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Introduction



Practicing magic takes a kind of awareness you don’t feel ordinarily… You have to really know things around you and make them know you. And when you manage that connection, it’s as though the world belongs to you. You feel more at home in it.


—Emily Croy Barker, The Thinking Woman’s Guide to Real Magic


In ancient times magic was not thought to be supernatural or paranormal, it was seen as the capacity to bring creative thought into physical reality.


—Jessica Dawn Palmer, Animal Wisdom


IN 2016, I GAVE MYSELF A WEEKLONG WRITING RETREAT IN Carmel, California.


Each day I’d set up my makeshift desk on a picnic table in the garden. The air was rich with rosemary, sharp with sea salt. Other scents ghosted through my mind—black tea and rose geranium oil, the honey-sweet smell of hot wax, the musk of manure. As I typed, memories of a year I’d spent in Ireland gently draped themselves over the California landscape.


I have no photos from that time. My teacher—an herbalist and self-described witch—had told us to put our cameras away and be present in the moment. So, instead, my nose took snapshots: the grassy smell of drying nettles, the unexpected citrus snap of clary sage crushed carelessly underfoot. As I was clicking at my keyboard in Carmel, the scents of Ireland became scenes. Scenes became chapters. A through-line began to appear and, along with it, a hopeful thought: maybe, just maybe, I’ve begun drafting a book.


In the evenings, the seven women on retreat would come together, gathering by the fire to read aloud from our day’s work. Afterward, my roommate and I would sleepily climb the stairs to our room on the second floor. Sliding open the glass door, I’d step out onto the balcony. Below, the driveway twisted down through sea pines and cedar. The moon’s trail rippled as the Pacific stretched and sighed in the distance. Each night my roommate and I would take full advantage of this enchantment, using it to set an intention for our dreams.


One night, midweek, I sat on my single bed, grounding into my feet and stretching through my crown. On the nightstand, I’d already placed an open notebook and pen as invitations to my subconscious. Breathing in and out, I settled. My mind wandered to the writing I’d been doing. It was beginning to feel like the start of a memoir. What should the title be? I mused. Giving in to whimsy, I used that thought to set my intention.


I awoke to seabirds carousing beyond the balcony. Vaguely, I remembered scrawling something in the dark hours before dawn. Was that a memory? A dream? I felt around for my spiral-bound notebook, which had fallen to the floor. As I leaned over the edge of the bed to retrieve it, I saw words dashed off in blue ink:


Letting Magic In.
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Letting Magic In.…


In the years since the Carmel retreat, I’ve rolled these words on my tongue, testing the taste of them. I’ve asked: What exactly is magic? What do I mean by magic? This is not a new question for me, but instead one I’ve been pondering in one form or another since I was young. My answer usually revolves around feelings for which I can’t find language: What is the word for craving a relationship with the earth, plants, rocks, and stars? What do you call someone who finds their spirit sparked by these connections, whose concept of the sacred is altered by the scent of jasmine in bloom or the deep indigo of a sky awaiting nightfall? We’re taught that doctors know our bodies and clergy know our souls. But what if you’re a person seeking to understand both for yourself without an intermediary? What is the word for these feelings and the person we become when we honor them?


We don’t have good language to help us name and address the longing for a life that’s richer and truer than the one we’re currently leading. So, while the word magic is, perhaps, not quite right, I’ve realized it points to a gnawing craving for a connection that includes, but also stretches beyond, the human realm. It’s the word I use to mark those moments when I allow myself to lean into my intuition, to revel in synchronicity, to be in awe of mystery, and to sink into the cycles that exist outside of myself.


Sometimes magic has felt like a cosmic zap, and I’ve known immediately that something notable has shifted within me. But often magic has snuck in without me being consciously aware of it, nesting like a mouse in a forgotten corner of my mind, chewing through outdated neural wiring and making a mess of what I previously thought of as oh-so-logical. The trick, it seems, is learning how to come to center, to find one’s balance through both the huge revelations and the tiny but persistent shifts.


As I was finding my personal equilibrium between these two poles, there were times when I felt like the Fool from the tarot deck, stepping blithely over the cliff’s edge. The beginning of my journey was confusing; the middle was messy. Western culture doesn’t have a model for the deep interiority required to attune to our inner senses. The process can be—and was!—unsettling. Luckily, I found mentors who both allowed me to find my way and gave me a stern talking-to when I wallowed in the muck. Sometimes I got yanked back into prevailing cultural precepts. Other times I felt silly or judged by other people. I questioned myself, wondering if I was a little crazy or a lot weird. Then I learned that in Middle English, weird referred to one who could control fate. And isn’t that what we all want? To be weird enough to take control of our own lives? To know who we are and what we are becoming? To be willing to choose an outlook that allows life to be a joyous adventure?


As my thinking shifted, I began to see patterns. I started to feel how my inner world reflected the outer world and vice versa. I noticed the cycles swirling around me—the seasons, the moons, my own breath—and began to work with them to create flow and balance. I realized that I was crafting something very important with my every thought: my own life.


When I look back, even seemingly insignificant moments can be strung together, allowing me—and you!—to see the beadwork of the larger story, a journey that began in my childhood but gained momentum in my thirtieth year when I moved from Brooklyn to the small town of Beacon, New York. During my three years in Beacon—which spanned the unexpected and tragic events that centered on September 11, 2001—I learned to use my sixth sense, or intuition, as a doorway to the inner realms. Through this work, I developed a profound ability to trust myself, which allowed me to make large and wondrous changes in my life. These changes culminated in selling my house in Beacon and moving across the ocean. To study with a witch. In Ireland.


While my hours typing away in the garden during the writing retreat in Carmel helped me begin this book, my focus then had been on Ireland. It’s easy, even for me, to romanticize “witch school” on the Emerald Isle. But as I dug deeper, it became clear that the most essential parts of the story happened before I traveled across the sea. I realized that Ireland was possible only because I’d gone through a series of transformations in the years leading up to that trip.


What were the steps to becoming a person who believed in herself enough, who trusted her intuition enough, who could feel the pull of life’s currents enough, that she could find the courage to allow herself to step off the mapped edge? To believe that she could live that kind of magic?


This book is about that becoming. It’s about how I learned to let magic in so I could live the life I longed for—one filled with curiosity, connection, and the deepest kind of inner knowing. It’s about the things that change you in unexpected ways and guide you to become the person you never knew you wanted to be but, perhaps, always were.














A Note


The memories recorded here are as accurate as I can make them, but if you’ve ever held a memory, you know they tend to change a little with each touch. These particular memories have been handled many times over the intervening decades: they are the roots of who I’ve become. Reading through my old journals, I’m surprised how memory has sculpted and resculpted past events without my being consciously aware of the shifts. I’ve navigated these discrepancies as best I can, while keeping in mind that sometimes the story as it evolved is more important to understanding the journey than the specifics of the original moment.


Pseudonyms have been liberally sprinkled throughout. A memoir is one person’s perception of a particular moment in history. We should all be allowed to change and grow, not be suspended forever in the amber of someone else’s tale.















Another Note



Early in the writing, a friend noted the weblike quality of the scenes I’d chosen to share, how they seem disparate until late in the book when the entirety of the pattern was revealed. With that one conversation, spiderweb imagery wove its way into my consciousness. I began researching arachnids and how they do what they do.


Spiders weave with seven different silks. There are silks for spiraling and silks for sticking, silks for structure and silks for securing. These streamers are produced from seven different glands within the spider’s body.


The weaving begins with a thin line secreted from the ampullate gland. One end is secured where the spider is standing, the other cast outward on the wind. The spider rides the breeze, attaching the silk wherever it lands. Then it crosses back over this tightrope, dropping a line from the center point. It rappels down this new streamer, attaching it to the ground. The web now has three anchors.


Point by point, silk by silk, the spider weaves its web. It looks like nothing at first: a three-legged stool, a child’s sketch of a snowflake. But keep watching! Slowly the spiral forms and a pattern becomes apparent.


This is the way my mind works, so it seemed fitting that this book evolved in much the same way. And when I reflected on it, I realized this is also how many people experience a mystical awakening: moments of magic are strung together in a seemingly random array until the seeker can step back far enough to see the greater pattern. The anchor points might seem odd at first, with the outer spiral broad and looping as time whirls like a kaleidoscope, stopping here, and here, and here. But, if you are patient, point by point, connection by connection, the journey emerges.















Prologue



1980–1991


I’VE DONE EVERYTHING IN MY POWER TO FORGET THE experience of overnight camp: the mean girls who taunted me for being chubby, the nurse who made me run on an injured ankle, the niggling suspicion I’d been sent away, not for my own benefit, but so my parents could have a vacation. In all fairness, they needed it: Dad was working eighty hours a week growing his law firm, and Mom… Mom was trying to find herself. That, I have learned, is a difficult and consuming process. Still, my ideal summer would have been spent at the small day camp run by the farm where I took riding lessons. I wasn’t any better at horseback riding than tennis or softball, mind you, but I had a primal, and somewhat inexplicable, yearning to be near horses—a need no one in my family understood, including me. But I was compelled by some inner knowing and fought, both wildly and staunchly, to be allowed to respond. I won the battle for riding lessons during the school year, but when summer came, I lost the fight.


The camp was in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania. Although I can’t tell you who was in my cabin or which sports made me most miserable, I can confirm that camp did give me one immeasurable gift.


It was my third summer. I was in Bunk J on a hill accessed by a flight of nearly one hundred steps that we had to troop up and down to get to the lake, the archery field, and the dining hall. Girls in white shorts and shirts flew past me, hair in braids and ponytails, voices bouncing and laughing. They were a flight of gazelles, streaming up, up, up. Then down, down, down.


After we had swum in the silt-bottomed lake and eaten three raucous meals at the long tables of the dining hall, we were finally allowed to shower and curl up in our squeaky metal beds. As the lights flickered out along the row of cabins, a velvety blackness would descend upon the hilltop, broken only by the calling of the counselors’ voices and the beams of their flashlights bobbing down the hundred steps. Beyond the window screens, fireflies flickered, while inside the cabin girls giggled and murmured. Then my counselor’s penlight would click on, her voice warming the darkness:


taran wanted to make a sword; but Coll, charged with the practical side of his education, decided on horseshoes. And so it had been horseshoes all morning long…


The Book of Three by Lloyd Alexander. Every night our counselor gave us the gift of just a few pages before whispering “good night” and slipping out to do counselor things. Some of the other girls speculated on what these things might be and which male counselor might be involved. I didn’t. I lay there on my thin, squeaky bed and thought about Taran and Hen Wen the oracular pig. I considered whatever magic had been revealed in the evening’s reading. Was it real? Were there people out in the world right now imbuing objects with power and slipping into truth-revealing trances? 


I became determined to find out.


Late in July, when my parents picked me and my sister up from camp, we still had not reached the conclusion of The Book of Three. I’m sure most of my bunk went home and forgot about Taran. Their tween years were filled with Nancy Drew and Sweet Valley High. But Lloyd Alexander’s words had wriggled into my subconscious, unlocking doors and opening windows. The world felt bigger, somehow, more filled with possibility.


Back in the car on the way home from camp, I was at the very beginning of what would become a life’s quest. But I didn’t know that then. The only thing that was clear to me was that I had to find out how The Book of Three ended. I demanded we stop at Barnes & Noble. My mother twisted in the passenger seat to stare at me.


“You want to go to the bookstore?” she asked, eyebrows raised. At that point I didn’t really read. While I’d learned the mechanics of it—I was eleven after all!—reading was yet another thing for which I had little natural aptitude.


“I need to know what happens to Taran and Hen Wen,” I confirmed.


“Then we’ll go tomorrow!” Mom promised, beaming at my father.


After that I was rarely without a book. They were all of a type: J.R.R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, Ursula Le Guin, Madeleine L’Engle. I learned about magic while slurping spaghetti, a book balanced beyond my plate. When I was dragged to synagogue, I tucked a novel inside my prayer book. Once I had my driver’s license, I’d read at stoplights, a book propped against the steering wheel.


As I read, I became increasingly convinced that the authors of the world were tapped into something special. At first it was enough to experience enchantment on the page, in the world of a book. But as I got older, I began to wonder if magic could be found, not just in stories, but also in everyday life. Signs were scarce; there was no magic or mysticism in my formal education and my searches through the library’s back-stacks were fruitless. 


Senior year in high school, I packed a new acquisition into my backpack—Douglas Adams’s The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. My determination hadn’t waned: magic was out there, and even if I had to explore the far reaches of the universe, I was going to find it! Imagine my surprise when, two decades later, I learned that the thing I had been seeking wasn’t hidden in a restaurant at the end of the universe but was, instead, residing somewhere much, much closer to home.…
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Brooklyn, NY



1998–1999
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1 



There are many herbs to repel spirits: sage, rue, oregano, and thyme will all do the trick. Saint-John’s-wort will bring light to dark spaces and holly will snag ghosts on its tiny thorns.


Jan had been dead for two weeks.


The man who lived in the brownstone next door kept mistaking me for her, yelling “Hi, Jan!” from his upstairs window as I left for school in the morning. With my cropped hair, I suppose it was an easy mistake, especially if you didn’t know either of us well. We both had dark curls: mine were short for ease, hers for chemo. Still, each time I was called by her name, my stomach would chill, and the thought would flutter through my mind: Jan is dead and I am her ghost.


The year before, we’d known each other just enough to say “hi” in the hallways of the Illustrious Private School where we both taught. We’d occasionally chat about nothings: the colored pencil selection in the art closet or how the salad bar had run out of olives before we’d had our lunch break.


While I hadn’t known Jan well enough to hear her grumbling about the cost of a new roof or the ridiculous price of gutters, Claire certainly had. Claire was Jan’s best friend and the head of the Lower School where I taught. A small woman with fawn-colored hair and a gentle smile, Claire valued quirky thoughts and had very definite ideas about what might be good for someone else. At other points in my life, this definitiveness would have annoyed me. But I was betwixt and between—after being diagnosed with a learning disability, I’d dropped out of architecture school and moved to New York City with few friends beyond my (now ex) girlfriend. To make things more topsy-turvy, I was on eggshells with my family after the debacle of coming out as bisexual.


All this to say, there wasn’t much ground that felt solid. 


Claire, the mother of a grad school friend, had offered me a job at the Illustrious Private School. It felt like I was stepping into a ready-made community, and I was immensely grateful. Like an exhausted rescue pup, I leaned into Claire for support and guidance. So when my girlfriend and I broke up—leaving me without a place to live—it was easy to let Claire handle it. And she did… by convincing Jan to let me rent the disused apartment in her brownstone’s basement.


Despite being desperate—finding an apartment in Brooklyn on short notice is rarely easy—I blinked back tears as I eyed the thick dust on the baseboards and the baroque burgundy wallpaper. Why did she get to keep the apartment? I thought, suddenly angry. I’d found the sunlit second-floor walk-up my girlfriend and I had shared. Now I was contemplating life in a gloomy basement because, even after she cheated on me, I couldn’t bear the thought of her ending up in a gloomy basement apartment. 


Shaking my head at my own ridiculousness, I walked through the dimly lit front room, entering a surprisingly generous kitchen. There were fifties plywood cabinets against one wall and a door that led outside; I peered through its window into a well-loved garden. The Japanese maple in the center rustled in an unseen breeze. My shoulders unhitched a little. Maybe this would be okay. Experimentally, I walked to the sink and turned on the tap. The water sputtered, running brown. 


Braced against the sink, my back to Claire, I closed my eyes and considered my options. Clearly the apartment hadn’t been lived in for decades. And Jan seemed prickly about having a renter; it was obvious she’d been talked into it. But the truth was I didn’t have any other prospects. Plus, Claire was delighted: her best friend (Jan) and her protégé (me) would both be right across the street from her!


I turned from the sink as Claire gestured toward the flocked wallpaper. “We’ll paint this antique white,” she said crisply. “It looks wretched now, but it will be rather nice. You’ll see.” She smiled.


So I gave Jan a deposit.


The first week of summer break, Claire and I primed and painted. Jan looked on stoically, hands on her hips, her black tank top spotless.


But as the summer progressed, Jan began to thaw. We gardened together or grabbed takeout from the Chinese place on the corner. The school year began. We sometimes had a drink after work, sitting on her cozy antique sofa surrounded by the begonias she’d grown to gargantuan size.


Jan was diagnosed with cancer in November. It was unexpected and fast moving. I made myself useful when I could—which was rarely. Even ill, Jan insisted she needed no one. We saw each other less and less.


One unusually warm day in late February, a few months into her chemo treatments, she came out to the garden where I was drinking my morning coffee. She pointed to this and that, going over care instructions casually, as if she were Martha Stewart telling an interviewer the growth habits of her favorite peonies. She was softer, folding in on herself. It was like watching a star collapse.
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I assumed Claire would be the one to tell me when Jan died. But that’s not what happened. Instead, the Lower School’s administrative assistant, a woman named Anna, casually mentioned Jan’s passing while I was in the office making tea. It was March 31. Jan had died in the night. The electric kettle steamed, and I mechanically poured water over my tea bag before thanking Anna for the news just like I did when she handed me a stack of messages, each neatly written on a slip from the pink notepad. While you were out…


While you were out, Jan passed away.


Except I wasn’t out. I was downstairs in my apartment fast asleep. For months I’d been wondering what death would sound like, what my role would be when Jan passed.


Apparently, your role was to sleep, I said to myself sarcastically.


I upended the honey bear and squeezed. The honey overflowed the spoon’s bowl, dripping into the tea. I kept adding more, mesmerized by the amber liquid. My head was weirdly light, and something was bubbling up from my chest, trying to escape. It almost felt like relief. Which was not okay. I turned my back to Anna as I panted through the moment, trying to slow my inhale, to send air to all the spaces that had been tight and anaerobic for months. Jan’s impending death had been a constant worry. Would we be home alone when it happened? Would I hear her fall and run upstairs to find her collapsed on the floor, watched over by the massive begonias?


Now, she was gone… and I’d slept right through it.


The feeling high in my chest became a tickle. I wanted to scrub at it, but the sticky spoon was in one hand, the honey bear in the other. Behind me the phone rang, and Anna answered sweetly, “Lower School. How may I help you?”


It seemed absurd that I had woken up in Jan’s house and gotten dressed for work without knowing she was gone. The night my ex-girlfriend’s cat died, I had a dream. In the morning, I knew the cat had passed. 


I had expected to know—somehow, on a metaphysic level—when Jan died.


Mechanically, I squeezed the bear’s belly one more time, adding another splat of honey. Taking a slow, controlled breath, I threw away the sticky spoon and screwed the lid onto my travel mug to keep the tea safe as I traversed the many stairs between the office and my classroom. I still had to teach. It wasn’t like the school was going to close for the day.


My tea was undrinkably sweet, but it would take me many hours to notice.
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Throughout the day—as Hallie, my assistant teacher, arrived toting a heavy sling bag and a venti coffee from Starbucks, as the kids gathered on the purple rug to learn how to add fractions, as I locked myself in the bathroom to put Visine in my eyes one more time—I listened for Claire.


I hadn’t seen much of her in the past month. She’d seemed withdrawn when we did meet, and I’d felt a nagging fear even as I told myself that her distance was due to concern for Jan. But now that it was over, now that Jan was gone, surely Claire would stop by. We’d make a plan to meet later at her place. Her husband would pour us red wine, then slump in his chair, legs sprawled, while Claire and I curled up on either end of the sofa. He would nod sagely as I confessed the relief I initially felt when I heard Jan had passed. And Claire? Claire would understand. Then she would tell stories about Jan, and we’d laugh and cry and find something akin to comfort.


But the footsteps never paused as people cruised by my classroom. No one peered around the door, elf like, to offer a sad smile.


 After the last bell, Hallie and I put the chairs up on the desks so the room could be mopped.


“Did Claire tell you?” Hallie asked, hefting a chair with one hand. I knew she was talking about Jan.


“No,” I scooped my hand to catch the shreds I was brushing from the table. One of the boys confetti-ed paper when he got anxious. “I found out in the office, when I went for tea.”


Hallie froze, a small blue chair hoisted halfway.


“Oh shit. I’m sorry, Em,” Like most people at school, she used my nickname. I had started spelling it out—Em, not M.


I rested my forehead on the seat of an orange plastic chair, the perfect height now that it was perched on the table.


“I guess it’s official,” I said to the laminated tabletop. “She’s not talking to me. I just wish I knew why.” I scrubbed at my eyes. They felt puffy under my fingertips.


Hallie’s hair curtained her face as she turned away and briskly lifted the remaining chairs onto the last round table. There was something in the set of her shoulders—rounded, like a bird mantling. “Hal? What do you know? Is she still angry about the dog-sitting thing? I told her I had to go home that weekend…”


Hallie was shaking her head, a tiny side to side that set her hair to swinging. “I don’t know. But I heard—and I don’t know if this is true—that it’s because of you and Jan…”


“Me and Jan?” I repeated, confused.


Hallie just looked at me, one eyebrow raised while she waited.


It took me a moment to absorb the innuendo. Me and Jan? “Wait… No! It wasn’t like that!”


But Jan had been Claire’s closest friend. And now she was gone. I tried to imagine what Claire might be feeling, what she might be thinking. But all I could feel was loss, tugging at me like an undertow. I wasn’t even sure which loss was pulling me down: the loss of Jan or the loss of Claire. It was strange to discover that my heart actually hurt a bit, that heartache wasn’t simply a metaphor. I’d experienced this sensation before and forgotten. I was taken off guard all over again by the physicality of the pain.


I don’t recall the walk home from school. It was early spring, so the gingkoes were probably splashed in lime green. Most likely I tripped at the spot, a block from the house, where the sidewalk had buckled over the roots of a long-gone street tree. (I tripped there almost daily, so it’s easy to imagine.) When I got home, I’m sure the gate squealed as I pulled it back and perhaps my key jammed as I jiggled it in the lock. And then I was in the hallway. The hallway lit by one bare bulb, which flickered a little as I entered.


“Jan?” I whispered.


But the house was silent.
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By morning, the silence had taken on weight, spilling from the upper floors, dripping down the walls of my little basement apartment. I needed air. Starbucks for breakfast, I decided, swinging into my coat and shouldering my bag. My skin tingled, a light frisson up my spine. I’m in a house where someone diiieeed, one part of my brain moaned. Stop creeping yourself out! And, besides, you have no idea where Jan died; it most likely happened at the hospital, the prim part of my mind admonished and redirected my focus to coffee. Maybe I’d treat myself to a latte.


On the way out of the house, I flipped on the hall light. After teaching, I had an appointment with my thesis adviser at NYU—I had decided to give graduate school another go—and I wasn’t sure I’d make it home before dark. The portico was always shadowed, but after sunset it was near impossible to see the keyhole without the light from that friendly little bulb shining through the grated window.


Jan had been adamant about not wasting electricity, so leaving the light on—which I did regularly—had become a thing. I could picture her leaning over the railing, her lanky body forming a right triangle with the banister as she checked for the telltale glow. She must have performed these gymnastics often because the light was rarely on when I returned home. The bulb had become an ongoing argument, albeit one without words. My stomach gave a little twist as I flicked the switch. “Sorry, Jan,” I murmured to the empty air. Swallowing unexpected tears, I adjusted the strap of my shoulder bag and headed down the hallway.


As I got to the door, I looked back before stepping out of the silence and into the bursting blue of a Brooklyn morning.
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That evening, I crammed in with the commuters to return to Brooklyn. The packed subway car smelled of gyros and french fries. My stomach grumbled and I surreptitiously looked around to see if anyone had noticed. The meeting with my adviser had gone as well as expected. I was tepid about the whole thesis thing and having trouble choosing a topic. I had been twenty-four years old when I dropped out of architecture school after being diagnosed with a learning disability and advised “to reevaluate my professional goals.” NYU had transferred my credits. Once I completed the current semester, I’d be just a thesis away from a master’s degree.


Gripping the railing, I stomped up the steps from the subway platform, aiming for the rectangle of evening sky I could see over the heads of the Wall Street commuters. I was a bit of a school junkie, probably because I still hoped that there was some mystical instruction manual buried deep in the university library’s back stacks. Yes, more than a decade since Taran and the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy I was still searching for something. I’d peruse the oldest shelves on a regular basis, running an index finger over the spines, sometimes opening a book to read a sentence at random.


But it was more than a search for magic that kept me matriculated: As long as I stayed in school, I didn’t have to choose my next steps or declare a life path; I could remain in the in-between. Plus, being a student was something I knew how to do.


Soon there was only me and a pair of musicians left on the sidewalk. They were a few strides ahead, one carrying a guitar case, the other something smaller. I shoved my hands into my coat pockets. It was an old coat, and I felt the vintage lining give way.


“Shit,” I muttered. The woman swung her head around and a dark-kohled eye peeked out from under her magenta hair. She looked me up and down, decided my problem was nothing she could help with, nodded, and kept going.


I fingered the inside of the pocket. I’d already resewn it twice, the pink thread standing out against the lining’s sienna silk. I was beginning to wonder if there was enough fabric left to fix it again. I wasn’t good at giving stuff up, as my mom often pointed out. She’d finger the holes in my sweatshirts and the rips in my jeans, her face a portrait of disapproval.


At my corner, the mafia lookout was on his stoop, smoking a cigarette. My Georgia boots sang clump, clump, clump as the sidewalk changed from cement to worn slate pavers. Daffodils glowed white behind wrought-iron railings. Down the street, Claire’s house was lit up and cozy. Someone in a long, dark coat was waiting on her stoop balancing what looked like a Pyrex baking pan on the railing. The person knocked, pausing on the threshold until the door opened, and then that someone—that someone who wasn’t me—was welcomed inside. My heart gave a sad little thump, the achiness I’d once again forgotten about suddenly returning. I tucked myself into the shadow of a scrubby street tree, careful not to trample the tulips someone had planted around it.


As I stood watching, a few more people walked up the steps. In the evening gloom, I saw the distinctive stoop of Nathaniel, the school’s headmaster, and then a woman I was fairly certain was Hallie, in her usual hoodie and yoga pants. Cars pulled up and their headlights flicked off. Shadowy forms fished bottles of wine and containers of food from back seats and wheel wells. I stayed against the tree, willing myself to be invisible. Tears streaked my cheeks; I ignored them till they began to drip down my neck, then felt around the rip in my pocket for a tissue. Would someone invite me in if they saw me? 


But it was irrelevant; no one noticed me. I waited until the street emptied, then hurried down the steps to the lower-level door of Jan’s house and fished out my key. After letting myself in, I carefully locked the gate. Fingers trailing lightly along the wall (painted the antique white Claire had chosen), I shrugged my book bag off my shoulder, pausing and closing my eyes for just a moment. Tears leaked from behind my lids.


I was about to open the door into my apartment when the hall light, the one I’d left on, flickered. Not the usual dying-light-bulb spit and pop but something more like a pulse. I froze, goose bumps crawling up my arms. My breath came short and quick as I yanked the door open, fumbling for the interior light switch. What was that? My heart was thumping, vibrating all the way down to my wrists.


I leaned against the closed door, trying to calm my breathing. Do I believe in ghosts? I asked myself. I thought about phoning my mom, but Mom was funny about this kind of thing—like she wanted to believe but didn’t at the same time. Still, I felt more comfortable with the cordless phone in my hand.
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As April turned to May, the bulb continued to pulse. It was like Morse code in light form. Long-long-long-short! the bulb would announce.


In many ways, I had more of a relationship with the memory of Jan than I’d had with Jan herself. We’d only been an active part of each other’s lives for a few months before she was diagnosed, and after that it all went quickly.


Adrift in Jan’s brownstone, mistaken for a dead woman by the neighbors and shut out from the house across the street, my grief became tangled and twisted. I replayed moments from the past nine months over and over: I had sat with Jan the evening she’d shorn her hair. We drank wine and munched on olives in her living room. Had she wanted to share that intimate moment with me specifically, or was I just the person who happened to be around, the one who lived in her basement? When I pushed to be included on the speakers’ list at the school’s memorial service, I’d heard the murmurs: she hasn’t known Jan for long; she was just the renter.


Maybe that was true; maybe I had no right to mourn Jan.


So, instead, I talked to the light bulb and grieved for myself. The Lower School orbited around Claire and she was hardly speaking to me. I was no longer lauded at faculty meetings or asked to help with new curriculum. And when a parent complained about something, I was no longer defended. I’d fallen off my protégé pedestal. The bulb offered a bit of solace and, oddly, a sense of connection. Long-long! it would comment in its Morse code–like flickering, as I flipped its switch before heading out the door. I would smile at the bulb and say, “I hear you, Jan.” Somehow this seemed like a friendly continuation of an old debate. And I felt less lonely with the flickering bulb for company.
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In Traditional Chinese Medicine, wind is often considered pernicious. It comes in from the outside, invading the body and causing illness. Called “the spearhead,” because it opens you up to damp and cold, wind is rarely seen as beneficent. But in Ayurveda, wind is not an outsider. It’s instead one of the primary bhutas (the five great elements), representing the forces of movement and change within us.


The house had become like a tree whose upper branches had died; it was silent overhead, but life still lurched along in my apartment in the roots. Or tried to lurch along. I’d been puzzling through my thesis proposal, seated at a skinny pine table I’d scored at the Chelsea Flea Market. The writing hadn’t been going well. Work hadn’t been going well either. Claire was only speaking to me about teaching—nothing personal—and Nathaniel, the headmaster, looked startled and weepy every time I passed him in the hall.


I thumbed through another stack of color-coded index cards, feeling jittery from sitting so long. My adviser wanted a clear thesis proposal before he left for summer break. I was pretty much out of time. I needed to quickly find a way to make the mental leap from collecting facts to having a hypothesis about those facts. Without an idea around which my paper could revolve, my master’s thesis was stalled out. But I had nothing except a stack of index cards, an irritated itching in my palms and thighs, a sensation that my entire body was chanting move, move, move.


It was time to run.


Let’s be clear: I’m not a runner. I’m not even a tiny bit athletic. I tore the ligaments and tendons in my left ankle when I was eight—in an accident involving a Shaun Cassidy poster and an old-fashioned school desk—which left me with a joint prone to rolling over and playing dead, often at the most inopportune times. Tryouts for the college crew team? Check! Three days of bed rest and the trainer explaining to me that, if I wanted to be walking at the age of forty, there could be no more running—ever.


But after a full day of teaching and avoiding Claire and an evening trying to sort the index card notes, I needed one of my rare running excursions. The full moon was beckoning, hanging low over the streetlights. As I looked out the window, I forgot my fear of a twisted ankle and threw off my otherwise healthy respect for the city’s muggers.


“I’m going running!” I called to the light bulb, pulling a fleece over my yoga clothes. I waved to the bulb as I slipped out the door and onto the cobbled street. My breath already seemed less jagged, my throat no longer seemed to be closing. Tentatively I tried a deep inhale—down into the belly like we’d learned in yoga class.
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‘A must-read for the soul searcher, *
the magic seeker, and anyone who
just loves a story well told.”

—SARAH ADDISON ALLEN, New York Times
bestselling author of Other Birds
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