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      If I had known what taking the job on Jewel Island would have gotten me into, I might have stayed in my sister’s basement. As a forty-three-year-old divorced, fat woman I didn’t exactly have my pick of jobs. Jewel had felt like my last hope. But a line has to be drawn even at last hopes.

      The day I left for the interview, I had my sister drop me at the ferry terminal. The bright sunny day had boded well. Jewel wasn’t an island I could find on a map, which was weird. A ticket to the ferry had been left for me, and despite my misgivings, I figured the worst that would happen was I had to buy a ticket back from Milwaukee when the ferry landed across the lake, even if the creepy guy who sat in on the interview glowering at me was there in person.

      I hung out on the top deck, enjoying the blue sky and the cool breeze. A few young girls laughed and giggled when I moved my chair slightly away so that I could sit, my heavy hips and thighs hanging over the edge. I set my overnight bag at my feet and pulled my arms through my sweater, despite the sun.

      Just as I was starting to relax, the girls’ giggles subsiding into conversations about other things and no longer making me uncomfortable, fog started to come up. I’ve been in heavy fog. I’ve watched the days change quickly, but never this quickly. Perhaps it wasn’t unusual for a lake but I didn’t live on Lake Michigan, although it was an easy drive from my home town.

      The girls and the other passengers all headed inside, leaving me alone out there, smelling the soggy odor of garbage and gasoline that permeated the fog. It felt as bad as it smelled.

      Fortunately, the ferry slowed sooner than I expected, the baritone honking of the horn warning all in its path where it was. I hoped this was the island, though as it slowed more, I wasn’t so sure. I couldn’t see much of anything, although I had gotten up and moved to the rail. The fog was so thick I could barely see my hand in front of my face.

      The stink of dead fish rising up around me was enough to put me off seafood for the rest of my life. I began to wonder if this job was for me, no matter how desperate I might be. I’d been so thrilled to finally get an in-person interview and at a job that might actually pay decently. If putting up with the stink was part of the job, no wonder they had to pay so well.

      An older woman and an emaciated man had interviewed me online. She’d called herself the mayor of Jewel Island. When they’d offered me an in-person interview, I’d accepted, which led to the tickets and ferry ride.

      The eerie feeling I’d had when I hadn’t been able to find the island on the map returned. A small island between Michigan and Wisconsin, right on the ferry run should have been a major place for tourists. Instead, it was as if the island didn’t exist. Even Google earth images of Lake Michigan showed no island in the vicinity of where it must be based on the information I had.

      Once again, I pushed away my unease. I could handle this. It was only an overnight. My sisters knew where I was, though they, too, had concerns about not finding the island. If I were lost, my sisters would help. We’d keep in touch by cell phone and my youngest sister had put an app on mine to let her know where I was, just in case.

      We’d laughed about it because last year on my birthday they’d taken me axe throwing. I’d been surprisingly good, the best of all of us when I’d done it. There was just the small matter of finding an axe if I needed one. After we’d laughed, she’d showed me the app and how it worked so that if I wanted to turn it off, I could.

      I might not have a husband and children, but I had sisters who loved me. I wasn’t alone in the world, nor was I destitute, thanks to Charlene letting me live in her basement.

      Unsurprisingly, I was the only one to get off. At least the giggling girls weren’t following me down the gang plank. I appreciated the warmth of my heavy sweater but could have wished for a light jacket to keep the dampness from my skin. I usually appreciate the insulation my fat gives me in Michigan winters, but even I’m not impervious to damp. Chances were, the soft yarn of my sweater was picking up the dead fish stink and I’d smell through my interview, though that wasn’t until the next day.

      I sighed. I turned around, as if the fog would let me see the ferry, perhaps raise a hand to flag it back down to return and get me, but I was buried in the cloud bank along with the rest of the island. Maybe the island would look better not framed in gray and dampness.

      The sound of the ferry chugging through the waters receded and I was left with the sound of the small waves lapping against the rocky beach on this side of the island. I breathed out, trying to calm myself.

      Someone had built a parking lot, albeit one designed for about four cars. A bleached wood shack sat in one corner. I could almost make out a blue design on the side. Probably a fish. I walked closer. The shack was shuttered and closed, but it suggested that someone might run the place.

      I shouldered the overnight bag and walked towards what ought to be the road. As I moved, the fog seemed to lift. The road became clearer, a concrete path wide enough for a single car. To my left the road appeared flat for the short distance I could see. Small scrub trees lined it on one side. Rocks lined the lake side, except for a few hardy stragglers holding on for dear life between the boulders.

      Two parts of the road headed to the right, one making a hard right, following the beach but angling up a hill, another angling down behind the hill into what might be a valley, although I couldn’t begin to tell for certain, given the fog.

      From the direction of the hill, I heard a sudden blast of music that was cut off as quickly as it had come, rather as if a door had opened and then closed. At least the music indicated people. It’d been too short a burst for me to catch the tune, but the intuitive part of my brain said it sounded modern.

      That small comfort had all the warmth of the fog that wrapped around me. I’d read enough spooky stories about someone lost and finding a ghost town, being wined and dined only to wake up and find themselves in a shack. The island had that feel to it.

      I stepped out onto the concrete after looking both ways. I didn’t hear any cars and hopefully one wouldn’t come silently racing around a corner I didn’t know about and hit me as I tried to get my bearings.

      There were buildings both up the hill and on the angled road that curved deeper into the island. Lights shone from a low building along the straighter path. I wanted to head that way, but something prodded me to walk up the hill.

      Sharon, the woman who had interviewed me, said that they’d put me up at the Jewel B&B.

      “It’s the only place on the island, really, unless you have family here,” she’d said happily.

      I said I didn’t.

      Sharon had replied she knew. Damien, the man with her had almost glowered as if he hated being on the call.

      Sharon was bright and warm, her hair gray, her face lined. She was heavy enough to look like a grandmother that baked and cooked and gave hugs that would take away even the worst of hurts. In fact, I had sort of longed to hug her.

      The man, though…he could have starred in just about any horror movie he wanted, though I’d have pegged him for a vampire. Or at the very least a serial killer. Dark hair, a long narrow face, and a mouth with corners that naturally turned down, he looked imposing enough. Worse, he had the palest skin I’d ever seen. I’d been able to see blue veins beneath it when he leaned forward to adjust something on his computer with fingers spiderlike in their thinness.

      With a name like Damien Bain he’d have no problems getting the part even if he didn’t look like such a stereotypical monster.

      Damien had let Sharon talk. He’d sat and watched, as still as a corpse, which, if he were a vampire, he’d be. His face had just enough lines for me to believe he was older than his dark hair suggested and I had wondered if he dyed it to look younger.

      If he’d been the one interviewing me, no matter the job title and salary, I’d have told them I couldn’t possibly live on an island and hope that my sister Charlene didn’t kill me for not accepting the job. She did want her basement back but not at the expense of me dying, or becoming undead if Damien were actually a vampire.

      I continued to listen for a car and then turned and started up the hill. The fog seemed to be even thinner, now. In fact, I noted traces of blue sky above me, though the fog still softened the edges of the day.

      The buildings around me were mostly wood, though some had brick façades. A larger building with plenty of brown paper taped over the windows highlighting sales—apples were on sale that week—Don’t miss out!—had a single glass door leading inside. Lights flooded out onto the gray street. A grocery store, though it wasn’t all that much larger than a convenience store.

      Across the way I saw a shop that said clothing. It looked like a little gray house. The angle of the hill made it look like it was leaning ever so slightly to the side.

      I was immediately taken back to the nightmare story of the woman stuck in a ghost town, waking to find herself in a shack. With Damien around, perhaps I’d never wake up, or if I did, I’d be a vampire.

      Maybe as a vampire, I’d be thin.

      I’d never been thin in my life and I often felt ashamed of my body. I worked towards body positivity. I wanted to love myself as I was. I mean, it wasn’t like I hadn’t dieted all my life, trying to fit in, but apparently, that wasn’t to be. I wore a size 28 or sometimes a 26. Even if the little island clothing store had clothing, I doubted anything would fit me.

      I sighed and continued up the hill. Rich and savory smells came from a narrow door labeled just “Derry’s.” It might have been a restaurant but the building was hardly wider than the glass door which looked almost too narrow to admit me. They wouldn’t be feeding many people if I couldn’t even get inside. Even thin people needed a bit of space to eat.

      The hill was steep, but I walked a lot. I liked going out for nature walks. Other people might call them hikes, but living in Michigan, I thought of them as walks. When I’d been younger and fully employed and married, I’d traveled out to the west coast and did some real hikes on trails up the lower portion of real mountains.

      But all that was in the past. My ex-husband’s family owned the company that I’d done the accounting for and when he’d left me, he’d suggested it would be best for everyone if I didn’t work there any longer. I’d gotten a good severance package and a decent amount from the sale of the house we’d shared for nearly twenty years, but a forty-three year old fat woman had two strikes against her in the job world as soon as she showed up, no matter what her experience was.

      I’d been relegated to applying for bookkeeping positions and even those didn’t want me despite being overqualified. I’d get the first interview, the employer would see me, and then decide to “go another way.” This was one of the rare second interviews and it was for the position of accountant. Sharon had been so nice that I had my fingers crossed for this one even if the job did include living on an island with a vampirish man named Damien Bain.

      On the side of the street that overlooked the lake, I noticed the sign for Jewel Accounting and Bookkeeping on a building that looked a bit like a remodeled house. Long and low, with only a narrow front porch to break up the line, it sat back from the street, the front area all concrete as if it were a parking lot waiting for the cars I had yet to see.

      The building was gray and looked sturdier than some of the buildings further down the hill, or maybe it was the perspective. Instead of looking up at it and seeing it at an angle, I was across the street.

      I had yet to see any people wandering around. Outside of the blast of music, I hadn’t heard anything either. I could have been alone on the entire island. Despite the fog having thinned even further and the blue sky brightening overhead, the feeling of being alone sent a chill down my spine.

      I continued up the hill, hoping for something that looked like a B&B. On the left side, away from the lake was a large Victorian house painted pink and green, the brightest colors I’d seen since I left the ferry. A small wood sign outside held the words bed and breakfast. Nothing else. In a car, driving by, even at a mere fifteen miles an hour, the words would have been easy to miss.

      The Victorian had no parking area, unlike some of the other buildings. Instead, it had an overflowing garden with a narrow walk to the door. Though many of the plants were beginning their dormancy—the calendar showing early October—there were plenty of green leaves and a few hardier flowers of sorts that I couldn’t name. Gardening had never been an interest of mine.

      A small tree, less twisted and scraggly than the ones I’d seen upon arriving stood to one side of the walk. Even so it remained bent over with its branches reaching out towards the building like an old woman reaching for help to stand up.

      I passed it as I went up the walk, noticing three cats, one black, one orange striped, and one pure white, sitting beneath the tree. I paused and squatted down. They were the first living things I’d seen since leaving the ferry. The relief I felt was more pronounced than I would have expected.

      I held out my hand and the golden-eyed black cat stood up and stretched, staring at me. The others didn’t move. I might have been a ghost, or perhaps a human in a ghost world, though I could easily see the rise and fall of the feline’s chests and the movement of their eyes.

      I sighed and stood up.

      As I did so, I nearly jumped a foot backwards, I was so startled to see Sharon standing on the porch of the Victorian as if she’d been there all along.
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      A moment ago, I’d noticed the porch, white paint against the pink and green, huddled next to the rounded turret area on the left. I’d been heading for the three steps that led from the front garden when I’d noticed the cats. No one had been standing there. A white bench sat next to the building with more plants but unless Sharon had been squatting down, hiding from me, I couldn’t have missed her.

      “You’ve found us,” Sharon said. She was solidly built, with little waist definition. Although she wore jeans, they were loose and her legs wide enough to make the jeans appear to be a skirt. She wore a cream turtleneck with rabbits on the collar under a heavier black wool sweater.

      “I thought there would be some direction from the ferry,” I said quietly. I wasn’t really expecting to talk with someone right then. I’d been told I could freshen up after I was led to the B&B.

      Sharon smiled. “If you weren’t right for the position, you’d never have found the place.”

      I had an image of myself wandering around the island, trying to find a place to stay, not succeeding and dying, alone in an unknown and unexplored place. An involuntary shudder ran down my back. The image and the sensation were so clear, my mouth dried.

      Sharon shook her head, almost as if reading my mind. “That’s not what would have happened at all. You’d have wandered around, decided this was wrong for you, and found that the ferry had come back to pick you up.”

      I frowned, worried that she actually did read minds and I hoped I’d not been unflattering in my assessment of her. At least I’d liked her so that was less likely. If it were Damien there, I’d have been in trouble.

      “I’m not a mind reader,” Sharon said. “I don’t think any of us are. But everyone has that fear when they arrive and learn that they would only get to stay if they find the B&B.”

      I wondered who everyone was. If others had applied and interviewed for the accounting position and turned it down, there could be problems I didn’t know about, and not just Sharon’s mysterious comments about finding the B&B.

      “But come on in and let’s get you settled.” Sharon gestured to me. The cats were now settled under the tree ignoring me, even the black one.

      I picked up my carry-on bag and walked up the three steps. Sharon watched me closely.

      It felt odd having her watch me, almost as if she wasn’t sure I could make it. I might have been fat, but I was able-bodied. People so often underestimated me. It’s not that not being abled was a problem, it was the assumption that I couldn’t be fat and still be perfectly fit and healthy that annoyed me.

      The double front doors were painted green with oval glass insets and were quite pretty. Sharon opened the right-side door and gestured me inside.

      Once inside, I took in the golden-brown, thin-board hardwood floors and the matching woodwork on the lower half of the walls. A stairwell led upstairs just beyond a sitting room on my right. To my left a door opened into the room that held the rounded front. It was devoid of people but small tables were scattered around. A dining room.

      Ahead of me was a small writing table, of the sort popular in Victorian times, naturally. It blended well with the cream, green, and purple floral wallpaper that lined the upper part of the walls. Like the garden outside, it was all a bit much. The place pushed the visual senses to overflowing. A calico cat peeked out from under the table, eyeing me with great golden eyes.

      A young man sashayed out of the dining area.

      “Are you Holly?” he asked, smiling at me. He was thin and very blonde, his heart-shaped face almost pretty in the way girls were supposed to be pretty, but often weren’t. He wore a white button-down shirt under a red and black plaid flannel vest with black jeans and red high-tops. One ear was pierced.

      “I am,” I said.

      “I’m Ian. Sharon has you registered, so I’ll just take you to your room. We have one back here for you. It doesn’t have a view of the lake, but it’s a comfortable room, if that’s okay?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      He led me past the writing desk to a small alcove behind the sitting room in front. A door in the same shiny golden-brown as the floors greeted us. A blackened brass number 3 adorned it at my eye-level.

      Surprisingly, it held a modern lock and Ian gave me a keycard of the sort you find in chain hotels. I only had to hold it in front of the mechanism and the door would unlock.

      I must have raised an eyebrow because Ian laughed.

      “I know. You’d think we’d stick to old-fashioned keys but the B&B likes to keep up with technology.”

      I had a vision of the old house sitting in front of a giant laptop reading up on technology and carefully making decisions about what to use and not use. Ian’s use of language was odd. He sashayed back to wherever he came from after opening the door for me, not even waiting to see if the room was acceptable, although I had to admit, he’d done more than most hoteliers would have done.

      I stepped into a room that really did overwhelm the senses. A Persian style rug in green and cream covered the floor nearest the bed. The wallpaper continued in another print and a colorful green, cream, and purple quilt lay across the bed. A large chest of drawers sat against the wall next to the door and an embroidered seat sat in front of a vanity or desk, depending on the needs of the guest, which sat against the other wall. In a far corner, over in front of a door that no doubt went to a bathroom, sat two chairs upholstered in a lavender fabric covered in large flowers.

      If the rest of the B&B overflowed with sensory stimulation, this one drowned a guest in it. I’d be closing my eyes quickly to avoid becoming ill with all the competing patterns and prints.

      “Let’s have a seat,” Sharon said, pushing me inside.

      I hadn’t realized she’d followed me.

      I wanted to say something about needing to freshen up. The ferry ride hadn’t been that long and I was dressed decently, but not perfectly. I’d expected time to comb my hair at the least. But she was here, not just someone showing me to the B&B, but someone to tell me what was going happen.

      Sharon took the chair with the back to the bathroom. The door was open and I noted plain white subway tile in there. I almost said a prayer of thanks. I could hide there when the army of prints threatened to overrun my senses.

      As I sat in the lavender chair, I noted that I smelled the scent of its namesake herb. A table between the two chairs had a little ceramic (hand-painted with a floral print, of course) dish of potpourri. A large window looked out at a wood fence painted with, of all things, sunflowers. Just in case the room didn’t have enough color.

      The heat clicked on with a hum and groan and warm air breathed down on me in the chair. I hadn’t thought I felt cold, but I appreciated the heat. Normally, I’m always hot, but the fog had brought with it a damp chill that was hard to shake.

      “I know you want to freshen up,” Sharon said, “and you will before we go to dinner in a short while. At dinner we can talk more about your experiences here and whether or not you want to stay to meet Jack, the bookkeeper you’ll be working with if you take the job.”

      I nodded.

      “But first, we need to talk about your magic.”

      I blinked at her. “Excuse me?”

      “Your magic.”

      I blinked again. I thought she said magic. Like I had any.

      “I’m sorry?”

      Sharon gave me that smile again, one that should have calmed me but now felt a bit patronizing. No wonder they couldn’t keep an accountant. She was crazy and Damien looked like a vampire. People probably arrived and ran screaming back to the ferry.

      “Only someone with magic could have followed our instructions to get here. The final test was the walk up the hill. It’s not obvious that this is the way to go. The police station has those lights and the fog means that people naturally want to head that way. It started lifting even as you decided to go up the hill, didn’t it?” Sharon said.

      I frowned. The timing was about right.

      “What did you see on the way up?”

      “The grocery store. A clothing store. Several other places. A restaurant that looked too narrow to have any tables. The B&B.”

      “And heard?”

      “Mostly the waves lapping at the island. There was a brief bit of music but it stopped like someone had opened and closed a door,” I said.

      Sharon nodded, bringing her hands together softly in a silent clap.

      She dug around in a purse that I hadn’t noticed before. She brought out several tea candles in their own little metal tins.

      “Light the candle,” she said.

      “I didn’t bring any matches,” I replied.

      Sharon shook her head. She was still smiling, but this was that of a teacher with a particularly slow student.

      Then, instead of telling me to do it, she half-closed her eyes and stared at the candle. My arms began to tingle. Moments later the candle was lit.

      I drew back, fascinated. Having a moment to think about the candle being lit, I realized this could have been staged. A magician’s trick. Wasn’t that how people got drawn into things like this? Not that I had heard of people on an island that wasn’t supposed to exist drawing people to them to kill them or perhaps take their fortune, which, sadly, I did not have.

      “Now you try,” Sharon said. She was watching me.

      I half-closed my eyes and thought about fire. I didn’t expect to light the candle, but I did expect that whatever trick had manifested itself with Sharon would work for me, too. I just had to pretend and she’d be thrilled that I could light the candle and offer me all sorts of teachings because I was, apparently, special.

      I knew better.

      Magic didn’t exist.

      Nothing happened. If Sharon was playing me, she was good. Or she was particularly adept at reading people.

      “Accountants.” She twisted her mouth at the statement as if it were a bad thing. “I always prefer creative types. They’re so much more willing to give themselves to the magic, to believe it’s real.”

      “Is that what this is about? Some cult believing in magic?” I asked. If it was, there was no way I could work there. No matter how good of a job, how much they paid. Charlene would understand why I remained in her basement.

      I worked off my rent by taking care of the kids, driving them places and contributing to the kitchen larder. I could whine about never having children of my own, and often enough I did, because my ex now had a child, just not with me, or I could enjoy my nieces and nephews. Charlene had four kids and even before I’d been unemployed I’d been pulled in to babysit.

      Now the kids were all older and we could play games. They weren’t quite old enough to be completely left alone and young teenagers presented their own logistical problems. Having me living in the basement solved both of them. Charlene or her husband, Aaron, hadn’t had to go out and get a babysitter the kids would complain about, but they also weren’t leaving them to their own devices.

      “Not at all,” Sharon said. “However, magic requires that you put some effort into it.”

      She waved a hand over the lit candle and half-closed her eyes. Once again, I felt the tingling in my arms. It came on slower this time. I almost felt some sort of energy in the room rising up and surrounding me until the candle flame lit and then it stopped.

      “Did you feel that?” she asked.

      I nodded. Trick or not, I had felt something. Perhaps it was whatever they used to light the candle.

      “Try and recreate the sensation in your body,” Sharon said.

      I frowned. I hadn’t felt anything in my body.

      She waved away the flame from the lit candle. I thought about the sensations on my arms. Nothing happened.

      I kept at it. Far be it from me to say that I gave up. I tried to imagine what the sensations felt like, but imagining didn’t bring them on.

      “I think you’re focusing too much on the external. Let’s try this again. I want you to close your eyes and think about how your body feels when I do this.”

      I wanted to ask how I’d know what she was doing, but decided the tingling on my arms would let me know. I closed my eyes.

      In addition to the tingle on my arms that got stronger over the next few seconds, I felt a heat rising up through my body. I wondered if I were feeling wherever they were pulling the flame from. Maybe someone sat beneath the floorboards with some sort of laser and I was feeling that heat up.

      Except that sounded just as silly as someone creating a flame via magic, if not more so.

      I smelled the burning of a candle flame. My eyes flew open.

      “Now, I want you to work on the feeling you just had and light the next candle,” Sharon said quietly.

      I wasn’t sure why, but I closed my eyes again and prepared to focus. If this was a trick it was an elaborate one. I wasn’t ready to believe in magic. Not yet. But I would go along with this because if Sharon were willing to put on this charade, who knew what else she’d do. Perhaps I’d have been safer wandering around the island, lost.

      Still, I found the warmth down in my lower abdomen and felt it rise up. My arms didn’t tingle this time. The warmth rose up and I felt like I tossed it out. I heard a huge whoosh. My eyes snapped open.

      The table was on fire, flames burning nearly to the ceiling.

      I squealed and pushed the chair away from the burning table. If this was some sort of insurance trick, I’d been had.

      Sharon waved a hand and the flames disappeared. “I’d say you have a good amount of power, at least with fire.” She smiled at me.

      I stared at her.

      “Now, can you accept that magic is real?” Sharon asked.

      Seeing my face and not getting an immediate yes, she continued, “Or at least accept that it might be real?”

      I was able to accept the latter. I still wasn’t certain, but whatever they were doing was so elaborate it might have been magic, if it wasn’t exactly magic in the way I had been trained to think of it.

      “The island is one of many places that attracts people when they start coming into their magic. We’re a safe place to learn how to use it and to keep it hidden,” Sharon said.

      “But you put employment ads online,” I said.

      “We can spell them so that only people who have some level of magical ability can see them,” Sharon said. “Other people find us just because they turn up on our shores, having been drawn here, though that happens more to places that aren’t on islands.”

      “So, it’s not just this island,” I repeated.

      “No. There are small enclaves all over the world. We call ourselves mages. Witches used to be okay, but the Wiccans started taking back their name, and we decided to go with mages to differentiate ourselves. Wiccans are spiritual beings and there’s no requirement to be spiritual to use magic, at least not our magic.”

      I nodded, thinking maybe I’d gone crazy to even be entertaining these ideas. If I could be certain the ferry would be at the dock or would be there soon, I’d grab my bag and leave. My eyes found the table, noting that it was barely blackened, though the candles on top were just metal cups of melted wax.

      “Magic always comes from our most vulnerable place—that place that houses the thing we’ve been shamed for, the thing that we want to hide from the world,” Sharon said. “It might be an action one took as one was young. It might be our body or our sexuality.”

      I immediately flashed on all the things I was ashamed of. My divorce, which, because my husband had left me and not the other way around, left me ashamed. My lack of a child, because I’d always listened to my husband that we’d start a family soon and yet we never had, though he’d hurried and started a family with another woman. My lack of employment, though that, too, had been tied to my husband and not my job performance. Even my body size was a source of shame, though I was working on accepting that.

      “I don’t want to know your greatest shame,” Sharon said. “For many people it’s not even possible to talk about it. But realize that those dark secrets we keep to ourselves, or try to, offer us power. The more accepting of those parts you can be, the more magical power you’ll have.”

      I still wasn’t quite ready to embrace the whole magic thing but it was an interesting take.

      “Let’s head over for dinner. Derry’s is wonderful,” Sharon said, once again smiling.

      I stood up, wondering if I was crazy for not having left already, even if it meant calling for help and chartering a boat.
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