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CHAPTER
•
ONE

TRANSFIGURATION



    I was sixteen years old when I discovered exactly who—and what—I was. Before then, I suppose I wasn’t much of anything, just a girl who’d somehow managed to spend most of my life in southern Florida without becoming blonde, athletic, or comfortable with boys.


I’d lived with my father, who did his level best to turn me into the biggest geek in Palm Beach. His main contribution to my discovering myself was to ditch me in a boarding school fifteen hundred miles from everything I knew. Thanks.


I brought my hands to my face and tried to warm them with my breath as I waited for the hired car that was to pick me up at Boston’s Logan Airport.


I was being sent away because my dad didn’t want me anymore.


That’s what he always did when he felt uncomfortable about something. He just stopped thinking about it. He’d done that with my mother after she died. And maybe before. By the time I was old enough to ask questions, he’d already banished her from his memory.


I’d only ever seen one picture of her. It was a sticky, worn photo that I saved from the trash after my dad had tried to throw it out. I reached for the photo in the front pocket of my purse. We had the same eyes. Strange eyes, everyone says, although I don’t think they’re so weird. I held the picture and waited for the familiar flood of feelings to wash over me. It was like I could feel everything she felt that day—how she was crazy in love with my father. And torn about leaving her family to be with him. And afraid of fire . . .


Beeep beep beeeeep. The blare of a horn tore me from my thoughts. Whitfield Airport Limo had arrived. Classy. I slouched into the backseat of the decades-old Crown Vic.


“You ever been to Whitfield before, Miss?”


“Huh?” I looked up to see the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror. They were a piercing blue beneath wild, shaggy white brows. He looked as if he’d spent the past fifty years facing down nor’easters. “Whitfield,” he repeated. “Guess it’ll take a little getting used to, after New York City.”


“I’m not from New York,” I said glumly. “My father got a job there.”


The skin around the old man’s eyes crinkled into a kind smile. “So you’re heading out on your own, is it?”


I turned away. I wasn’t heading out on my own. I was being discarded. There was a difference.


“But you could look at it that way, couldn’t you?”


My head snapped up in irritation. “Excuse me?


“Whitfield may not seem like a very exciting place at first, but you’d be surprised at how much we’ve got going on here.” He winked.


Right, I thought. Whitfield, Massachusetts, the fun capital of the western hemisphere.


“Have you heard of Wonderland?” he asked.


“Yeah, I’ve heard of it.” Wonderland was only the biggest retail chain in the world. My dad’s loathsome girlfriend was their VP of Public Relations. I heard nothing but Wonderland at home.


“We’re going to be getting a new one in town,” he said as if I were a child and he was holding out a puppy.


“That’s a thrill,” I said. As if every podunk town in America didn’t have a Wonderland. Or a Kmart, Wal-Mart, or, more likely, all three.


He laughed. “I thought everybody loved Wonderland,” he said. “Least, that’s what their commercials tell us.”


“I’m not much of a shopper,” I said.


“And then, we’ve got the fog,” he went on cheerfully, undeterred by my obvious hostility toward his hometown.


“Fog?” I couldn’t believe he was telling me that watching fog counted as an activity, second only to shopping at discount department stores in terms of excitement.


“Our fog’s been in every edition of Ripley’s Believe It or Not since 1929, when Mr. Ripley started writing it.”


He was looking at me expectantly in the rearview mirror, so I took the bait. “What’s so special about it?” I asked with a sigh.


“Depends on what you call special.” He chuckled. “But it’s unusual, that’s for sure. Only comes to one spot, in a place we call the Meadow, right in the middle of Old Town. It shows up eight times a year, like clockwork, and always in time for the first day of school. You’re going to Ainsworth School, aren’t you?”


I took the packet the school had sent me out of my jacket pocket. “Yes, Ainsworth,” I said, reading the return address.


“Forget the name?” He was grinning broadly.


“I guess,” I said, confused now. So he wasn’t joking. They really did watch the fog come in.


“The public schools are already open. But Ainsworth has a tradition. It waits for the fog.”


Perfect. I was entrusting my education to an institution that based its academic schedule, as well as its entertainment, on weather phenomena.


“We’re coming into Whitfield’s Old Town now,” the driver said.


Old was right. Whitfield was a village straight out of Nathaniel Hawthorne, with rows of meticulously maintained stone buildings and three-story frame houses with candles in the windows. The town square was lined with quaint-looking shops selling books and tools and kitchen wares; a combination candy store and café called Choco-Latte; two rustic-but-tasteful eateries; and a storefront with APOTHECARY written across the window.


“The town was founded in 1691 by colonists who’d had it with the Puritans,” he announced as if he were a tour guide. “Run off from Salem to the wild tidal waters here, off Whitfield Bay. If you squint, maybe you can see Shaw Island off to your right.”


“Er . . .” I interrupted. “Is the school nearby?”


“Coming right up to it,” he said. “By the way, that’s the Meadow.” He nodded toward the left.


I gasped out loud. Ripley had been right—it was one of the strangest things I’d ever seen, acres of vacant land blanketed by dense fog at least two feet deep, right in the middle of the village square.


“Why is it only in that one place?” I asked.


“If you figure that out, you’ll be the first,” he said, grinning. “Like I said, Whitfield’s more interesting than you might think.”


The car stopped in front of a grim-looking building with a discreet sign above the doorway reading, AINSWORTH PREPARATORY SCHOOL, FOUNDED 1691.


“I guess this is the place,” I said, as I got out of the car. The driver got my bag from the trunk. I tried to give him a tip, but he refused.


“Not from our own,” he said.


“Um, thanks,” I replied.


He tipped his hat. “Good luck to you, Miss Ainsworth,” he said as he got back in behind the wheel.


“I’m not—” I began, but he was already driving away.


Oh, well. It didn’t make any difference. Hell was hell. Whatever they called you there didn’t matter much. I picked up my bag and headed toward the doorway.


The wind was high, and smelled like the sea. September was only half over, but this far north, the air was already chilly. I pulled my jacket more tightly around me. It was the heaviest piece of clothing I’d ever owned, but on that blustery New England afternoon it was about as warm as a sheet of wax paper.


I stood there for a moment, blinking away tears as I took in the depressing façade of that dreary brick building. At that moment I felt more cold, lost, and alone than I ever had in my life.


“Welcome home,” I whispered before letting myself in.





CHAPTER
•
TWO

INITIATION



      Inside, I stood at the bottom of an enormous stairway whose white marble steps were so worn with use that they appeared to bow in the middle.


“Gar,” I grunted as my suitcase thumped over the mountainous flight, echoing hollowly through the empty halls. The building was a lot bigger than it looked from the outside. “Anyone here?”


“Indeed,” a woman’s voice called. I looked around. There was no one on the stairway except me. Then she popped up from behind the railing at the top of the stairs with a tinkling laugh.


She looked like a fairy, slim and slight, with big eyes and a chiseled nose.


“Welcome,” she said, darting toward me with the quick, quirky motions of a hummingbird. She was young and friendly looking, even though she wore her hair in an old-ladyish bun. “I am Penelope Bean, assistant to the headmistress. You may call me Miss P, if you like.” She smiled. “And you are Serenity?”


“I go by Katy,” I said quickly.


“Katy?” Miss P mused.


“Yes. Katy Jessevar.”


“Jesse—” She looked puzzled. “But you’re Serenity Katherine Ainsworth, aren’t you?”


“Excuse me?” My father had said something about my ancestors founding the school, but I thought he said they were my mother’s relations, not his.


“Well, no matter,” Miss P went on. “Come with me.” She led me toward an old-fashioned door made of oak and old glass with the word OFFICE printed in an arc on it. “By the way, perhaps you’ve noticed that the school year starts much later here at Ainsworth than at most other institutions.”


“Er . . . That’s okay with me,” I said stupidly.


“We begin each year on September twenty-first to commemorate the opening of the school—which was founded by your ancestor, Serenity Ainsworth. The townspeople here in Whitfield tend to keep old customs. To balance things out, however, our classes also continue later than other schools—until June twenty-first.”


I nodded.


“Well, then,” she said brightly. “Let’s take care of your paperwork, and then I’ll show you around.”
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    Every room at Ainsworth was a little different from every other, whether it was the configuration of the walls, or the view from the large, wavy-paned windows, or the polished wooden floors.


“Here is our chapel,” Miss P said, pointing out a plain but restful room with wooden pews and fresh flowers on a stand. “And over here is the library.” This was the first room I’d been in that was inhabited. A lot of students were in here, lounging on the overstuffed chairs or reading at the study tables.


“Students,” Miss P announced, “I’d like you to meet our new enrollee, Miss Katy Ains—” She broke off. “I’m so sorry.”


“Jessevar,” I reminded her.


“Yes, of course.” She blushed. “Katy Jessevar, everyone.”


It was the moment I’d been dreading, when I’d be introduced as the new kid and everyone would look me over. A few people smiled. Two or three held up their hands in greeting. A few girls huddled around the September issue of Vogue looked up momentarily to examine me inch by inch, assessing how much I’d paid for my jeans, rolling their eyes at my Converse sneakers.


Then I saw him. Tall and lean, with honey-colored hair that flopped in a wave over deep-set, intense eyes. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he was staring at me. I felt my cheeks burning. Working up my courage, I smiled.


The boy kept staring. He raised his chin a fraction, and I saw now that his smoky eyes weren’t friendly. Not even a little bit.


“Ainsworth,” he hissed. He said it softly, but I heard it. Afterward, the only sound in the room was the crackle of the fire.


“Would you like to stay in here for a while, Katy?” Miss P asked.


She might as well have asked if I’d wanted to sit on a lit firecracker. “No,” I said, probably too quickly. “I . . . I mean, I think I ought to see the rest of the place first.”


“Of course. What was I thinking? We haven’t even been to the dorms yet.” She smiled. “Katy will see you all again at dinner. I trust you’ll invite her to sit with you.”


Someone laughed. Not a good sign. Miss P put her hand on my back to show me out. As we left, I saw her glare at the boy in the corner. He glared right back.


Once we were outside the library, a hum of whispers followed us.


“She shouldn’t be allowed to come here,” someone snarled.


“Are you going to be the one to stop her?” another voice countered. “Or do you want to keep both your nuts?”


Some girls giggled at that, while others shushed him.


“She didn’t look so bad.”


“She looked like an Ainsworth,” someone else said. I recognized the voice. It was him.


I inhaled sharply. Ainsworth. That was what the driver of the car that had picked me up at the airport had called me. The same name. The name of the school.


I turned to Miss P. “Why . . .” I began, feeling my cheeks redden. “Why are they—”


Before I could get the rest of the words out, she touched my shoulder. “Don’t worry about things you can’t control,” she said softly.


Then she smiled at me so sweetly that I almost believed her.
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    The closer we got to the dorms, the more students I saw. Fortunately, Miss P didn’t introduce me to any of them. “Forgive me, but I’m running a little short on time, and I want to get you settled into your room.”


“My room?” I was expecting an orphanage-type ward with twenty cots lined up next to each other, like the drawings in the Madeline books.


“At Ainsworth, all the rooms are singles,” she said. We turned down a short hallway and into a vacant space, where she turned on the light. “Here it is, Katy,” she said, opening a pair of wooden shutters over a window with a tiny stained glass panel at the top.


I was stunned. Outside was a breathtaking view of a lake with a weeping willow on the far bank. Nearby was a small rowboat shaded by big trees whose leaves were beginning to color. It was like a scene from a postcard.


“The change of seasons is lovely here,” Miss P said wistfully. “You’ll be able to see it all.”


The only items inside the room were a small dresser, a desk, and a bed covered by a down comforter. “I understand you have no bedding with you, so that will be provided,” she said. “You may decorate it however you like, so long as you damage no surfaces. However, the décor must be reasonably tasteful and inoffensive to the common sensibility.”


“I understand,” I said.


“The lavatory and showers are shared, and you’ll find them down the hall to the right. Mealtimes are at seven in the morning, twelve noon, and six in the evening, in the main dining room.”


I nodded.


“Speaking of meals, all new students are invited to lunch tomorrow at Hattie’s Kitchen. Have you heard of it?”


I shook my head.


“Then you’re in for a treat,” she said, smiling. “Hattie’s is a little restaurant in the Meadow.”


“The Meadow? Is that the place that’s covered in fog?”


“Exactly. Whitfield’s claim to fame.”


“I didn’t see a building on it.”


“Probably because of the fog. And it’s not even very dense yet. Once the fog really rolls in, no one will see Hattie’s at all.” She laughed. “But we all know where it is. It’s a charming place, and Hattie herself is as much a part of the school community as we are. We like to say that at Hattie’s you always get what you need.” Her eyes sparkled. “Well, if you don’t have any questions, I’ll leave you to unpack.” She nodded and started to walk away, but something was sticking in my mind.


“Um, Miss P?”


She turned toward me. “Yes, dear?”


“I was wondering . . . about my name. Everyone here seems to think it’s Ainsworth.”


She smiled. “It’s a natural mistake, Katy. You see, the Ainsworth women traditionally keep their names. It’s their husbands who change theirs.”


“What?”


“It’s not so strange, really. The Japanese used to do it regularly, to maintain a family line.”


“The women never change their names?”


“Not if their name is Ainsworth. But clearly that’s not the case with you, so we’ll just forget it, shall we?”


“Okay,” I mumbled.


“And by the way, your legal name, Serenity, . . .”


“Ugh.”


“. . . is one that is very well respected here.”


“Oh. Sorry.”


“Serenity Ainsworth founded our school. She was a teacher in England, and taught the children of Whitfield as soon as the land here was settled. She was, by all accounts, an extraordinary woman.”


“I see.”


She smiled again. “We’ll still call you Katy, though.”


I relaxed. “Thanks.”





CHAPTER
•
THREE

EMPRESS



    As soon as she was gone, I fell back on the bed, exhausted. I hadn’t slept much during the past three weeks. Or the past three months, really.


I turned my head to look out the window. A breeze was sending ripples over the lake. Somewhere a woodpecker was klok-klok-kloking like crazy, and from far away I could smell the salt air of the ocean. I closed my eyes. Strangely, I felt safer in this room where I’d been for approximately seven minutes than I had for almost as long as I could remember. Oh, I knew I’d probably have a hard time fitting in with the other students—nothing new there—but things like that didn’t rattle me anymore.


Not after Madam Mim.
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     Her name was Madison Lee Mimson or, as I’d dubbed her, Mad Madam Mim, after a crazy sorceress in an animated Disney movie. But she was worse than a cartoon monster. She was Grendel. Mim was the Beast, the Creature from the Black Lagoon, Godzilla, Mothra, Lex Luthor, Saruman. The motherlode of horrors. And the number one reason I was stuck in Whitfield, Massachusetts, for the foreseeable future.


As a VP of public relations for Wonderland, Mim represented “the interests of Wonderland” up and down the East Coast. I’ll never know exactly how she met my father, but within days they were shacked up and some weeks later, Dad and I were on our way to New York to start our “new lives.” After years of teaching at a series of small Florida colleges, Dad had gotten an assistant professorship gig at Columbia. Major strings must have been pulled for that. And where there were major strings, there was Mim doing the pulling. It was during the plane ride up that Dad decided to let me in on his plans for my future.


“We . . . that is, I’ve found a school for you, Katherine.” Dad looked serious.


Something in his voice made me shiver. He wouldn’t make eye contact. “Where is it?” I asked quietly, carefully.


He cleared his throat. “It’s a . . . it’s a boarding school, Katherine.”


“A boarding school?” I squeaked. “Where?”


“It’s a fine place, really—”


“But why do I have to live there? How far away is it from you? And her.”


A long moment passed. Too long. “It’s in Whitfield, Massachusetts,” he said finally. He looked out the window.


“I see,” I said.


“Let me explain.” He put his hand over mine. I yanked it away. “There are some things I’ve never told you, Katherine. About your mother. And her family.”


My mother? He had never spoken a word about her. I inclined my head slightly, listening, though I wouldn’t look at him. “Go ahead,” I whispered.


“Agatha—your mother—er, went to school at Ainsworth. That’s the name of the school where you’ll be going. Her family founded it, in fact.” He smiled. “Which is why they’re willing to accept you at no charge.”


I felt my jaw clench. “Are you telling me—” my voice caught, “—that you’re dumping me in some Dickensian institution in fricking Massachusetts BECAUSE IT’S FREE?”


The people in the row next to us turned to stare.


“Katherine—”


“Excuse me,” I said, and went to the restroom, where I spent the rest of the flight.
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     Mim was waiting for us at her Sutton Place apartment. She was blonder than she’d been in Florida, and dressed in a silk-and-lace camisole and jeans, trying to look like the teenager in the family.


“Hi, Kathy,” she bubbled.


“Katy.”


“Riiiight. So, nice to see you.”


She showed us around the apartment, pointing out all the tacky, expensive details that were supposed to impress us.


“And here’s where you’ll sleep, Kay-Kay,” Mim said cheerily, gesturing inside a leather-appointed office strewn with papers. “The couch is really comfy.”


“Kay-Kay will be fine here,” I said dully. I went inside and closed the door.


That night I tried to sleep, but it was a losing battle. This was supposed to be the quietest address in Manhattan, but it still sounded like a jet runway to me. And the leather couch I was lying on was covered with buttons that stabbed into my flesh like pokers. I spent most of the night reading through Mim’s work memos, which was how I found out that Wonderland Corp. was considering opening a store in Whitfield, Massachusetts.


So I knew whose idea this really was.


Who does she think she is? I kicked over a pile of papers. I was so furious I couldn’t see straight. It’s my father! My life! I shoved the files littering Mim’s desk on the floor. Papers were whirling around the room everywhere. Still I wasn’t satisfied. I felt all the anger I’d been penning in about Mim, Dad, school bubble up from the very center of my being until it was shooting out my hands, my fingertips, my eyes. I concentrated on her papers until they swirled into a cone, very attractive, very neat, like the funnel of a tornado. Then, when they were all in motion, I pushed them with my mind out onto the street.


Bite me, Wonderland.
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     “Why couldn’t you?” I heard Mim saying. She had two voices, I’d learned: The throaty, sexy blonde voice she used with my father, and her Wonderland voice, the sound of corporate fingernails against a blackboard. It was demanding. It was confrontational. And it carried.


It was the Wonderland voice I was hearing now. I opened the door a crack.


“You had every chance to explain things on the plane.”


“Keep it down, please. She’s asleep.”


“You’ve been protecting her far too long, Harrison.”


“She doesn’t have to know everything.”


“Is it better that she find out from the other students?”


“It was a long time ago, Madison. My guess is, no one will even remember.”


“Not remember? It was all over the national news! For the past ten years, Wonderland has been paying through the nose for that woman’s insanity, and that girl—”


“Her name is Katherine.”


“Then Katherine”—she spat out my name as if it were an insect that had flown into her mouth—“had better be prepared with a believable story.”


“You mean your story,” Dad put in sharply. “The story your staff wrote to make Wonderland seem like a superhero fighting against a demonically possessed woman.”


My breath caught. Who were they talking about?


“It’s for her own good, Harrison. If she appears sweet and humble, everything will go easily. With that angelic face, she can carry it off. It can work, a win-win situation all around. We’re saying, yes, her mother may have been criminally insane—”


What?


“But things are different now, thanks to—”


“Wonderland,” Dad said cynically.


“Thanks to the forgiving community of Whitfield,” Mim finished. “And Wonderland.” She giggled.


I pushed. Their door slammed open.


“What was that?” Mim asked.


Dad appeared in the doorway down the hall, wearing a silk robe. “What are you doing awake?” he asked, annoyed.


“‘Criminally insane’? ‘Demonically possessed’?”


He stared at me for a moment, looking scared at first, and then defeated. Without answering, he closed the door.


We never discussed it again. Dad started teaching at Columbia, Mim worked sixteen hours a day, and I stayed in “Kay-Kay’s” room. Three weeks later, a taxi picked me up and took me to LaGuardia Airport.


[image: images]
     That was how easy it was for Mim to take my dad from me.


Slowly I sat up and keyed in his cell phone number. The phone rang for a long time before his voicemail message came on.


“This is Dr. Harrison Jessevar. Please leave your name and number and the reason for your call.”


“Hi, Dad,” I said. “I got here safely.” I hesitated. There must have been something else to say. There must have been, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. “Bye,” I whispered.


Mim took him, but I guess he hadn’t been hanging on very tight to begin with.





CHAPTER
•
FOUR

CAKES & ALE



    The first thing I saw when I woke up the next morning was a pair of cardinals perched on my windowsill. Behind them, the water on the lake looked pink in the dawn light. Even my memories of yesterday’s debacle in the school library had receded somewhat after a decent night’s sleep in a place other than Madam Mim’s home office.


That afternoon I walked through the fog, which was thicker than it had been the day before, to a little building that looked as if the Seven Dwarfs might have lived there, with sloping, rounded eaves, stucco walls, and windows with hundreds of little square panes separated by black leading. Over the Romanesque door was a sign in rounded script: HATTIE’S KITCHEN.


Inside, it was everything Miss P said it would be, charming without the self-conscious cuteness of places with names like Ye Olde Pubbe. The wooden chairs were big and sturdy and comfortable, four to a table. The windows looked out on every side except for the one facing the street so that, like the school, it gave the sense that the place was in the country, not in a town at all.


I was seated at a table against a wall with two other students, a girl named Verity Lloyd who wore striped tights and a beret, and a boy with white-blond hair that looked as if it had been electrified.


“Cheswick,” he said, formally extending his hand to me.


“Uh . . . is that your first name?” I asked.


He nodded crisply. “Cheswick Fortescu.”


That figures, I thought. I wasn’t going to bring it up with these two, but from what I’d seen, the student body at Ainsworth seemed to be divided into two distinct groups. There were the typical boarding school types, rich kids with cool clothes and names like Muffy. But the second group was totally different—not just different from the Muffies, but different from any kids I’d ever met.


They were definitely geeky, but not public-school geeky. For one thing there were a lot of them, at least half of the student body. Most were local. Some stayed at the school even though their families lived right in town.


But there weren’t a million varieties of geeks like there had been at Las Palmas where the halls teemed with Emo kids wearing black eye makeup and tight pants; techno geeks; audiophiles; the Anime freaks; goths; theater nerds; and the kids who wrote poetry and listened to groups like Coldplay and Starsailor, the types I called the QMSes, or Quivering Masses of Sensitivity.


None of these would describe the geek faction at Ainsworth. They were, rather, confident geeks, if there is such a thing. Kids who dressed exactly how they felt and were proud of it, who didn’t hate school, or their parents, or even the village they lived in. These were hard-core townies, unapologetic and united. A tribe of geeks.


Not that I was part of that tribe. So far, no one except Miss P and Cheswick Fortescu had even said hello to me.


“Have you ever been here before?” Verity asked me.


“No.” I looked around. At the table next to us a couple in their twenties was arguing. They were so truly angry with each other that I could almost see sparks flying out of their mouths. “Did anyone get a menu?”


Cheswick laughed, his dandelion-puff hair bouncing. “Nobody gets a menu here,” he said. “You just get what you need.”


“And you never know what that’s going to be,” came a deep woman’s voice from behind my shoulder.


With a gasp I turned around to see a beautiful middle-aged black woman standing over me. She was very tall, with gorgeous silver-streaked hair that looked as if it had never been cut. Pushed back behind her ears, it hung in dreadlocks to below her waist, interrupted only by a pair of big gold hoop earrings.


“Well, looky here,” she said, grinning at me. “An Ainsworth.”


Again. Seriously?


“Actually—”


“And a beauty, too!” Her eyes widened. “Could you be little Serenity, all grown up?”


I felt myself melting with embarrassment, while making a mental note to complain to Miss P for blabbing about students’ personal details.


“My name’s Katy. Katy Jessevar.”


“Katy Jessevar,” she repeated slowly. Then she burst into peals of loud laughter. “Trying to be someone else,” she said. “Why? Don’t you like who you are?”


I didn’t know what to say. I wished the sky would open up and hurl me into another dimension.


“Don’t be afraid,” she said, touching my cheek. Her hands were rough and bony and warm. “You don’t even know who you are yet, but I do. Your eyes tell me everything.”


I smiled wanly. She laughed again. So did the others at my table.


The woman chatted with the two of them for a while before moving on to the other new students, but when she passed by on her way to the kitchen, she gave me a big wink.


“That’s Hattie,” Cheswick said.


“I figured.” I folded my hands so that no one would see how they were shaking.


“It’s always a little scary the first time you meet her,” Verity said kindly. “My parents said I cried.”


“Yeah, I can see that as a possibility,” I conceded.


“Hey, over there.” Cheswick was gesturing with his chin toward another table, where an old man was sitting alone, eating soup and biscuits.


“What is it?” Verity whispered.


“Look what just came in the door.”


It was a dog, a spotted little fellow with a jaunty walk and a big canine grin. It made its way directly to the old man and sat down next to him.


The old gent took a while to notice the dog, but when he did his wizened face broke into a broad, toothless smile. “And who might you be, sir?” he asked in the too-loud way of people who are hard of hearing.


“Woof!” the dog barked in answer, jumping up onto the chair opposite. The man howled with delight. At that moment, a server placed a bowl of kibble in front of the dog, who gobbled it up with gusto. It was a very weird sight, the old man and the dog sitting across the table from each other like old friends playing cards.


“He got what he needed,” Cheswick said.


“They both did,” Verity added.


“Are dogs allowed in here?” I asked, knowing instantly how lame I sounded.


They laughed. “Everything’s allowed here,” Cheswick whispered conspiratorially.


The fighting couple was served cake. Within minutes they were eating off each other’s forks and playing footsie under the table.


“Everyone gets what they want?” I asked.


“What they need,” Verity corrected, accepting a platter of tofu from the waitress with a sigh. “I just wish I liked tofu.”


Cheswick hit the jackpot with a cheeseburger and fries. I was eyeing it longingly when my meal came—a tuna fish sandwich.


“Isn’t it fabulous?” Verity asked, scarfing down her tofu. “Mine is.”


“It’s okay.” I mean, tuna’s tuna. It’s not like it turned into the nectar of the gods or anything.


I was trying not to drool as Cheswick inhaled his cheeseburger when my foot came across something on the floor. It was a book, a blank book filled with handwriting. I looked at the first page. Peter Shaw, it read. #412.


“Do you know this person?” I asked.


“Sure,” Verity said between mouthfuls. “He’s one of us.”


“Would you take this to him?”


“Just give it to Hattie,” she said.


Since I’d finished my sandwich—it was disappointingly small, with the crusts cut off—I excused myself and took the book into the kitchen, where a staggering number of different platters lined every surface. Hattie was hovering over them all, adding a radish here, a cheese crisp there. In the background, loud reggae music made it seem as if the dishes were all dancing along, moving of their own accord.


“Um, ma’am,” I mumbled, way too low for her to hear me. “Yes!” she answered, whirling around to face me. “Ah, the girl with the false name,” she said. “You were not happy with your meal, then?”


“No,” I said. “I mean, yes. It was fine. I like tuna.”


She laughed. “Good. Do you think you could make such a sandwich yourself?”


I blinked. It was a strange question. “I guess so,” I said. “I used to cook for my dad. I can make a few things.”


“Good, good.”


“Er . . .” I held out the book to her. “This was under my table. It says it belongs to Peter Shaw.”


“Ah, Peter, yes. You can take it to him.”


I hesitated.


“He’s in room 412.”


“Yes, I saw that—”


“Fine. I’ll speak to Miss P about you. Come back soon!” She blew me a kiss.


I stumbled out, not sure exactly what had transpired. Verity and Cheswick were waiting by the door for me. “She told me to give it to this guy Peter,” I said. “So if you’re going to see him . . .” I held the book aloft, hoping one of them would take it from me.


“She told you to give it to him,” Verity said.


“All right, all right.” Jeez, I thought, what sticklers. I was still resentful over the cheeseburger.


I left the two of them at the gym—they were both runners—promising I’d see them at dinner, then began the long trek to room 412, which naturally was at the very end of the last hall on the fourth floor of the most distant wing of the school. No wonder Verity and Cheswick had refused to help. I hoped Peter Shaw, whoever he was, would appreciate the effort I was making to return his stupid notebook.


I knocked. As soon as the door cracked open, I knew exactly who would be there: Of course, with my luck, of course it would be—and it was—the nasty boy from the library.


That’s great, I thought as his scowling face came into view. Just great.


“I found this at Hattie’s Kitchen,” I said, holding out the book. “She told me—”


“Thank you,” he said coldly. He took the book from me and then, in the same motion, pushed the door so that it would close in my face.


“Hey,” I said, pushing it open again. “What the hell’s going on with you?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.


“No?” I coughed slightly, hoping to produce a few molecules of saliva. “Well, maybe we can start with that name you and your buddies keep calling me.”


He took a step backward, looking as if he were totally surprised. “What, Ainsworth?”


“That’s it. Look, whoever you think I am—”


“I know who you are, all right?” he bristled. “Even if you pretend you don’t.”


“I’m not pretending anything. And I’ve never met you in my life.”


He frowned. Two spots of pink appeared on his face beneath the smoky gray of his eyes. “Whatever,” he said. “Are we done here?”


We weren’t, but I felt the corners of my lips quivering, and I didn’t trust my voice. It was just so unfair. I hadn’t done anything except exist.


“I’ll take that as a yes,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Miss Jessevar, I’ll say good-bye. Have a nice day.” He closed the door.


“You, too, jerkface,” I muttered.





CHAPTER
•
FIVE

ALCHEMY



    The world is full of horrible people, I thought philosophically. After all, I’d lived with two of them.


My dad finally acknowledged my phone call. He didn’t call me back, though. He sent me an email.


Congratulations on beginning your new school term. Never use the phrase “In conclusion.” HJ


Miss you too, Dad.


Still, it was the first day of classes, so I wasn’t going to let anything upset me. Dweeby as it sounds, I always enjoyed the start of a school year, probably because I was usually the best student in every class.


And who knew? I might even make some friends. If I avoided the library, I reasoned, I’d probably never have to see Peter “Sunshine” Shaw again.


Until my first class. There he was, his long limbs folded into one of the antiquated desks, scowling at me from behind the sociology textbook, Communities in Transition, as I walked into the classroom.


He was in my algebra class too. Also European history. Wherever I went, it seemed, I was subjected to his snarling if painfully attractive visage. I was beginning to formulate a new philosophical thought: Contrary to historical belief, horrible people often look really good.


There was simply no justice.
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     During the next few weeks I tried to eradicate Peter Shaw’s hate-filled countenance from my mind by concentrating on my coursework. Ainsworth was academically a lot better than my old school Las Palmas High could ever hope to be. There were electives, for one thing, just like in college.


I got into a course in, of all things, medieval alchemy. I had no idea what that would cover, but I’d done a lot of reading on medieval literature (Dad’s specialty), so I thought I’d be okay. The other weird class I got into was called Existentialism in Fiction. That sounded pretty hard for a high school course, but it was the only elective available when I registered. But at least Verity and Cheswick signed up for that one too.


Unfortunately, so did Peter Shaw.


Like I said, no justice.


At first I thought that maybe I was being paranoid about him disliking me. But I wasn’t. If he got to class after I did he made a point of sitting as far away from me as possible. And if he got there first he’d make sure to surround himself with people so that I couldn’t sit anywhere near him.


As if I would, anyway. I’d been around long enough to know that lying low was usually the key to not having your lunch money stolen, your cell phone thrown in the toilet, or your locker decorated with colorful epithets. The thing was, though, that I didn’t think Peter Shaw was one of those kids. I mean, granted, having a cute boy practically gag at the sight of me wasn’t my favorite fantasy under any circumstance, but it might have been understandable if Peter was the star quarterback or Homecoming King or something.


But he wasn’t any of those things. He was, if anything, as far as I could tell, the King of the Geeks, even though he looked more like a movie star or the front man for a rock band. He was tall and thin and had perfect skin and wild, wavy hair the color of dark gold. He had gray eyes and the kind of thick black eyelashes you sometimes see on little kids. He had big hands with long fingers like a pianist’s, and a soft voice and an easy laugh.


Not that I paid much attention to him.


Well, okay, I did. But I couldn’t help it. He was just very visible, in addition to being very gorgeous. The Muffies were always hanging around his locker or walking with him to class, asking him to help them with their homework. But he didn’t seem to gravitate toward that crowd. It was the geeks who surrounded him most of the time, an army of them, protecting him as if he were their god. Any Muffies who wanted a crack at him had to first penetrate the geek lines of defense.


And he wasn’t stupid, either. I could tell from the things he said in Existentialism in Fiction that he thought about ideas in a way that most of the guys I knew didn’t. Like when the teacher, Mr. Zeller, asked what Sartre meant in No Exit when he wrote that hell is other people, Peter said that he thought every kind of suffering came from other people, even if they were people you loved, and that sometimes loving someone caused more pain than hating them.


I could imagine the response if anyone else had said that. But Peter got away with it. No eye-rolling, no snickers, no barking of “loser!” beneath the guise of a cough. Even I didn’t write “QMS” on my notebook, because I knew that he wasn’t a Quivering Mass of Sensitivity, and he wasn’t just talking to be heard.


On the other hand, he’d also said that some people weren’t worth going to hell over, at which point all his cronies turned to look at me.


Strangely, though, even though he was the primo geek god in the Ainsworth pantheon, Peter didn’t hang with the geeks outside of school. Sometimes I’d see him on the running track with Verity and Cheswick—both definitely in the protective inner circle, as it turned out—and occasionally I’d see him studying in the library (on those occasions I’d leave as soon as possible, before the geek army got around to pushing my books onto the floor or making fart noises around me), but that was about it as far as his social interaction with them went. He rarely showed up for after-school clubs, and never for dinner. Never. And he wasn’t picked up by his parents, either. On Fridays the visitors’ lounge would be teeming with local kids whose parents had come to take them home or out to dinner, but Peter was never among them. It seems that he just vanished every weekend, the way he vanished every evening.


I thought about asking Verity and Cheswick where he went, but they had closed ranks against me. I’d been in school for nearly four weeks, and still no one was speaking to me. V and C would occasionally grant me a quick hello, as long as they weren’t near any of their friends, but if Peter were around, they’d sneer at me along with the rest of them. It was as if he had ordered everyone to shut me out, and they all obeyed.


The worst of it was, I couldn’t even say that Peter was just a prick. Because he wasn’t. As much as I hated to admit it, he really seemed like a decent person . . . with everyone except me, that is.





CHAPTER
•
SIX

CAULDRON



    I might have spent the rest of the year feeling sorry for myself if Miss P hadn’t offered me an after-school job at Hattie’s. I didn’t want it at first—it had never been one of my big dreams to be a kitchen grunt—but at least it would take my mind off what a social failure I was at Ainsworth.


“Come in, and welcome!” Hattie looked up from a pile of bright green scallions to smile at me. “So you’ve come to help me cook?”


The music—it was the Rolling Stones this time—was so loud I could barely hear her. “Yes, ma’am,” I shouted.


“Hattie. And I will call you Katy, as you wish.”


“Thank you,” I said, though I’m sure she didn’t hear me over Mick Jagger.


“Wash your hands and put on an apron. There, by the sink.”


That’s how it started. No application, no time clock. I didn’t know how long I was expected to stay, or even if I would get paid. All I knew was that I’d been ordered to work here, and I was in no position to refuse.


“Now,” Hattie said, tossing the scallions into a pot. “Are you clean? Good. You can start with tuna.”


“Like a sandwich?” I shouted.


“Just like what you had, m’dear. But make it your own way. With love.”


Love. Right. I scrambled around the kitchen concocting what I hoped was the perfect sandwich.


“Is this okay?” I asked.


She frowned. “Very pretty,” she said, “but where is the love?”


I blinked. “Love?”


“Yes, yes,” Hattie said. “After all, the Ainsworth women understand all about love. They have made it into an art.” Her brows knitted together. “Now concentrate!”


Totally intimidated, I tried to focus on the sandwich. What did I love about it, I asked myself. It was good bread, okay. And I liked celery, although I couldn’t honestly say I loved it. I suppose a tuna somewhere had given its life for this sandwich, and I knew a few vegans who could work up tears over that, but still . . .


“No, no, no!” She snatched the plate out of my hands and propelled me toward the swinging doors leading to the dining room. “Come with me.”


At 3:30 in the afternoon, the place was still pretty empty. The old man I’d seen during my first visit here was sitting at a corner table across from his dog, who seemed to be communicating with a series of grunts, growls, and some occasional muffled barking. They both appeared to be having a good time, absolutely engrossed in whatever strange conversation they were sharing.


“That’s Mr. Haversall and Dingo. They come in every day now,” Hattie said. “But this is your customer.” She led me to a sour-looking man wearing glasses and a pinstripe suit.


“It’s about time,” he said. He took one look at the sandwich I’d made, and threw down his napkin. “Oh, please,” he moaned. “You’ve got to be kidding. A sandwich? What sort of scam are you running here? I suppose you’re going to charge me as much for that . . . that snack as you would for a steak.”


“That’s right, sir,” Hattie said pleasantly.


“Well, I’m not going to eat it.”


I looked over at her, appalled. She gave me a wink. “That would be up to you, sir.”


“Well. I never!” He made a move to stand up, but Hattie stopped him.


“Just hold up one second, before you go,” she said. “Katy, take his hand.”


“What?” the customer and I both shouted at the same time.


“Just do it.”


His hand was slippery and wet and clammy, just the way I thought it would be. Gross. Out of sheer obnoxiousness I clamped down on it until he gave up with a disgusted tsk and a flutter of pale eyelashes. Hattie was doing the same thing to his other hand, I noticed.


“Isn’t this special,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.


“Do it now, Katy,” Hattie said. “Love.”


Love? Yuck. I didn’t want to give love to this cretin. I didn’t want to give him jack.


“Do it. Clear your mind.”


“Just how long is this session going to take?” the man demanded. “I’d like to include it in the police report.”


“Oh, brother,” I breathed.


“Katy!”


“Okay, okay,” I relented. What a stupid job this was turning out to be. “Love, huh?” I took a deep breath.


“Any day now,” the man sneered.


I cleared his voice from my mind, along with everything else—the noise in the restaurant, the words I was thinking, even the feelings that were passing through my mind like scarves floating on the wind. Then into this emptiness I envisioned a big red heart that burst open, filling the space with flowers.


Okay, hearts and flowers, I know this was all very corny, but it was the best I could do on the spur of the moment. Anyway, after that I zeroed in on the heart. It was hollow now, showing scenes from the man’s life. I watched him being beaten by some impossibly huge man—I guessed it was how whoever-it-was had looked to him when he was small. I saw a young woman laughing at him and pointing at him as if he were a freak. In fact, the word FREAK popped up and bounced around inside the heart like a screen saver. In the next scene, an old sick woman turned her back on him as he tried to put his arms around her. I saw the woman dying, and this man burying his face in his hands, alone in an empty room.


“Oh,” I whispered. I was beginning to understand.


And then it happened: My own heart sort of shivered, and then it opened up, too, like a flower, and something shiny and warm poured out of it into his.


“You should have had this a long time ago,” I said, before I even knew I’d spoken.


The man’s hands were cold and trembling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, but the harsh words didn’t fit his voice, which cracked with uncertainty. He cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose a sandwich wouldn’t hurt. You’ve taken up so much of my time that I’m really . . .” He looked at me with eyes that were filled with sorrow, a dam that had burst. “. . . hungry . . .”


“Take it,” I said. “It’s what you need.”


A slow smile spread across Hattie’s face. “We’ll leave you to your lunch now,” she said, and we all let go of each other’s hands.


We were almost back in the kitchen when Hattie poked me in the ribs with her elbow. “Good girl!” she rumbled.


“Wow.” I shook my head. “I don’t know where that came from.”


“No?” Her eyes slid sideways toward me.


“Is that what you put in my tuna sandwich?”


She laughed. “Oh, no. You needed something different. Very different.”


We both pushed open the swinging doors with our hips at the same time. Hattie moved on; I didn’t. The door swung back, nearly knocking me over.


He was there, in the kitchen, standing in front of me with a crate of lettuce in his hands.


Satan.


Well, almost. Peter Shaw. Actually, he didn’t look exactly malevolent, only surprised. Maybe as surprised as I was.


“Oh, Peter,” Hattie said breezily. “This is our new helper, Katy.”


“Kaaaay,” crooned a voice from behind him. It was a child, maybe ten or eleven years old, sitting in what looked like an oversized high chair.


Something was wrong with him. His head lolled to one side. His eyes were crossed. His mouth hung open, and a line of drool ran down the side of his chin in a rough red gully. There were a few broken crayons on the tray in front of him, and a piece of paper with a drawing on it.


“Kaaaay,” he repeated, thrusting the drawing toward me.


Hattie dabbed at the drool with a tissue and put her arm around him. “That’s right, honey,” she said, giving the boy a kiss on the top of his head “This is Katy, our new friend. Katy, this is Peter’s brother, Eric. He lives here.”


At the sound of his name, the boy kicked his legs and clapped his hands together. The drawing fell on the floor. I picked it up. And gasped.


It was a drawing of birds flying over a lake, and might have been drawn by Michelangelo. The water shimmered. The crayon-colored sky looked so real that I could almost feel the wind moving. The birds themselves were magnificent, each tiny creature muscled and feathered, each sparkling, living eye minutely different from all the others.


“This is unbeliev—” I began, but Eric was twisting around in his chair, shrieking and kicking furiously.


Peter grabbed the drawing out of my hands and smoothed it out in front of his brother. “Leave him alone,” he said.


I backed away. “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just that he’s so . . .”


“Brain damaged?” Peter spat. “But then, you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”


“I . . . I . . .” I didn’t know what to say.


“Hush, Peter,” Hattie interrupted. “She doesn’t know any such thing. Katy, dear, you go cut six tomatoes into slices, and take out some basil. I’ll show you what to do with it in a minute.”


I scurried away to the large walk-in fridge, stealing glances at Eric and Peter from behind my shoulder.


“Why her?” I heard Peter ask as I retreated.


Hattie didn’t answer him.





CHAPTER
•
SEVEN

SIGILLUM



    By the last week in October I was an old hand in Hattie’s Kitchen, part of a three-person crew including Hattie, myself, and my new buddy Peter Shaw. Unlikely as it was, Peter and I managed to stay out of each other’s way as we knocked ourselves out to prepare for the annual community Halloween party. Apparently it was an old tradition in Whitfield, as well as the anniversary of the opening of Hattie’s, so Halloween was a big deal all around. We spent the week before cooking and freezing enough food for at least two hundred people, and that didn’t even count the salads and fruit and sauces and desserts that would have to be made fresh. Since there were only sixteen tables in the dining room, I had no idea how we were going to accommodate everyone.


“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Hattie said, laughing. “There will be plenty of room, you’ll see.”


I didn’t know how that would be possible, but I’d learned not to doubt anything Hattie said.


It hadn’t taken long for me to get used to my job. Every day there’d be a new recipe for me to try, usually with some weird component as part of the mix: An antique silver spoon, a handful of rose petals, the branch of a willow tree, a string of glass beads. Even the music she played, I discovered, went into the food. Once Hattie had me cry real tears into a pot of bean soup. That wasn’t easy. I don’t like to cry. Still, for the sake of the menu, I worked up a few drops.


Also, she was always making me think or concentrate on some emotion or other. “Pick it out of the air,” she’d say, as if things like curiosity and courage were just floating on the breeze, waiting to be snatched up and then tossed into a salad like slices of cucumber.


Everything we did in the kitchen seemed to be infused with some sort of strange spirituality. Strange, but good. Nobody ever left Hattie’s kitchen feeling sad or mean or wishing they’d never been born.


Not even me.


So I just went along and did whatever she told me. If Hattie wanted a custard full of perseverance, I gave it to her.


Besides, most of these “spells”—that’s what I called them, anyway—were variations on the love bomb I’d given the cranky man in his tuna. Crazy as it seemed, love was becoming my specialty.


Sometimes I wondered if what I was doing really was as magical as it seemed. I mean, I wasn’t chanting incantations or burning toads’ tongues, but I could actually feel the love I was putting into that food.


Or I thought I could feel it.


I asked Hattie about it once, if what we did had anything to do with magic.


“There is magic in everything,” she said in her low, warm voice. “You just have to be able to see it. And to see it, you must first believe that you will see it.”
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     Getting ready for the Halloween party was so hectic that I hardly had enough time to read my emails or to do any of the other solitary things that my life used to revolve around. It was as if suddenly my whole world got bigger. But it was even more than that: It was as if all my senses were becoming heightened. I could smell the fall air in the food I cooked. I could touch the living heart of a pumpkin or a butternut squash. I could taste the very stars in a sprig of carrot tops. I could hear the song of the sea in the oysters that Peter and I shucked open by the hundreds.


We had arrived at an uneasy but workable truce. That wasn’t hard, really, since most of what he did was on the outside—pulling up weeds and rotting stalks from the herb garden, driving Hattie’s truck to the docks for seafood, bringing in crates of produce from the market, hauling out the garbage. On the occasions when we’d have to work together, we were usually too busy to do much talking, anyway.


And Eric was always there, drawing those fabulous pictures with his crayon stubs on the backs of paper placemats. I’d never met a sweeter kid in my life. He was irresistible. Every time he held out his little stick-arms to me and yelled “Kaaaay!” I melted. I think I got more hugs from him during our first week together than I’d had in my entire life up till then.


And every time was a weird, unique, and wonderful experience. Eric was all elbows and ribs and flailing head. Whenever I’d go near him, he’d get all excited and kick out his skinny legs, usually connecting painfully with some part of my anatomy, while at the same time grabbing me anywhere he could—my hair was a popular spot—and then crush me to him like his favorite teddy bear.


No one had ever held me like that, as if my being with him were simply the greatest pleasure he could imagine. Or maybe I was just projecting.


At first Peter made a big deal about my not going near his brother, but Eric just insisted on bringing me into their circle, and in time Peter backed off a little. It was a strange quartet, Hattie and Eric and Peter and me. Strange, like everything else in Whitfield.
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     Halloween didn’t start out auspiciously. Eric was sick, so Hattie had to divide her time between his room upstairs and the kitchen which, even at ten in the morning, was a complete nuthouse.


“Of course this would happen on the biggest night of the year,” Hattie muttered as she carried a stack of pie crusts to the side counter. “Katy, we’ll need ten pumpkin, four French silk chocolate, two lemon meringues, and two banana creams. Peter, you start on the vegetables. There’s a list on the table. I’ll get the bread into the oven.”


In place of the usual music, all I heard was the clattering of pans as I gathered the ingredients I needed for the pie fillings.


“I need a roll of parchment!” Hattie cried.


“Coming up.” I dropped what I was doing and dragged a stepladder over to the cabinets. Above the canned goods were dozens of industrial-size rolls of foil and plastic wrap, plus smaller oblongs of wax paper, storage bags of various sizes, take-out boxes, doggie bags, and a variety of liquid containers with lids. “We’re in luck,” I said, spotting the one remaining roll of parchment. “Hey, what’s this?”


There was something behind it, stuck in the corner. From my vantage point on the stepladder it resembled a flattened tree, but when I pulled it out I saw that it was a wall hanging of some kind, with a frayed leather cord that had been snapped in two.


Under the dust and grime I could tell it was really a beautiful thing, a miniature garden trellis filled with climbing dried wildflowers. Along the bottom were some tiny pumpkins flanking a wooden sign with “Hattie’s Kitchen” painted on it.


“Look at this,” I said, scrambling down with it in my hands. “It’ll be perfect for tonight. We’d just have to fix the—”
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     I don’t know what I said after that. I felt a rush in my head as if everything was speeding up and slowing down at the same time. When I looked back down I was still holding the wall hanging, but it was perfect. No dust. No dirt. I touched it and turned it over, examining it on all sides. It looked brand new. But how?


I lifted it, felt its weight, smelled the fresh green scent of new flowers. The hanging was going to be a gift for Hattie. My best friend. I’d made it myself, in honor of Hattie’s opening night, October 31, 1994.


1994? That was before I was even born! I pushed. I struggled. I scrambled to make sense of things, but in the end I wasn’t strong enough. When I looked down again I realized that the hands holding the wall hanging weren’t mine. They belonged to someone older than I was, not old, but a grown woman.


And I was not Katy Jessevar any longer. I was her, this woman with her slender, busy hands, who smelled like roses and wore blue shoes and white stockings. I had made the wall hanging with flowers from the Meadow and miniature pumpkins I’d grown myself, in a window box. I’d drilled holes into the “Hattie’s Kitchen” plaque and used wire to hold it in place.


Hattie wouldn’t see it, but on the back of the sign I’d drawn the sigils for “Best Efforts” and “Help From Others.” I’d wanted to wish her luck, but every witch knew better than to call for something like “Good Fortune.” That was a sure way to trip yourself up, because no one really knew what “good” meant. Or “fortune,” either. No, Best Efforts was straightforward. Hattie would always give her best effort. And you never knew when you’d need help. My wish for her was that when that time came, someone with a kind heart would step up to lend a hand. I hoped it would be me.


I put clear nail polish on the pumpkins as a finishing touch, then blew on them. Love breath. As I did, I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror on the dresser. It was disturbing. My eyes were as strange as everyone said they were, inside and out, strange eyes that saw farther than I wanted to see.


I wish, I wish . . . but there was no sigil for what I wanted. I wanted a subtraction. Take away the sight, the gift, the visions, the knowledge. I’ll trade them all, gladly, for a life like everyone else’s, a normal life spent with no thought of what was coming, no thought of the Darkness, the Darkness and the fire that was its sou . . .


In the mirror the breath that poured out of me caught fire and spun around me like a dragon’s.


I shut my eyes tight. Not real, I told myself. I’d had these visions before. They didn’t mean anything. But behind that rational, clear thought was another, a voice speaking softly from deep inside, from a place that knew more than my mind could ever know. And that voice said, Not yet. But soon.
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