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Prologue
I’ve always known that rats live in the Muni Metro tunnels, but this morning, after I almost fall onto the tracks, I find out that fairies hang out there too.
This should come as no surprise to a person like me, even though I banished magick from my life two years ago. In that time, I haven’t come across anything like fairies or talking sparrows. Not one rag doll has tried to jump into my shopping cart in ages. Yet, all at once, magick has come back to me.
In the Castro Street station, waiting for an M, L, or K car to take me to work downtown, I stand on the edge of the platform with a trickling crowd of morning commuters. Teenagers heading to Union Square for midsummer shopping sprees mingle with hipsters and Asian elders. There are a couple of indigents, one slumped against the wall, the other pacing and muttering. They wear shabby clothes with dirty, threadbare cuffs. Their BO could be bottled for biological warfare.
A high whining sound and blasting horn signals an inbound train. I move with the crowd, the wind from the tunnel gritty yet refreshing on my face. A shove at my back throws me off balance. It’s split-second fast, and I can’t tell if I’m being pushed to the tracks or pulled away, as my head is thrown back and the dim yellow ceiling lights lurch into view. At the same moment, a woman’s voice cries, “Watch out!”
A disheveled man in a San Francisco Giants jersey has hold of my arm. I glance at him as the train pulls up in front of us and the doors open—his eyes obscured by sunglasses and the bill of his baseball cap, and his face covered in graying stubble. He’s the homeless guy who’s been sitting on the floor.
“Thanks,” I mumble.
“You okay?” A young woman dressed like an H&M salesclerk puts her hand on my shoulder, and the man’s tight grip on me loosens and slips away.
“Yeah,” I say as the woman and I step through the doors together, carried forward by the impatient crowd that could give a hoot about my almost-accident. You’re alive, aren’t you? No biggie, their indifference says. The doors close. The man has not followed us. In fact, he seems to be distracted by something just behind the train. I let my shoulders relax, unaware until then that they’ve been tightly hunched. I look out the window. Our train hiccups once before starting its slow glide out of the station. He stands on the platform and, unexpectedly, I read the gray cloud of his disappointed aura—but in response to what, I can’t tell.
With a smile of thanks to the young woman, I move away from the door farther into the car. I find standing space near a back window. As the train enters the subway tunnel, something on the tracks catches my eye. It’s a rat, looking a little dazed and sniffing a bit of discarded muffin. Isn’t it terrified by the rumbling train? I wonder why it doesn’t scurry away. Then I see the reason. A tiny fairy is riding it bucking-bronco style. A fairy who’s waving a shiny sword at me.
In the few seconds before the train rounds the corner of the tunnel, I note that the fairy is only pretending to ride the rat. Its wings beat rapidly, much like a hummingbird’s. I’m not familiar with this variety of pix. The ones I’ve seen are slow flitterers mostly, butterfly-winged. I can’t determine the fairy’s gender, but guess it’s a dude. No self-respecting female fairy would take part in such tomfoolery. He waves the sword around his head as if holding an imaginary lasso.
I allow myself to toy with the idea that perhaps I’m merely hallucinating. Perhaps there’s a speck of dust on my retina or this is just a childhood memory resurrected. But I know that’s wishful thinking.
And I have to say I’m more than a tad concerned.
PART ONE: THE FAIRY
Chapter One
Life goes on. I have to work. Pay the bills. Contribute to society. At the Golden Gate Planet editorial meeting I try to concentrate.
“So, what do you think? Sound fair, Memphis? Memphis? Yoo-hoo! You with us?”
The urgency in Ned’s voice drags me back. I focus on his face, the raised branches of his eyebrows.
“Sure! Sounds more than fair,” I say. I haven’t the foggiest idea what my editor is talking about. Clearly it’s time to act normal. But this is what’s been happening for the last few months. I space out in meetings and think about that morning on the Muni. It’s hard to forget that I nearly got pushed into (or was it pulled from?) death’s door. Oh yeah, and saw a rat-riding fairy.
“Good. Okay, so Howie, what’s going on with that story on the museum break-in?”
Howie, who has the news beat and favors sweater vests, shuffles his notes. “The curator at the Asian Art Museum was expecting a donation of antique Chinese foot-binding shoes, but they got shanghaied—” He interrupts himself to guffaw at his own joke. “Get it?”
No one laughs. More than being offended, we can’t abide tired wit.
Howie coughs, his cheeks turning pink. “I mean they were stolen en route from the donor’s home in Belvedere. I’m going to talk to the donor tomorrow.”
“Who would want creepy old shoes?” Marisol asks.
“They’re worth a lot,” Howie says. “They’re in museum-quality shape.”
“It’s a big deal.” Ned thumps the table. “Let’s move on.”
I lean over to Marisol. “You’ll tell me what Ned wants me to do, right? I won’t have to pay you or anything. You won’t get all smug on me?”
“Why don’t you just read his mind?”
“Don’t sass me. Please.”
“You’re interviewing third-tier famous people. Same old same old.”
“Who?”
“Some band.” She shrugs. “They’re opening for Yeah Right.”
“How come I don’t get to interview Yeah Right? Cheradon Badler is like my idol.”
“Yeah. Right.” Marisol’s eyes pop and we snort and giggle like dorks. We don’t like tired wit, but we often let mock wit slide.
The meeting is adjourned and Ned’s assistant hands me a press packet. It’s a fluorescent green folder with a DIY sticker askew on the cover that looks for all the world like the potato-stamp art kindergartners make. I think it’s supposed to be the silhouette of four people, but it looks more like a Rorschach test. I see a fungus-infested footprint.
Tossing the folder on my desk, I sit down. We all share cubicles since we’re mostly part-timers here and often work from home. In the two years I’ve been doing this, my cubicle-mate—a proofreader—and I have never laid eyes on each other. Urselina’s rosary, framed portrait of Saint Mary and Her bleeding heart, and the little fake silk flowers kept in a painted pot are like territorial pee markers. I keep one postcard of a full moon over the Canadian Rockies, a place I’d like to visit someday. I sometimes wonder what Urselina thinks of all the want ads she has to proof—trannies, lesbos, queers, and leather-daddies looking for their perfect one-nighter—as well as the lefty leanings of our publisher.
Her little snow globe with an angel trapped behind plastic reminds me again of the fairy. I’ve seen the fay in the city before, but only in parks. They like to live near animals, so I shouldn’t have been entirely surprised by the rat-rider, although the Metro seemed a grim milieu for the little guy. But it’s been a long time since one popped up. I guess I thought maybe they’d all left. Or that I had actually succeeded in my wish to be magick-free.
I can’t remember the last time I seriously considered drawing down the moon or throwing together a charm ritual, or saw a squirrel wearing a bonnet. Or read someone’s aura by accident, and that used to happen all the time. I certainly don’t recall the last time I saw a fairy.
I used to remember everything, because I put a photographic memory charm on myself when I was eleven so I could get straight As and be rewarded with the Arabian horse my parents (falsely) promised. But I haven’t done any maintenance on the charm and it wore off a couple of years ago. Like every other magickal skill of mine.
I can’t give this an in-depth pondering right now. I have to meet Cooper soon. It’s Columbus Day (or, as we like to call it here in SF, Native American Appreciation Day) and he has the day off, so we’re going to indulge in a little afternoon rendezvous.
My cell phone rings. The caller ID reads blocked call. I hit answer.
“Hi lamb. It’s me.” Auntie Tess. My last link to magick. And family. “What are you doing?”
“Just had a meeting and—”
“Oh, you know,” she interrupts, per usual. Did I really expect to complete a sentence? I prop my elbows on my desk, eyes on the ceiling. She continues. “I think I’ve decided something. But I’m just not sure I should…Can you have lunch today?”
“No can do. I have to—I’m busy.”
“Oh.”
I grit my teeth. All the hurt and disappointment in that Oh. I will ignore it.
“I suppose I can make a decision on my own…”
“Maybe I can swing by later,” I say.
“Sure,” she says slowly. “After work. I’m doing a waning ritual tonight. You can help. I’m running low on candles.”
“I just went to Target, so I’ve got some.”
“Oh, that’s great. Thanks. Say eight?”
I agree and we say good-bye.
Auntie Tess, not actually my aunt, is a distant cousin of my father. They’re both second-generation Chinese Americans. To be perfectly accurate, my father is only half-Chinese—his mother is white. My own mother, a lovely Chinese American from central Pennsylvania, is the one who wrangled Tess into the whole pagan thing. Both came from solid missionary-produced Episcopalian backgrounds. But my mother lost interest in the occult the way she does in most things—bingo, Avon sales, the PTA. Auntie Tess, however, flourished in her newfound religion. And, being under her charge, I did too, but in a totally different way. And only up to a point.
****
I write my copy—three short album reviews, one movie review, none memorable—and turn it in. I make some phone calls, including a chat with the third-tier band’s publicist to set up a meeting, and I’m off for the day.
Outside, I look up into the trees, their leaves just starting to turn from green to yellow and brown. The limbs hold only birds—no fairy folk. Waiting for the Metro home, I check the tracks. I do that often these days. There’s nothing but garbage.
I plant myself a safe distance from the edge of the platform and keep watch for any suspicious characters. I do that often these days too. As the train arrives, just to be safe I whisper an eyes-in-the-back-of-the-head charm, stumbling less than I thought I would over words I have not uttered in ages. It doesn’t literally give me eyes in the back of my head, just a heightened awareness of what’s going on behind me. It only lasts for an hour, but that’s all I need to get home. Still, I can’t help but turn around every now and then, ever on the lookout for a scruffy homeless dude.
Chapter Two
Contrary to what Sir J.M. Barrie professed, fairies were not created by the scattering of the first baby’s first laugh, although it’s a nice little bit of poetry. Fairies originated from the same quagmires of water, dirt, and simple-celled organisms that every other organic and inorganic being on this planet did. It’s biology and O-chem. I’ve read they’re closely related to bats.
I think about this as I walk up the stairs of my building. Cooper is inside our apartment, drinking coffee and correcting quizzes. The man never seems to be without a red pencil in hand. I watch the way his fingers curl around it. The tanned muscles in his arm gently flex as he writes, an involuntary spasm. He’s wearing a sage green T-shirt and the gold rims of his glasses give him something of a leafy touch, as if he had been born in a forest, one of its creatures.
He does a slight double take when he sees me—work absorbs him—and says as he puts down the pencil, “Is it that time already?”
We kiss and I touch his clean-shaven chin, his sideburns going silver beneath the wheat of his hair. With my round face, dark hair, and short stature, I think we don’t look at all like a couple. I look like a charity case, a refugee with hazel eyes, thanks to my father’s European genes. But whenever Cooper and I stand side by side and I see us reflected in a mirror or shop window, I’m always surprised by how well we actually do work.
I answer his question by nodding, feeling a bit like one of his high school students in his classroom for some after-school tutoring. Which, just a few years ago, I was.
He stands up and places his glasses on the kitchen table with a sigh. I busy myself by hanging my fleece on its hook, hanging my keys on theirs. Everything put away, everything tidy. Then I remember we’re supposed to be going out. Where is my brain? I take my things back and sling my messenger bag over my shoulder. Let’s do it! I want to shout, and slap Cooper five. Go team! But I doubt he would find such juvenilia all that amusing. He gets it all day from the kids.
“Did you do the picnic stuff?” I ask, and the corner of his mouth twitches. Neither of us cooks. We’re lazy and disinterested—we have that in common—so it’s take-out or cheap restaurants all the way. He takes my hand and kisses my palm.
“We’re going to miss the sunset,” I say. “Mr. Funny Business.”
“Now, now.” He kisses the inside of my wrist. He doesn’t let go as he leads me down the hallway towards the back of our flat.
Once we are in our bedroom, he releases my wrist and faces me. There’s a smile fixed to his face as he unbuttons my cardigan, removes my blouse, unzips my pants. I tug at the sage green T-shirt while loosening his leather belt. He lets me struggle for a while, then takes it out of my hands, unbuckling it as his eyes stay put on mine.
Yes, Cooper is sixteen years older than me, but he’s no fogy. He’s what Marisol calls a Silver Fox (and really, he’s only just going silver at the tender age of thirty-nine). One of the things I don’t understand, since I have no interest in planned exercise, but do appreciate about him as it benefits me, is his need to run at least five miles every morning. Keeps him in tip-top shape.
We slip and slide across the hardwood floor to the bed in our socks and underwear. Mine have girlish flowers on them, blue and pink, a Costco six-pack. I was not thinking about seduction this morning when I showered, but at least I did shower, and I have my good bra on, the push-up T-shirt bra that gives me my wee bit of cleavage. As for Cooper, he’s the only man I know who is sexy rather than embarrassing in briefs.
We throw back the covers, the scent of our past sleeping bodies rising up. They’re a little grainy from our walk on the beach last night. He leans over me and we kiss. And then some.
****
I wake from a light doze, no more than ten minutes. Outside, the sun has barely shifted. Cooper lies by my side watching me, a smile on his lips, his eyes a little confused with love.
“Time for the sunset now?” I yawn.
“Yes, by all means. The sunset.”
He rolls to the edge of our bed and I watch him walk out the door to the bathroom. I hear him turn on the shower and start to mumble-sing “Toréador” from Carmen, his favorite shower song.
Cooper knows about my Wiccan upbringing and refers to me and Auntie Tess as the Asian Pagan Invasion. I’ve even shared tales of some of the more far-out stuff, like the green glow that would suddenly emanate from candles when our former coven would chant around a pentacle circle. But we don’t talk about fairies. Or inanimate objects coming to life. I tried to once, and he told me I had a very active imagination as a child, a sure sign of greatness of mind. Who am I to argue?
Besides, I knew he’d say something like that. Cooper is supportive and easy to read. It’s why I chose him. But he’s not able to handle the fact that my imagination only gets me so far. For reasons I don’t even understand, I can see and do things other witches can’t, things you read about in fairy tales. Only two others know about me. One is Auntie Tess, yet we never talk about it. Something stops me from sharing too much, and something stops her from asking. The other person—well, we haven’t spoken in a long, long time.
I study the ceiling, my old friend. There’s a crack that’s been there forever, before I moved into this place. I’ve never liked the ceiling light fixture and pretty much ignore it, even though each time I pass a lamp store I study the possibilities. Cooper tells me to wait until we buy a place of our own. But I doubt we’ll ever leave this apartment. Still, that lamp with its 1950s design of starbursts and boomerang angles just does not fit with the Edwardian crown molding and—
Something behind it moves.
My breath catches. I blink. What could it be? A mouse? A giant spider? Something small. Something that darts. With wings.
A face peeks over the rim of the lamp. As I sit up it ducks away, disappearing from my view. I feel something, almost like a raindrop, hit my belly, and I jump low into a crouch. Slowly I stand up on the bed, trying to balance on the lumpy old mattress. I reach for the lamp. I’m too short.
“Did you just spit on me?” I holler. “What do you want?” And where, I wonder, have you been?
Footfalls pound down the hall. Cooper stands in the doorway of our room, dripping wet and naked. He looks me up and down. The shower is still running.
“Why are you yelling? What’s wrong?” he asks.
“Nothing. There’s something there.”
“Where?”
I point. “The light. The lamp.”
For a second, I don’t think he’s heard me. He continues to stare at me like maybe this is the moment where he sees the truth about me and it all ends between us. It’s only a fraction of a second and then he steps onto the bed—he’s a good foot taller than I—and unscrews the knob that holds the shade in place. Carefully, he removes it before peering inside. He raises his eyes to me.
“You’re right. There’s something here.”
I open my mouth but don’t say what I’m thinking: Are you magickal after all? He pauses, making sure I’m ready. I nod. He holds the shade toward me like—I can’t help thinking with a wee shiver—it’s a sacrifice.
Inside are bits of asbestos. Dead flies. Lots and lots of dust.
“Oh,” I say. “Oh.”
“Confess.” He wipes the dripping water from his wet hair out of his eyes. “You just wanted me to pull the ugly lampshade down. Am I right?”
I look up at the glaringly bright lightbulbs in their sockets. There’s a hole next to them—a swallow could fit through it, or something of that ilk.
“Yeah, big C,” I say. “You caught me.”
“You are a piece of work, Memphis Zhang.”
“You mean a control freak.”
“Comme tu veux.”
Cooper goes back to the bathroom. He turns off the shower and I hear him toweling off. I stretch out on the bed and study my bod. The spot where I felt something drip on my skin is dry, clean as a whistle. Cooper comes back into our room and starts to dress.
“What did you think was there, anyway?” he asks.
I raise my hands in a helpless shrug. “A squirrel?”
He snorts. “A squirrel.”
“Yeah, you’re right. That’s crazy talk. It was probably a fairy.”
“Or the ghost of Columbus.”
“Ha ha.”
Yet, I know it was a fairy because he smiled at me.
Chapter Three
The first time the veil lifted I was eight and very bored.
When I was a kid, my parents often left me in the care of Auntie Tess. Since she was a practicing Wiccan of the hippy-dippy variety, the kind that gives San Francisco its reputation for benign lunacy, they knew I’d be safe. I don’t remember a time when we weren’t together in someone’s backyard or a public space celebrating Sabbats major and minor. For these ladies—and sometimes gents—practicing magick was like prayer. Or wishful thinking. They’d do their rituals, but nothing supernatural actually ever happened—except, on occasion, the green light from the candles, which not everyone could actually see. They didn’t seem to expect real magick. They just liked to come together. Like a book club.
On the night in question, we’d gone to Golden Gate Park’s Lindley Meadow. In the daytime, it was the domain of dogs, acrobats, guitarists, and Frisbee freaks. I liked to visit the horses in the nearby stables or watch the model-boaters cutting loose on Spreckels Lake.
But after the sun went down, the meadow was a favorite ritual site for Wiccans and pagans. It’s resplendent with tiny daisy-chain daisies. The other coven kids and I would collect them, their petals tightly closed for the night, while our mothers and caretakers prepped for the forthcoming hocus-pocus.
The priestesses would get there before everyone else to set up, lighting candles, arranging the talismans, laying out white ropes in a near perfect circle. They were dressed in their robes, mostly handmade get-ups of maroon velvet or navy blue velour. When everything was just so, they called the kids over. As the laughter and murmuring died down, we all joined hands and, without preamble, began to sway and hum. The women closed their eyes. In unison, they sang a song that was some variation of this:
Through all the world below
She is seen all around
Search hills and valley through
There she is found
The growing of the corn
The lily and the thorn
The pleasant and forlorn
All declare
She is there
In meadow dressed in green
She is seen.
La la la. Hills and valleys we have in San Francisco, but growing corn? A few public garden plots here and there, I’m sure, but even as a child I knew fantasy from reality. We were urban witches longing for a landscape that belonged to Wine Country fifty miles away. Or to a time three hundred years past.
On and on they sang, in harmony buffered by the fog. That night was extra-special—in the center of the circle next to the usual beeswax candles, someone had placed skeleton dolls dressed in bright clothing.
Auntie Tess was the smallest woman there (easy to pick out in the crowd if you set your gaze lower than usual) and the only Asian face among the others (not including yours truly), which were predominantly white. There was a black woman from Cuba too, but that’s as far as our coven’s diversity diversified.
As I mentioned, I was bored. Bored with making daisy chains, bored with the other coven kids, bored with Tess. I leaned against her, her dark silk kimono slippery and cool under my cheek. She had sewn it shut so that she could slide it over her head.
“Auntie Tess,” I whispered.
“Shhh.” She opened one eye, which glinted down at me.
“I want to be Dorothy for Halloween.” Wizard of Oz Dorothy, of course. “When are we getting my costume?”
“Tomorrow, Memphis, I promise. Now sing or be quiet.”
I watched the other women. Some smiled through their song, earnest and blissed-out. Some undulated. Others mouthed the words, but not Tess. With my ear pressed to her side, I could feel her strong voice, her heartbeat, the gurgling of her supper digesting. I pressed harder until she stumbled a little, and got a frown for my hug.
In the center of the circle, the candles in their hurricane lanterns and jelly jars burned, illuminating a bouquet of flowers. The shadows flowed over the dolls, which made it seem like they were dancing and grinning. I blinked and peered closer and realized that they actually were dancing, all on their own. One tossed off his sombrero and led the others in a Mexican hat dance. Faintly, I could make out their voices, a discordant cheering through the women’s singing. You might expect them to sound like cartoon chipmunks, but their voices, though faint, sounded quite robust.
As they cha-cha’ed by, they saluted me. And I saluted back. I tugged on Tess’s brocade sleeve.
The thing is, I realized in the instant she turned to look down at me that it was hopeless. Her face was full of annoyance, and there was an absence of something I couldn’t name at the time, but I thought of it as a light. She was missing the light that makes magick visible.
“Do you see them?” I whispered, not ready to give up hope.
“What?”
“They’re dancing.”
I felt Auntie Tess’s sides going in and out. “Who?”
“The skeletons.”
Despite herself, Auntie Tess looked into the center of the circle, and I looked with her. But the dolls were still. One had fallen on its face. One had lost its hat. One was getting its leg chewed by a gopher that was craftily dragging the doll down its hole.
“It’s just gophers, lamb. See?”
I looked again. I did see. But I also saw what she couldn’t. One of the gophers and one of the skeleton dolls were now engaged in a lively conversation. They both turned to me and waved. I blinked. And the dolls lay helter-skelter just as they had been, in tiny, colorful heaps.
The women finished singing and Gru, our high priestess, spoke. Like the other kids, I rarely paid attention to what she said. When she was done, everyone sat on the ground, avoiding the dog crap, some better than others. At least one person always went home with a soiled robe after a Sabbat.
I folded my hands in my lap and looked around. Everyone’s eyes were closed. Each person was speaking to her dead. Beforehand, the grownups had told us kids that we too could talk to the dearly departed. The adults called out. Cymbeline Pitts asked for William Shakespeare. Sadie LeBrun Murray hailed her twin brother Isaac, bringing tears to the high priestess’s eyes. Tess made her call in poorly pronounced Chinese (second generation, American-born—not a whole lot of opportunities for the native speak), which made the others shift, wondering what she said.
I had trouble thinking of anyone dead to call, so I silently asked for my father. He wasn’t dead—and still is very much alive—but he was far away at the time, and to me it was the same thing.
When everyone was done, Gru gave the nod for cakes to be served. Bright Vixen, Gru’s second in command, had made blueberry muffins from a mix. “I was in a software design meeting all day,” she explained, handing out the pale little muffins. “No time for much else.” I didn’t care, and I devoured my share.
“Happy New Year. Happy Samhain,” the women murmured to each other and hugged, their arms reaching and enfolding. We kids imitated the grownups, squeezing each other too hard as we giggled. “Oh, Happy New Year, darling. Happy Sow-Wayne.”
Gru gave each of us a hug. Even then, she seemed aged and ageless, her long silver hair plaited down her back, her skin soft and lined, her blue eyes icy bright. As she embraced me, she whispered in my ear, “I saw the skeletons and gophers. I saw them say hello to you.” She pulled away from our hug and gazed into my eyes. I didn’t know what to say. I smiled a little and looked away.
“Don’t worry, Memphis,” she said. “This is a wonderful gift. A powerful one.”
I nodded, afraid she would tell Auntie Tess, or worse, my parents.
“I won’t,” she said. And I knew she had read my thoughts. She was on my side. And for years, she helped me figure out how far I could go with this powerful gift. Until I decided it wasn’t a gift at all.
I remember leaving the fog-laden park in Auntie Tess’s neon yellow Chevy Nova, wondering what the gopher and the little skeleton were up to down below. I had just as much curiosity about the availability of Dorothy costumes. Fifteen years later, I still don’t know why magick decided to show itself to me that night. And I still have trouble figuring out what to wear.
****
Auntie Tess takes her time answering the buzzer. I’m beginning to suspect she’s a little hard of hearing, even though she’s not that old.
“Hi, lamb,” she says with a quick, hard hug. She has a soft roundness to her, but her arms and shoulders are bony. She doesn’t really go for sweets, which is why I’m surprised to see the tub of cheap supermarket ice cream on the living room sideboard.
“Some dinner,” I say. Cooper and I had our sunset picnic—prosciutto panini and salads with a good pinot noir from A. G. Ferrari. Atop Billy Goat Hill we watched another Columbus Day bite the dust.
Auntie Tess looks balefully at the ice cream, and I regret my words. She’s very good at extracting regret from me.
“Well, I needed a little something,” she says.
I open the refrigerator door. A bottle of hoisin sauce, a bag of rotting mustard greens. Tess nudges me out of the way and puts the soggy ice cream carton back in the freezer.
“So, what’s up? What did you want to talk about?”
She washes her hands in the sink. “There’s something going on at work.”
“Office romance? Has that guy in design been hitting on you again?”
“Memphis!” She scowls while drying her hands on a dishtowel. “He knows I’m married.”
She isn’t, actually. She just wears a wedding band to ward off advances. Not that she’s had any lately. I kind of wish she did as I glance around the small one-bedroom condo. It belongs to my parents and she rents it from them. There’s none of their energy lurking in this space—they are long gone, my father with his teaching, my mother in London, last I heard. There’s only Auntie Tess’s frenetic force. She wears rings on every finger and even a couple on her toes that were clamped on by a Bangladeshi woman in the Tenderloin.
“I think Gil wants to fire me.” Gil is Tess’s boss, an assistant veep of operations at Ana & Co., one of the biggest clothing chains in the world. Everyone on six continents owns at least one pair of their jeans, a logo tee, or a knock-off. I do. It’s a really cute logo. Palindromes are visually fab.
“Why?” I say.
“I accidentally forwarded an email from the legal department to the ACLU.”
Uh oh. “What about?” I ask.
“Accusations from some civil rights groups that we’re using sweat shop labor.”
“Okay. Is it true?”
She throws up her hands. “I don’t know! But he yelled at me. He put me on mandatory leave.”
“With or without pay?”
She shrugs. “With.”
“Well, that’s good! You know, maybe you should take a break. When’s the last time you went on vacation?”
“Stonehenge.”
“Exactly. That was two years ago, right? This time, you should go somewhere tropical. Hawaii maybe.”
She doesn’t answer.
“Auntie Tess, what is it?”
Her eyes seem sad, and a deep maroon glow—her aura (I can’t seem to stop seeing those damn things)—radiates from her like soft-focus lighting around the star of a romantic comedy.
She walks out of the kitchen and into the living room. Her altar is set up under the window, facing north. Between the neighboring apartment buildings, you can see the fog rolling in, illuminated orange by streetlights.
“Nothing, Memphis. Don’t worry about it. Bring me the matches, will you? I need some answers.”
I pull a matchbook out of a kitchen drawer and hand it to her.
“Let’s do the ceremony,” she says. “And I think I’ll use sage. This space could use a little smudging. There’s too much negative energy.”
I don’t sense any of that, but I say nothing.
“Did you bring the candles?” she asks. I hand her the plastic Target bag.
“Thanks. I need to go up to Gru’s and get some more of the good kind.” She pauses, a box of cheap white votives in hand. “It’s rather strange. I haven’t heard from her in a while. Not since the last time I visited, and that was around the May Pole. It’s not like her to not call.” She waves the box at me. “You could come too.”
“Where?” I say, feigning spaciness.
“You know where.”
“I haven’t been up there in forever. It would be weird.”
“She misses you, you know.” Tess frowns and begins picking through her magickal cabinet. “Where did I leave that bottle of lavender?”
Her distraction saves me from having to say more. Ah, Gru. Gru is the one who told me about the origin of fairies. She’s seen them too. She taught Tess and me everything we know about magick: spells, rituals, charms, meditation, conversing with the dearly departed as well as deities, Wiccan history, and philosophy. She told me I had a natural gift but not a whole lot of discipline, which is more than my parents said to me about anything I ever tried, whether it was schoolwork or ballet.
When our coven disbanded, Gru retreated to her place in Mendocino. She runs a pagan emporium, and Auntie Tess gets most of her magickal supplies there. When I was younger, she took me up there all the time. We’d spend the night or sometimes a few. I’d listen to them do their midnight rituals outside under the redwoods while I supposedly slept in Gru’s loft. They liked to go skyclad. I haven’t been to her place nor spoken to her since I met Cooper. I don’t even know if she knows that I’m attached. But Tess would have told her. Gru doesn’t let anything slip by.
“Tess,” I say, as my auntie takes out her birch-handle broom and begins to sweep a clockwise circle around her altar, a table from Ikea draped with an antique silk shawl. “Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary lately?”
“Hm?” She doesn’t look up from her sweeping.
“You know, in the community? Heard anything? Anything afoot?” Any fairy sightings? But I’m not ready to ask her that.
She stops sweeping and squints up at the ceiling. “More cats are disappearing, but that always happens near Halloween. And someone stole that carved elephant tusk out of the Emperor of Ceylon lobby in Chinatown.” She closes her eyes while I ponder this. I recall Ned’s assignment to Howie today—the Chinese foot-binding shoes that were stolen. Maybe there’s an Asian art smuggling thing going on.
One of Tess’s eyelids pops open again. “Well, Memphis? Are we going to do this or not?” She shuts the eye again.
Even though I haven’t been practicing magick for the past couple of years, I still keep Tess company during her rituals. But tonight, I intend to really get down to business. I let my eyes close too, hoping to find not just answers, but the right questions to ask.
Chapter Four
Indian summer bakes San Francisco. The heat is always expected yet always surprising. Women exiting air-conditioned office buildings remove their cardigans, exposing their sun-sensitive shoulders. Men roll up their shirtsleeves. I catch snatches of conversation on the busy downtown sidewalks—golf scores, stock market fluctuations, a new SOMA bistro debut—and filter through the hum on my way to an interview. The lead singer of the third-tier band awaits, yet my mind is full of fairies.
Fairies used to be a favorite subject of mine. Lore is a word I can’t help but use. Fairy lore. There was a time when I sucked it up like sugar.
Because fairies keep to themselves so well, their culture has been obscured by troubadours and fabulists. What is true history—the Innis War of 913 A.D., the rise of matrilineal monarchies on the Great Plains, the slaying of the last pearl dragon by the great Chinese warrior fairy Cai Lao Yi—has become the stuff of myth and fiction. Fairy tales. Or, the fairy stories have simply disappeared along with their populace.
Before giving up my fairy lore studies, along with most of my magickal ways, I had a theory—nothing proven. It goes something like this: Fairies don’t like humans very much, but they are tied to us in some way, and that’s why they show themselves now and then. Some even live among us, the size of regular people, but with powers that exceed our own. How are they tied to us? I haven’t yet figured that out, and maybe I never will. Thems are the breaks.
I’m early for my appointment. In the lobby of the Palace Hotel, I wait by a ceramic horn-shaped vase the size of a large sow and contemplate its flora—sunflowers, green peonies, dried pomegranates, and eucalyptus. This would make an ideal fairy hideout. Cornucopia, the goddess of the harvest, plenty, and the hearth. A mothering deity, a doting older sis who would tell you to finish your oatmeal before going outside to play. Not Auntie Tess’s favorite, but I’ve always found her, in her various incarnations—Ceres, Demeter, Hestia—a little underplayed. Beneath the put-others-first philosophy must beat the heart of a wildcat. Tess finds Persephone, Demeter’s daughter who was swept off by Hades to his underground kingdom of death, more her cup of tea. Persephone has heartache and drama. Me, I’ll take oatmeal over pomegranate seeds any day.
Thinking of Tess leads me to our waning ritual the other night. Did I get answers to my questions? No. Did I figure out what questions to ask? Well, beyond the obvious—What the hell is going on?—not so much. I have to admit to myself, albeit reluctantly, that I’m going to have to try again.
A hand presses against my arm. “Memphis?”
I shake myself out of my little cogitation of hotel flora. My twelve o’clock has arrived.
He’s a man of average height, his dark, straight hair cut in spikes and tipped in red dye. His skin is the color of oiled teak, his eyes narrow and—dare I think it?—elfish. His nose is like an upside-down kite with the point of his chin a matching reversed peak. Underneath the layered T-shirts—short sleeves over long with a logo that reads Nevada State Reno—and expensive jeans, he is lean. His shoes are sporty Prada knockoffs. No, on second glance, they are the real deal. It takes me two seconds to register all of this, and before I can take a breath he says, “You don’t recognize me, do you?”
Inside my messenger bag, the third-tier band’s press kit weighs heavy. I have yet to crack the packet. This is partly due to my preoccupation with fairies. It’s also partly due to laziness. But mostly, it’s because of my self-imposed rule of not reading press kits, of not interviewing under the influence of all sorts of garbage aimed at manipulating the story I will write. I know the band’s manager will hope my article is favorable enough to include in future kits. Chances are it will be. I didn’t go into arts and entertainment writing for the controversy.
I do know that I’m meeting the lead singer/sometime guitarist, that the band’s name is Arsenic Playground, and that we are to have lunch together on my meager expense account. I do know that it is a glorious day, and that I long to be outdoors exposing my shoulders to the sun as so many office girls are doing. But things indoors just got interesting.
I listen to the recording my brain has made of what he said and look at him one more time. A name bubbles to the surface and tentatively bobs there: Alice.
“Wait—Alice? Alice’s brother. Tyson?”
“Right. Ty Belmonte. I go by Ty now.”
I find that my hand is on my cheek. My fingers are cold, but my face is warm, the skin tight. “Are you—you’re in Arsenic Playground?”
“Yeah.” He shrugs. “It’s my band.” A smile flashes briefly and is gone. I’m not even sure it was really a smile. “When my manager told me you’d be interviewing me I thought no way, can’t be her. But how many Memphis Zhangs are there in this world?”
“You never know. But for now I’m pretty sure I’m the only one.”
“You never made it out of Frisco?”
I laugh and take a step back, and yes, I know I’ve just been dissed. Ah, natives who think they’re hot shit because they’ve called their city by the pejorative. Never mind if he thinks I’m small taters. I have worked so hard to put his sister Alice out of my mind, and have just about succeeded these last two years. Yet, here’s her big brother thwarting my efforts. He doesn’t know, of course, and this would be awkward no matter what.
I’ve had very few friends—real friends—my own age, but Alice was one. We met in sixth grade. She was beautiful, a blend of Pilipino and Caucasian with big eyes, long wavy hair, the same elfish quality as her brother except it looked natural on her. Tyson, six or seven years our senior, stayed out of our way whenever I went over to her house. He was someone to be worshiped and feared—a teenager. By the time we entered high school, he had disappeared into a grown-up life, showing up now and then in Alice’s family tales. She had two other older sibs—another brother and sister—but Tyson, the oldest, was her favorite.
“He watches out for me,” she said once, and I was surprised to feel something like envy, envy only an only child can feel. What she said seemed strange, though, because Tyson was never around. No matter. Alice always seemed invincible. Of course, she wasn’t. No one is.
Now her brother and I, the ones who wanted to take care of her, are left here without her. I can tell myself she knew the risks, that she knew death was a very real possibility. But that would be bullshit.
I give Tyson another look. He hasn’t aged much. His shoulders are a bit broader than I recall, but he was always slight—the illusion of being feather light. Lithe and sinewy, he ran cross-country and was a forward in soccer.
“How long has it been? At least five years,” I say and immediately regret it. I skipped the funeral, the wake, and the memorial. All of it. But Tyson doesn’t give me an accusing look or any look at all. He turns and we make our way to the Garden Court where teas and luncheons are held. We admire the domed glass ceiling and chandeliers and potted palms. I’m glad I’m wearing a skirt instead of my usual uniform of black jeans. Tyson, even in his casual attire, fits into this room. He’s the kind of person who can go anywhere and fit in, no matter what the dress code may be. It’s not just because he’s a rock nebula either. The man possesses a natural-born elegance, a physical grace.
The hostess seats us and hands us menus. We glance at them and Tyson unfolds a cloth napkin into his lap. I do the same.
Finally, he answers me. “My sister’s high school graduation. Your graduation. That’s the last time we saw each other. At least, that’s the last time you saw me.”
“Oh. Okay.” I pause. “What do you mean?”
He puts down his menu as a busboy pours ice water into our glasses. “I saw you once at the Stonestown mall. You were working at that store.”
“The music box store? Oh, man. That was the summer after my freshman year of college. What a nightmare.”
He tilts his head.
“If ever there were a reason to take a baseball bat to something, besides to a baseball, a music box store is that reason,” I explain. “One music box, sure, I can handle. But one hundred and twenty-seven music boxes all playing their little ‘Frère Jacques’ and ‘Greensleeves’ and ‘Pop! Goes the Weasel.’” I shoot myself in the head with my finger gun.
“I think I’ll have the cheeseburger,” he says and takes a sip of water, leaving me to laugh alone at my own joke. I wonder for a split second why he didn’t say hello the time he saw me in the store.
The waitress arrives and we order. After she leaves I start to grill him, this older brother of my dead friend. Tyson obliges, filling me in on the last decade, but just an outline, as if he’s not sure he can trust me with the answers. College at UC Davis, from which he dropped out after a couple of years. A stint in the army and then jobs here and there, mostly in construction or restaurants. All the while, he was involved in various bands, forming, breaking up, forming anew.
At some point, I remember to turn on my microcassette recorder and jot some half-hearted notes in my notebook. There’s really little point when it’s all going to be on tape. He relaxes a little and we get down to business starting with the basics: who, what, when, where, why, and the often elusive how. My high school journalism has kept me in good stead during this erratic reportage career of mine. In many ways, Tyson is no different from other subjects. He’s pleased to have the attention—I can see it in his eyes, the way they glimmer, even though he’s not giving me much. I nod, keep quiet. I can’t stand hearing my voice, goofy on the tapes. I resist the temptation to check out his aura. It wouldn’t help me write this article—auras are really only good for getting a sense of feelings, or at their best, telling if someone is being truthful.
He doesn’t want to talk about himself, balking when I ask in a careless way about his love life, except in the context of the band. He tells me about their latest album (they have two) and the website created by a sixteen-year-old fan their manager hired. Their coup de grace so far has been a small mention in Rolling Stone: “potential cult fave” on one of the magazine’s many lists. Arsenic Playground has an underground following, a semi-hit on the college charts. His mates worry they’ll be one-hit wonders, but when I ask him if he’s worried too, Tyson just shrugs.
“What about opening for Yeah Right? That’s a coup de grace if ever,” I say. “Isn’t it?”
Tyson gives me a funny look. “You could say that, I guess.”
A shiver runs up the back of my neck. I glance around the restaurant and down at my notes. My chicken Caesar salad dressing has blobbed on the page, leaving a transparent oval.
In a quick motion, Tyson reaches over and stops my tape recorder. He leans in and looks with something like aggression into my eyes.
“Let’s hit pause on Arsenic Playground,” he says. Everything seems suspended—the clatter of diners around us, ticking clocks, Earth’s rotation—as I wait for him to say whatever it is he’s going to say next. “What about you, Memphis? What have you been doing?”
A woman from another table squawks to her friends, “You’ve got to be kidding!”
Suspension broken.
“I don’t give interviews,” I say. It comes out more harshly than I meant it to, so I smile. “I only conduct them.”
He sits back in his chair. “You haven’t changed,” he says, and it doesn’t sound as if he approves.
I want more than anything to ask if he means I’m still acting like a child. We hardly knew each other way back when.
Oh, screw it.
I let my eyes go out of focus and relax my breathing, and his aura reveals itself easily. Puddle brown edged in cement gray bleeding into marigold yellow. Like pollution. I look away and pick up my fork.
“Did you wind up going to that school?” he asks. “What was it called, Benjamin?”
“Bennington,” I say. “For a little while. I transferred to Santa Cruz. Did some graduate work.” I take a bite of chicken.
“In what?”
I swallow. “Veterinary school.”
“But you’re a journalist.”
I try not to make a face. I still don’t feel like a journalist. In fact, I’m not too thrilled with that label. Journalists are troublemakers. They’re either paparazzi or investigative blood-seekers with no souls, no scruples. Of course, I know this isn’t true across the board. But it’s what I’m afraid of becoming. “I write part-time. Mostly, I walk dogs.”
“Dog walker,” he says, like it explains everything.
“I couldn’t kill them. The dogs and cats in vet school. Even if they were terminally ill.”
He nods. I’ve softened him up a little. “Not married, I take it.” He nods at my naked fingers. I don’t generally wear jewelry.
“No. Well—almost. Maybe.”
“Sounds like quite a commitment. And his name is?”
Tyson refuses to talk about his love life, yet he asks about mine. There’s something combative in this, so I tell him with defiance in my voice, “Cooper. Cooper Bailey.”
He frowns. “That name is familiar.”
“He teaches French at our high school.”
“I took Spanish.”
“Of course you did. It’s so manly.”
“Hold up. You’re saying your Mr. Bailey isn’t manly?” As he says the name the realization dawns on him. “No way. You and Mr. Bailey?”
I grit my teeth but turn it into a grin and nod.
“Mr. Bailey?” he says again. He raises his eyebrows and whistles.
I expect more questions—there are always more questions—but Tyson only gazes at me like a creature at the zoo. Hyena. Possibly Tasmanian devil. Finally, he hands down his judgment: “What a trip.”
I reach over and turn the recorder back on. “Let’s continue, shall we?”
****
After we’re done talking, we take a cab to Fats, the club where Arsenic Playground is playing tonight. In this case, they’re the main event. Tomorrow they’ll be at the Warfield opening for Yeah Right. The fan in me can’t help asking Tyson if he’s friendly with Cheradon Badler, of the toned abs and pouty lips. In another life I’d like to come back as one of her backup vocalists—actually coming back as someone like her is too much to hope for. Tyson acts like he hasn’t heard me, so I ask him again. He heaves a gargantuan sigh of impatience before answering, “We’ve met.”
The rest of our short ride is pregnantly quiet. We are careful to look only out our car windows. As soon as we get into the dark interior of Fats, Tyson disappears. I know the owner of the club, and he greets me, leading the way to Arsenic Playground’s dressing room. Waiting there are Tyson’s bandmates: Babs, Hugo, and Horatio. Babs is on guitar, Hugo is the bassist, and Horatio, Hugo’s identical yet slightly better-looking twin brother, is the drummer. They sit with me and answer my questions, streams of uninterrupted interruptions punctuated with insolent silences. I let my cassette recorder do its thing. Hugo lounges just behind Babs, plucking his bass, either bored or at peace. He and Babs sing backup vocals for Tyson. They call him Ty, proving that he really does go by that nifty little nickname. Horatio claims he himself can’t carry a tune and smirks when I ask, as I must, how that can be if he and Hugo are identical twins. I see I’ve fallen into the booby trap of twin wit. Twin nitwit is more like it.
I ask them if they are excited about opening for Yeah Right and they shrug and nod: “Of course. Naturally. Who wouldn’t be?” I ask how their manager scored such a fantastic gig and Babs says, “Well, Ty got it for us, duh. Next question.”
There’s something I’m not getting. I cover my confusion by moving on to a safe question: how did they meet? They talk over each other again, their mutual histories colliding in lies, legends, and half-remembered banalities.
At some point, Tyson slips into the room wearing a pair of sunglasses—so rock-and-roll—and a bell goes off, a sweet tinkling that reminds me of a pair of metal Zen meditation balls Auntie Tess used to roll around in her hands. They were supposed to relieve stress.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“What’s what?” Hugo says.
“Maybe someone’s cell phone.”
They all shake their heads. Nope, not their phones. Not mine either.
“All’s I hear is my bro noodling his bass,” Horatio says and starts tapping a pair of drumsticks on his thigh.
Then I see it. Sitting on the edge of a coffee-stained mug, the hummingbird-winged fairy holds what looks like a silver baby rattle. When he sees that he’s caught my attention, he starts gesticulating, pointing at the door then covering his eyes. Over and over he does this.
I shake my head. “I don’t get it.”
“Don’t get what?” asks Babs.
I glance at the members of Arsenic Playground, who are watching me with a tad more interest than before.
“I don’t get why…why you guys haven’t made a video yet.”
They all begin to rant and rave: And what? Sell out? Go MTV? Sign their rights away? Never! Ever. Actually, just kidding: they’re going to make a video in the next few weeks and let it go viral on YouTube. They were just waiting for the right director to come along but they’ve found him, a true artiste. On and on they go. I look back at the fairy. He’s gone. But the rattle is there on the table next to the cup. The others couldn’t hear him or the bell sounds. I wonder if I could have heard the fairy if he had tried to talk. Another bell goes off, but this time it really is a cell phone, Tyson’s. He mumbles into it for a bit.
“That was D.B.” His mates nod. His eyes are hidden behind the sunglasses, but he’s looking towards me. “Yeah Right’s manager. He’s going to be here soon. You should talk to him.”
I try to make the connection between my interview and the manager of another band, even one as awesome as Yeah Right. I know I should jump at this opportunity, but I feel a queasiness in my belly all of a sudden, and I just want to am-scray.
“Actually, I’d better get going.” I’ve got enough to fill fifteen hundred words. “I can always email him, right?”
Tyson shrugs. “Suit yourself.” He looks like he doesn’t care one way or the other, but there’s something pulling at him—I can’t put my finger on it. It’s like he’s amped up on caffeine but trying to remain sleepy. He meets my gaze with a slight turn of his head. Behind the shades, his eyebrows go up. “Goodbye, Memphis.”
I thank the band and begin packing up. They immediately ignore my presence as if I’ve disappeared. Poof! I get up from my seat and pass the table with the rattle. I don’t think twice about pocketing it.
As I make my way through the hallway to the front of the club, something stops me. I listen, my eyes searching the dark corners of the backstage area. Shadows loom but none of them move, although I will them to. It’s not the fairy—something bigger. I touch the bell in my sweater pocket and head out the door.
****
As soon as I toss my bag on my desk, Marisol pokes her head around our adjoining cubicle wall. “How’d it go with Ty Belmonte?”
“You know his name?”
“I read.” She eyes my cubicle-mate’s menagerie and picks up the baby Jesus from his tiny plastic manger. “So? Did you get the skinny on Cheradon? When do we get to meet her?”
“We get nothing. Except a stern ass-whupping if I don’t get this in Ned’s inbox by sunup.” I sit down in my chair and push the on button of my computer, which bongs to life. “You know, I used to know Tyson’s younger sister.”
“Ty Belmonte’s sister? No way!”
“We were actually pretty good friends.”
“But not anymore? What happened? She steal your boyfriend?”
“No. She died.” I look Marisol in the eye.
“Jesus.” She glances at the baby Christ in her hand, gives him a kiss on the head, and puts him back. “Really? I’m so sorry. How?”
“In Africa.” I tell myself to just get it out. It’s normal to act sad, a little weird even, over a friend’s death. No one knows what I did. “Gabon. She was working with a European aid agency trying to get food to some out-of-the-way villages. And she got killed.”
“Shit. I am so, so sorry.” Marisol exclaims some more. My computer is now fully awake so I open a new document and start typing. My friend drifts back to her desk. I stop and pull the rattle out of my bag, putting it next to the plastic crèche. I touch it, hoping for a morsel of information, but it’s clean—wiped of memories.
Chapter Five
Every band’s press kit comes with at least one of its CDs, a perk of the job that never fails to give me a bigger-than-it-should thrill, like finding cash on the sidewalk. My bookshelves and floors are piled high with jewel cases and advance copies of books from hopeful, eager musicians and authors. They pray that Ned will see their shiny glimmer of talent and pick them for a story, which will make them famous or, at the least, give their sales a boost. The Golden Gate Planet is just a little freebie rag, but Ned did win a Pulitzer back in the 1980s for his AIDS plague exposé, and he’s been riding that gravy train ever since.
The Arsenic Playground press kit is sticking out of my bag, and I grab it, ready to listen. I slide their CD into my computer, slip on my headphones, and close my eyes. A mellow guitar strums in my ears, joined by a thrumming bass that I feel in my chest. Then the shimmering clash of the drummer’s cymbals, and finally a voice that starts out husky and low, pitching upwards to a few almost too-high notes and back down into its more natural register. This is Tyson of course. The chorus goes, “Highlight the revolution/Can’t stop the confusion/Into the forest of the night.” I open my eyes and flip over the CD case. The name of the song is “Purify.”
I rummage through the folder, thumbing aside the usual magazine reviews and headshots until I come to a photo that catches my attention. I pull it out and place it on my keyboard. It’s a photocopy from a People magazine, dated a couple of months ago. The photo is overexposed from copying, but I immediately recognize my pop diva heroine, Cheradon Badler. Her platinum ponytail and glossy, hard-kissed lips are unmistakable. In the photo her arm is hooked into the crook of a man’s elbow. His head is turned away from the camera, but I recognize the side of that nose. It’s the one I just spent lunch with.
Their free hands are clasped loosely in front of them and they aren’t smiling as they push through a paparazzi embankment of cameras, tape recorders, and shouting faces. The headline reads, Are They or Aren’t They? I scan the caption and the pull quote: “Neither Badler nor Belmonte will confirm or deny the hot rock on her finger is an engagement ring.”
How could I have missed this? I won’t say I’m obsessed with Yeah Right, but I keep up with the pop gossip, or try to. Clearly I need to consider a subscription to People.
In the photo, Cheradon Badler’s ring is just a blur, no more than a pinprick of light. Her expression is blank—she just wants to get through the crowd and into whatever movie premiere or restaurant opening they’re going to. I study their hands. Are they just holding onto each other for support or is there something more? I think back to my conversation with him. His aura was so dark, overwhelmingly so. But just underneath the darkness and closest to his body was the faintest rose-tinted gleam.
****
It’s almost seven by the time I’m done with the article. Something that should have taken one hour took three because I had to throw out my first version completely. My second left nothing to be desired in the snarkasm department. I forced myself to read all of the promo materials and listen to my taped conversation with Tyson—pardonnez-moi, I mean Ty—from beginning to end. It was no exercise in futility. I write:
“We try not to think about success in conventional terms,” says lead guitarist and vocalist Ty Belmonte. He is the heart of Arsenic Playground and a local boy to boot, a graduate of Lowell High School.
Even if conventional success is not the driving force behind the band, it’s a sweet by-product. Their first album Unhinged was a college radio Top 30 request two years ago, and Bath Tyme has caught the ears of mainstream listeners as well as those of the producers at MTV. The Playground’s first video, directed by O’Shaz of La Diabla and Yeah Right fame, will debut next month on the “Altie Hour.”
It goes on. I toss in a few quotes from Babs and the twins and then mention their opening for “glam rocker grrl Cheradon Badler and her band Yeah Right, who enjoy a close working as well as extracurricular relationship with Arsenic Playground’s band members.”
I email the article to Ned, who is hunched over his keyboard in near darkness, save his desk lamp. The man does not have a life outside of work, and I find this comforting.
Before leaving the office, I slip the fairy’s rattle into my bag and it falls to the bottom, muffled by all of the stuff—notebooks, water bottle, extra scarf—I carry with me wherever I go.
****
The next day is a dog-walking day, which gives me an opportunity to more or less turn off the hyperdrive of my brain and exercise my other muscles.
I wish we could have a dog or cat, but Cooper is allergic. This made it easy for me to give up yet another craft habit—the keeping of a Familiar. Still, it’s what I yearn for more than any other part of my old life. For almost one glorious year I was the humble guardian of Rexie, a long-haired miniature dachshund I inherited from one of my clients. But after Cooper moved in, I had to find Rexie new digs. It wasn’t hard to do, what with all the dogs I walk and the dog-lovers I know.
Ham Sandwich is waiting by his front door as he is every time I turn the key, his tail stump wagging, his leash tangled around his feet. He knows how to pull it down from its peg near the coats with his teeth. I let the geriatric bulldog sniff my hands—he’s pretty blind and deaf—and he licks my fingers and whimpers in ecstatic anticipation of our walk to come.
Once his leash is attached, I lead him to the truck, which belongs to my boss, Justine. The logo on the side reads Paws in Motion and shows a cartoonish dog walking upright like a human, tongue out, elbows cocked like a competitive marathon walker. Justine has walked dogs since time immemorial. It’s possible she invented the occupations of dog walking and pet-sitting. We met at my neighborhood park and she saw me lurking on the periphery of the off-leash area like a playground pervert, watching the dogs chase and pile, their owners standing around in cliques, oblivious to my avid surveillance.
Ham Sandwich sniffs the butts and touches the noses of the dogs I’ve already gathered for our foray—Twinkle Toes, Vincent, Junkyard, Lothar, and Daisy. We have a six-dog limit, glory be, because I don’t know if I could handle more than that on my own. Fortunately, Lothar is a pug, so he’s pretty easy to manage. The others are big’uns, rotties and goldens, but I’m top dog. Dog treats work wonders. Plus—and even though I gave up magick, I can’t help but do it, it’s such a small thing—I put an eensy-weensy binding charm over each dog before our first walk. It’s like an invisible leash, and it never hurts.
Dog walking, not writing, is how I make the real money. Writing keeps me respectable among friends and acquaintances. It’s good party conversation. People love it, and after two to three minutes I can sense how receptive they’ll be to the news that what I really do is walk dogs for a living. It amuses me that people think they’ve got me nailed down by my paycheck source. If they only knew the rest of me—a lapsed witch who is starting to see things despite herself.
Sometimes I take the dogs to a dog run and I hang out with the other walkers and owners. No longer a playground perv am I. But today I’m feeling more invigorated, and I take my pack to McLaren Park with its acres of trees, ponds, and views. I suppose it can get a little sketch over there—I’ve found more than one homeless encampment during our treks—but I feel safe with the dogs. And usually I get a clue in advance if something wicked my way comes.
I park alongside a trailhead near a convenient trash bin and the dogs, led by Twinkle Toes, yank me into the forest. I wait until we’re a hundred feet in before I let them off their leashes. Away they go, lunging like greyhounds into the underbrush, barking and yipping with glee. And then they stop with a suddenness that’s startling. All at once they crap, as if they consulted with each other previously. I snap a few plastic bags from my dog-walking satchel and hold my breath. Twink gets his mouth around Daisy’s throat and she jerks away, baring her canines before running him down a hill, the two of them rolling like a couple of acrobats in a thrash of legs and fallen eucalyptus leaves.
I toss the poop bags in the trash and whistle, and the dogs course back up the hill and down the path in front of me, stopping now and then to mark trees and check on my progress. We head up and away from the road deeper into the trees, the ground dappled here and there in sunlight. It’s not long before I’m sweating. My thoughts are filled with the light in my eyes, the smells of damp dirt and the licorice of eucalyptus leaves, the sound of my own breathing. For a while there’s no room for dead friends, sullen rock singers, scattered aunties, or rattle-wielding fairies.
The trees begin to thin as we crest the hill. A breeze swirls around my moistened skin and I lift up my arms, letting it dry some of the perspiration. I sit on the ground and the dogs plop down around me in a circle, sodden tongues draped pinkly on their lower jaws. Lothar leans on my feet. I take out a bottle of water and a dog dish from my bag. One by one, my companions heave themselves up for a drink. I do stretches while they lap wetly at the bowl. The afternoon sun is halfway done with its day’s journey. I close my eyes and for one brief, miraculous second, my mind is completely still.
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