’ I said to Camille. To this day I can’t imagine what gave me the courage to speak to her, let alone solicit her. I had never been with anyone who was so confident, so mature, so beautiful! The bookstore owner—a gay man, I’m certain—must have heard all this. He came close to us and said in a conspiratorial whisper that we would need to run along because he was closing early, but to take this four-pack of wine coolers as his amends and encouragement. He winked at us. He knew right away that we were about to be lovers.”

“I loved the farmhouse. I should try to paint a picture of it. Big rooms, spacious landing at the top of the stairs, back stairs to the kitchen that the help must have used when the family who built it lived there. The place was mammoth. Grandma got lost twice before Dad and I had unloaded the car.”

“I feared Camille’d get lost. That’s not true. I was afraid she’d change her mind. I wrote my cabin number down for Camille so she’d have no good excuse for not finding me. I didn’t think about what it was that she needed to handle before coming over. I raced to my cabin, put the coolers on ice, and tidied up: made my bed, brushed my teeth, changed shirts twice. I remember wishing I had bigger breasts, longer legs, and curvier hips and ass.” Waverly laughed at herself. “Oh well. Camille found her way to my cabin moments later. She stood at the screen door looking in at me. She’d brought flowers. It was obvious they’d been hastily picked. Clumps of dirt hung from the stems. It was a beautiful gesture.”

“My uncle had bought Grandma a wrist corsage. The task of driving Grandma into town fell to me. It was a relief. It meant the thing was starting so it was closer to ending and we could go back to civilization. The reunion was at the senior center—a cracker-box-shaped building with high tin ceilings, pendulous hepatic lighting, and its own kitchen complete with industrial dishwasher. Four round tables were decorated with pink-tipped carnations and twisted pink crepe paper. A high school yearbook was placed at each table. The place smelled like chicken.”

“I was so chicken, Jewel. I opened the door and offered her a drink. Camille said she would probably need several drinks.”

“The reunion didn’t have booze. Chicken dinner, all dry white meat that flaked like rotted wood, baked potatoes, and creamed corn. There was a large sheet cake, the size of a beach towel, with buttercream frosting. It read something like, ‘Congratulations, Podunk Class of 1940.’ Congratulations for what? Being alive, I guess. Grandma introduced me to her six remaining classmates, but she kept forgetting my name. Every one of them commented on my height like they’d never seen a woman over five feet eight. I kept expecting one of them to try to squeeze my biceps or ask to see my calves, which was something I was open to because it was about a hundred and ten degrees inside that building. The heat didn’t discourage a grandson of one of my grandma’s old boyfriends from trying to touch my butt.”

“I wanted so badly to touch Camille. Her blonde hair was short and obviously cut by a swanky salon. She’s tiny, petite, almost elfin.” Waverly wrinkled her nose and grinned as she remembered. “Camille and I drank the wine coolers from the bottle and just stared at each other. I can’t remember what we talked about before she put down her drink and took mine from me. She kissed me. It wasn’t like a first kiss. It was long and insistent. Hungry.”

“I was still hungry when the reunion ended, but there wasn’t anything open in Shrinky Dinky Town, Iowa after nine. Luckily, everyone was asleep when we got back to my uncle’s place. I raided that silver double doored refrigerator like I was preparing for hibernation. Actually, I ate a big sandwich like the one I just ate here. What were we talking about?”

“We fell to the bed in my cabin. It was only a single…”

“Oh Christ! You aren’t any farther along in your lustful stroll down mammary lane? I know, I know. You made love in a single bed all afternoon until she ran off when she realized the time.”

“I wish we’d had more time. Once she’d left, I couldn’t move, and I couldn’t believe my luck. After all the horrible setups, blind dates, internet dating, and ill-advised bar hookups, I finally meet someone I could fall in love with at a bookstore on vacation. It seemed like…”

“Like destiny. I know, you’ve said.” Jewel rubbed her face and looked at the floor.

“Jewel, you don’t know how hard it is to meet women. You play softball.”

“I don’t actually. They look at this body and think I must be athletic, but I’m not. You could pull that off, too, Waves. Sure, you are short, but you’re fit. Me, I join teams to meet women. I don’t even own a glove. They never let me play in real games. I take that back. I played right field one game when we were winning by nine runs. We won by two.”

“It’s easy for you, Jewel. That’s all I’m saying. It hasn’t been easy for me.”

“I’d be easy for you.” Jewel tilted her head and batted her eyelashes. “I’ve told you that. Great girlfriend right here in front of you.” She locked eyes with Waverly and dipped her head a bit.

Waverly smiled.

“That’s your sad smile. But your eyes still sparkle. I know you’re beginning to love me, not as much as that ghost Camille, but you’re starting to love me.”

“I endure you, Jewels. It’s just that my heart—” Waverly put her hand to her chest. “—I gave it to Camille, and I don’t know how to get it back.”

“So, what happened next?” Jewel said. “Did you see Camille again that day?”

Both women knew Jewel could recite the story forward and backward. Asking to hear it again was a moment of grace the cheeky, freeloading, would-be girlfriend was giving to Waverly. Waverly accepted it.

“I didn’t want to shower. I could smell her perfume and sweat on my skin and sheets. Then I thought, What if she comes back soon? I wanted to be fresh. I thought about cooking dinner for her. I showered, keeping my ears open for her knock at the door. I dressed and changed the linens. I don’t think I told you this before, but I actually stuffed the sheet that smelled most strongly of her in my suitcase to have for later if she never came back again.”

“Really?” Jewel rolled her eyes. She’d heard that newly disclosed fact a dozen times. She suspected the fetid linen was somewhere in Waverly’s condo, vacuum-sealed like salmon. Waverly didn’t want to lose Camille’s scent.

“Camille came back again that night. She said the others were taking a dinner cruise with karaoke. I’d learn later that the others included her husband and two teenage daughters. Camille had feigned food poisoning.”

“I feel a bit queasy myself every time I hear this part of the story.”

“I had never in my life or at least in my memory felt so loved.” Waverly closed her eyes. She bowed her head. Her chin rested on her chest.

“Wave, didn’t it bother you that she had kids?” It was the first time Jewel had dared ask this question.

“I didn’t know at first.”

“But once you knew?”

Waverly stood. She let her hair down, snatched a hairbrush from the side table, and brushed her long black hair as she paced.

“I didn’t know at first, and when I knew, it was too late. We loved each other. We spent every minute we could together.” Waverly dropped the brush on the floor and flopped onto the couch. She chewed her thumbnail. “I saw them, you know. I saw the whole family eating in the lodge dining room. I booked a table I couldn’t afford to be there to see them.”

“Waves, you stalker.”

“Jewels, they didn’t look happy.” Waverly leaned forward like she was disclosing something very important for Jewel’s understanding. “He read the newspaper. There Camille was across the table from him, and he put stories of suicide bombers, the stock market, and baseball scores in front of his eyes. The daughters—don’t even get me started. They were glued to their phones when they weren’t ganging up on Camille to tell her how old and out of touch she was.”

“Yep, sound like teenage girls.” Jewel belched.

“Camille glanced at me and then excused herself to the bathroom.” Waverly raised her eyebrows. “I followed.”

“La, la, la!” Jewel plugged her ears. “I cannot hear a bathroom sex anecdote unless I’m in it. Other people’s lavatory love fests disturb me. I want to bathe in Lysol or be scrubbed down by Meryl Streep.”

“I’m just saying Camille left that chaos to be with me.”

Jewel wanted to say Camille left that chaos to be with Waverly until she left Waverly to be back where it was familiar. “Tell me about how she gave you the book.”

“Well, we were at the bookstore again. The owner recognized us and teased: had we had a stimulating week? He told us we looked as close as sisters. Then he pulled a slim volume from a dusty lower shelf and said, ‘Maybe you should take this book to enjoy together. Vacations end too soon.’ He wouldn’t even accept money for it. He swore it was authentic and guaranteed to unite true lovers. We took it back to the cabin, but I don’t think we cracked its pages. We got distracted, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, yeah, bumping uglies. I get the picture.”

“I fell asleep. When I woke up, Camille was gone. The book was on the pillow next to my head with a note. I must go back, but what we had will always be ours. Camille.”

“Vague, but brutal! Where’s the note now? You at least burned that. If you haven’t, we could cover it in peanut butter and feed it to Stella.”

“I tore it up. I wish I hadn’t. It’s here in the book.” Waverly opened the book for Jewel to see the note fragments in its center.

“Could I see the book?”

“Only if you promise me you won’t destroy it or keep it from me. Jewel, I’m serious.”

Jewel nodded and frowned.

Waverly dumped the torn pieces of the goodbye note from the book into her hand and then sprinkled them onto the side table. She placed the book in Jewel’s hands and told her to be careful as if she were handing her an infant.
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