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Four


John pulled up in front of the house at seven on the dot. I was watching out the front windows and ran out to greet him as he got out of the El Camino. He caught me around the waist and kissed me chastely on the cheek, assuming that at least one of my family members was watching. Somebody surely was.

“You didn’t want me to say hi to your family tonight?” he asked.

I shrugged and made my way around to the passenger side before John could open the door for me. I was feeling antsy. “I’ve had enough of them for one day.”

“Mm,” John said slowly, sounding like my father in a way that was both comforting and off-putting. “I know what you mean.” He shook his head to wipe the serious look off his face. “Anyway, I think we have time to make the next movie in St. Agnes,” he said as he climbed in on the driver’s side and turned the key in the ignition.

“Sure,” I said. I had assumed we would do exactly that. There were only so many options for date night around town.

“What’s good at the farm?” I asked, trying too hard to be interested in John’s father and his experimental tomato seeds.

“The corn is gonna be small this year with the drought, but it’s coming up nicely,” he said with a yawn.

“Knee high by the Fourth of July,” I replied instinctively, like all good Minnesotans.

“Hopefully,” he said, shooting me a sideways look. “But there’s something off with Lucy. She keeps running off, and that’s not like her at all. Or she’s sleeping all day under the porch.” Lucy, John’s beloved pointer, was never far from John’s side, having followed him in the fields around the farm since she was a puppy. “Maybe your mom can come by this week?” he said quietly, as if he were afraid to ask for her services directly.

“Of course,” I said. “Poor girl. Mom will take care of her.”

I didn’t like to admit that my mother’s skills with animals far outstripped my own. I had the impulse to offer to take care of Lucy myself, but the worry in John’s voice pushed my ego aside. The idea of watching Lucy dog around for hours while listening for some sign of what she might be trying to say made my heart race. Mom would know in minutes. Mary said animal auras were similar to humans’, but I didn’t have the patience to practice through my inexperience and refused to let someone like John see me flail through a reading.

“Are you sure?” he protested weakly. “If you think that’s best …”

I squeezed his hand. “We’ll be there. Don’t worry about it.”

Rolling farmlands whizzed by the windows, sloping away from the highway. A few houses dotted the fields. Beyond the horizon, a shockingly blue sky blazed above the living green earth. The sun showed no sign of setting, stretching on into the Minnesota summer evening.

“Any word from Gene or Frank?” I asked gently. The Khe Sanh incident had wormed its way into my consciousness that spring, and I found myself often wondering where John’s brothers were.

John trained his eyes on the road, a steely set to his jaw. “No,” he said.

It unnerved me when John, usually so happy-go-lucky, turned moody, even momentarily. He sucked on his bottom lip so hard I thought he might break skin.

Shit, I thought, searching for anything to say to snap him out of it. “At least you’re around to help your dad out,” I said too quickly, too brightly.

“Yep,” John muttered.

End of subject. Okay then, I thought.

The constant stream of images from Vietnam flashed through my mind, the crew-cutted young men still pimply faced or with a shadow of baby fat. Some weren’t even older than me—manlings fighting the perils of communism half a world away. John’s brothers, Gene, who had left the El Camino to John’s keeping, and Frank, the quiet middle brother, were among them. We never talked about it. Rather, John never talked about it, except when they received the rare letter.

I thought sometimes, since John had turned eighteen in March, They won’t take him too. Two Weseloh boys must be enough. But a few boys from town had been drafted in the spring. I thought of Charlie Abrahams and Mike Hale and Joey Sayre and wondered if they looked like the empty boys on TV now, if they were over there yet or training somewhere in the States. Annie would know, I thought. She would write letters to all of them, sealed with a rub of perfume from her wrist or a pass of her lips if it was for Charlie with his dark, sad eyes and beautiful, thick hair.

Once or twice I had tried to send out the ice floe to check on those boys on the other side of the world. I’d focus on a face on TV or think of Gene, handsome with sandy blond hair and light-gray eyes, taller than John, with hulking forearms like all of the Weseloh men from years of farm chores. I reached for them, trying to see past the immense masses of energy. But they were too far away. There were too many lives in between. All the energy ran together, the frozen river in my mind stretching into an impenetrable canvas of light that extended in every direction, all of humanity an indistinguishable blur. I said a prayer for them silently as I watched John so focused on the road, shoving down my overwhelming sadness for those boys and locking it away for another time.

I reached over to switch on the radio, and John softened, taking his eyes off the road for far too long to watch me. His brow uncreased and a smile crept into the corners of his mouth. I was a creature of habit: John knew I could sit in silence for about three minutes tops.

“I love you, Elisabeth,” John said suddenly, flicking his eyes to the road and back to me. A light blush crept up his neck toward his ears.

That was new. In our two years together, we had never said it. I resisted the urge to check that my jaw wasn’t hanging open.

John watched me expectantly, and as the seconds ticked by, I realized I hadn’t said anything. Some song whined in the background, so quiet I could barely make out the words. Johnny Cash, I thought absently.

John retrained his eyes on the road, but a miniscule quiver, a downturn at the corners of his eyes, betrayed his worry.

“I love you too,” I said, unsure of myself but knowing it was expected of me. The words were out of my mouth before I could question myself. “But I’m a one-way ticket to you getting stuck here.” The first days of working with Magda had made that more apparent than ever.

“What’s wrong with being here?” John asked. “What else am I going to do?”

I could tell he meant it as a joke, but it came out sad. There had been a time when we thought mechanical engineering or even basketball would be John’s ticket out of Friedrich. But that ship had sailed. He didn’t have the money for college without enlisting, and John was good at basketball for a county full of white farmers but not scholarship good, so he hadn’t bothered to apply to college or trade school or anything else. John’s future was the family farm—until his brothers came home, God willing. Over the two years we’d been together, John’s future had become increasingly, inextricably linked to my own. There was only the farm and his hunting dog and me.

John’s nervous eyes flashed to me, and I felt an enormous weight settle on my shoulders.

I held out my hand, a peace offering, and John covered my hand in his. I was filled with a deep anxiety that I didn’t love him enough, that he could feel my boredom, my claustrophobia. I’d scramble to do one more thing, one more kiss, one more drive through the cornfields, to keep him interested. I pushed him away for reasons I didn’t understand, and at the same time I was terrified of losing him when Magda so clearly intended for him to be the one to support me like my father supported my mother. Besides—he was kind, and maybe that was the best I was going to get.

“I know. I’m sorry. I do love you, John.” I said it to smooth things over, not knowing if I meant it, worried John would question my hesitation.

“I know,” he said, and that was that.

Industrial sheds and businesses announced the edge of St. Agnes. We made our way around Lake Lorna as the highway ended suddenly and the town sprawled before us, four times the size of Friedrich. We made it into the dark of the theater as the previews ended and Charlton Heston appeared.







Recipe Helene’s Classic Tater Tot Hot Dish


Ingredients

1 pound lean (at least 80%) ground beef (substitute ground turkey thighs)

16 ounces mushrooms, washed, dried, and quartered (shiitakes preferred, but any mushrooms will work)

½ large white or yellow onion, minced

3 garlic cloves, minced

16 ounces frozen peas

1 can Campbell’s condensed cream of mushroom soup

8 ounces sour cream

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

24 ounces frozen Ore-Ida Tater Tots

Sea salt to taste

White pepper (or substitute fresh-ground black pepper) to taste

 

Instructions

Preheat the oven to 400 degrees F.

Over medium-high heat, brown the beef, mushrooms, onion, and garlic together in a large casserole pot (Dutch oven).

I use a Staub 4-quart Dutch oven. You can also use a large skillet and transfer to a greased 9×13 baking dish, but I like using one pot to save on dishes later.

Season the meat mixture with salt and white pepper or freshly-ground black pepper.

When everything is browned and the juices have evaporated, remove from heat.

Place peas on top of the beef mixture. Season the peas with salt and pepper.

Stir in the condensed (undiluted) mushroom soup, sour cream, and Dijon with a spatula. Mix well to combine and pat down lightly into an even layer.

Place Tater Tots on top of the mixture, covering the top entirely.

Bake in the center of a 400-degree oven 35–45 minutes until the Tater Tots are golden brown and crispy on top. Season with sea salt.

Let cool for 5 minutes, scoop and serve.

Tag the author @ajdewerd in your Hot Dish pictures!
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One


I first defied my family the summer after I turned eighteen. By eighteen, I knew I didn’t need to be pretty. As the older Watry-Ridder girl, my power was in my name. Unlike the other girls in town, I didn’t need to catch a man with passing beauty trends or by mastering chicken a la king. But that didn’t stop me from wearing my hair the color of rain-logged corn silk long and wild past my waist, a small defiance of the pins and plaits of my mother and grandmother. Even a promise from John Weseloh—a farmer’s son, one of the good ones—didn’t stop me from tossing my hair that summer in a practiced casual way to see who might be looking.

That hair toss was the very thing that caught John’s eye, or so he said, at the Solstice bonfire after our sophomore year. Two years later at a different party in the same park with the same people, I watched John break away from a knot of yelling boys, some stripped to undershirts in the surprisingly warm air of the early western Minnesota summer. It felt like a normal night, thankfully, after the highs of finishing school and our high school graduation followed by the sudden shock of Robert Kennedy’s assassination in the same week, yet another tragedy deeply felt in our very Catholic town.

There were a few somber conversations around the park, but overall, it felt like any other glorious start to summer as Annie, my best girlfriend since kindergarten, and I sipped warm beers perched on a picnic table. We liked to stay on the edge of the fray, where we could survey the high jinks and mating rituals of the midwestern teen without having to participate. A Doors song floated up to us from someone’s tinny old radio as dusk descended into night and the early-summer lake flies were drawn out toward headlights and lanterns borrowed from our fathers.

Other boys sometimes looked our way, but they emphatically looked away when John made his way toward me. They knew better than to pick a fight. That particular jaunt had run its course many times over. I sighed, bored and a little disappointed. Annie and I secretly loved watching John calmly stare down the other boys who so much as glanced my way—anything to ward off the monotony of small-town life and the looming threat of adult responsibilities.

We didn’t get together until we were sixteen, but John and I had known each other our entire lives, as it goes in a small town. He followed me in class or in line for assembly, John Weseloh behind Elisabeth Watry-Ridder by sheer alphabetical luck. John’s family had a respectable farm outside of town, growing green beans and corn and shipping them off to God knows where. John worked on the farm all summer and fall, but winter was his, when he was a guard on the high school basketball team.

Where John shone, though, was in the town snowmobile races. He tinkered all winter in the workshop at the back of his family’s livestock barn with his homemade snow machine for the races on the frozen lake in January, showing off his latest developments on Sunday afternoons to his basketball teammates. When we were thirteen, John Weseloh had become somewhat of a local celebrity when he came in a close second in his first race on an abandoned sled he had commandeered from his older brothers.

Even after growing up in such close proximity, I was still tickled each time John ditched his meathead teammates and their shoptalk to entertain me.

Annie poked me in the ribs as John threaded his way toward us.

“Tonight must be the night,” she said with a knowing nod in his direction and a flutter of her jet-black shellacked lashes.

“Maybe.” I rolled my eyes, refusing to take the bait.

Annie rolled her eyes back at me. “Don’t you think it’s time you let John get lucky? He’s waited for you long enough.”

Annie’d had sex twice already, and for a small-town girl with nothing better to do, that made her an expert. I loved Annie like a sister—sometimes more than my own sister, Mary—but drugstore lipstick and lemon juice highlights didn’t mean she knew better than me. Still, sometimes she made me feel like I’d better catch up.

“Besides,” Annie continued, “how are you gonna do better than John Weseloh anyway?”

I nodded noncommittally as John approached, but Annie’s words held the sting of truth.

“Hey,” John said, suddenly in front of me, mere centimeters from where my bare thighs—tight and muscular, I noted with pride—beneath white cotton eyelet shorts dangled over the end of the picnic table. John rested the flat of his palm against my thigh like the way you’d soothe a flighty goat kid, not the way you’d caress the thigh of a lover.

“Hey,” I said.

Annie’s gaze shifted pointedly from me to John. She cleared her throat and said, “I’ll leave you two lovebirds to it.”

She turned and sprang off the picnic table confidently, her full prairie skirt swirling around her in a pastel blur. I loved that about Annie Holbrooke: whatever stupid thing I did, she would be right there to outdo me, especially when it drew the attention of boys in the vicinity.

I was feeling brave after watching Annie strut off toward a pack of boys, and slid off the edge of the picnic table into John’s orbit. I took him by surprise, something I did all too often, and he jerked back, throwing me off-balance. Despite his booze-dulled reaction time, he managed to keep me upright, gaining purchase with one arm around my waist.

John’s eyes widened, another surprise, when I said, “Let’s go park.”

Parking with John seemed like exactly what I wasn’t supposed to be doing, the elder, responsible Watry-Ridder girl—which made it all the more appealing.

“Really?” he half slurred, and let me lead him to his older brother’s El Camino. He stopped to open the passenger door for me, handing me into the cab clumsily.

John was exactly the kind of boy I should marry, my grandmother Magda said all too often. We had walked in our commencement just days before; I had finished in the top twenty of the class of 1968, John somewhere toward the middle, slipping by with Cs and athletic prowess. I’d worked as little as possible to earn the As and Bs—and the respect of my teachers, classmates, and community—expected of me as the granddaughter and heiress of Magda Watry.

“See how hard your father works,” Magda would say. “He’s always out and around town for us.”

She meant that Dad wasn’t at home to be in the way of the family business. Someone who’d be a supportive partner—a quiet partner—to sit beside me in the front pew of church every Sunday, keep his hands busy and his opinions to himself while the women ran the business, and give me a daughter to teach: that was the perfect match for me in Magda’s mind. Someone like my father. A good man. A quiet one.



I was raised by my grandmother, surrounded by women. Neighbors and classmates were always crowding around the kitchen table in our white farmhouse on the edge of town. Magda presided over us all, and I had worked beside her since I insolently called my grandmother by her first name as a toddler—everyone else called her that, why shouldn’t I!—and it stuck. I was beside her for all of it. Mary, my younger sister by two years, was underfoot too. My mother was there and not there at the same time. She was a shell of a woman, even in my earliest memories.

My father would occasionally poke his head into the kitchen for a can of pop or a Thüringer sandwich or to forage for fresh silver-dollar rolls from Magda’s cousin Mildred. But the minute a neighbor opened the kitchen’s side door, never knocking first, my father skedaddled to his shed or into town and made himself scarce.

The kitchen was my grandmother’s domain.



John strangled the steering wheel, focusing hard to avoid swerving from nerves or the six-pack of Schell’s he’d handily consumed at the park. As the houses thinned on the road west of town, he eased the truck onto a dirt road that cut through one of the innumerable cornfields around Friedrich. Impulse took over, and I did something that generally went against everything my grandmother had ever taught me.



They called us many words over the centuries—seers, energy healers, alchemists, shamans, magicians, heretics. Magda preferred to call us practitioners, or when muttering in her inherited mix of Alemannic German and English, Doggderin. She hated that one word that persisted, chasing us through the generations—witch. That word made us outsiders, instead of the pillars of the community we had become over the years.

My family had lived and worked in the farm country around Friedrich for over a century, since my relatives from the Black Forest made their way across the ocean, through the Port of New Orleans, and up the Mississippi River to the jeweled sky and lake-dotted prairie lands of Minnesota territory before the North Star State was a state. The men of the family had various jobs over the generations—hardscrabble farmers, cavalrymen, merchants, and later, lawyers and millers.

My father, Jacob, grew up in Friedrich to become a sort of mover and shaker about town in his own right. He ran a handful of flour mills and grain elevators with his brothers and his father, a first-generation Dutch immigrant, and somehow found time to sit on the town’s chamber of commerce. As I grew older, I learned it was actually Magda’s influence that put him there, and I wondered how that made my father feel.

There, in the southern-facing kitchen of the Watry house, was where the real family business happened: spells, charms, and energy healing—whatever the people of Friedrich might need to protect their homes and families from the everyday dangers of bad fortune or weather, or petty hexing wars among neighbors.



I took John’s hand in the dim light of the cab, closing my eyes as I silently cast out to connect to the powerful energy field my grandmother had taught me to call the ice floe. As I burst through the barrier between the spirit world and ours, a frozen river of light opened before me in my mind’s eye, a pure energy river separating life and death and encompassing all of the past, present, and future at once. It was the source of my power, the source of the ancient magic Magda had passed down to me, and visible only to those with our capabilities.

An explosion of light, energy, life force exploded forth from my and John’s clasped hands, visible only to me through eyes capable of seeing the other side. I followed our entwined lights forward, not to see the future exactly, but for some hint of how things would turn out with John. Truthfully, I wanted anything to tell me how far I should go with him, since my gut didn’t seem to have the answer.

My own emerald-green energy burned brightly and jogged ahead; John’s soft lavender energy, as unique to him as a fingerprint, floated behind. I felt myself leaning forward at the edge of my mind’s eye and glimpsed a shadow of a fork, our energies splitting away from each other. But the river of invisible energy bucked wildly and threw me back into the present moment, a reminder of the dangers of soothsaying Magda warned against.

I plunged back into the darkness of the El Camino, gasping as if emerging from an actual frozen river. John nodded slowly, lips pursed, turning toward the window, and pulled his hand away from me.

“I wish you wouldn’t read me without asking,” he said, gazing out into the pitch-black cornfield.

“I didn’t mean to—” I started, then sighed. “Sorry. I let my guard down for a second, and you know how it pulls me in sometimes,” I said, not entirely a lie. After all, John had heard me say for two years how thin the veil was between the worlds, how the spirit world tugged at me every time I closed my eyes at night.

It was a grave offense but worth it, I figured. I cracked a small smile and looked at him through the hair that fell across my face, knowing I looked every bit as nervous and shy as he did every time we were alone together, every time he thought he might get some. I slid across the bench, and he softened. He pulled me onto his lap, and I kissed him deeply, all the while anxious that my unwelcome reading would be the final straw that broke John’s patience for me and my family’s strange ways. But then he hooked his thumbs in my waistband, surprisingly suave for the big-handed farm boy, and I was relieved to feel his annoyance fall away as male biology took over.

John explored my mouth and neck, working his way down toward my breasts beneath the open V of my blouse. He tentatively rested one hand on my breast but didn’t dare venture further. I let my hair fall forward to graze his face and tried to tune out all the voices that told me I shouldn’t be doing what I was doing. I desperately wanted to be outside myself, to enjoy what was happening, but the steering wheel digging into my back, and John’s obvious maleness pressing against his fly and my thighs, brought me crashing back into myself.

As John’s attention slid lower, I guided his mouth back up to my lips, a firm hand on either side of his face. His cheeks were flushed warm with sweat and excitement.

“We shouldn’t,” I whispered.

John groaned and buried his face into the exposed skin of my shoulder. I worried that he would be disappointed, that he’d think I was a tease. I felt pressure—from my family, and Magda in particular—to keep him happy, to keep him interested. I knew John was as good as they came in Friedrich, but the further we went, the more serious our relationship became, it felt less like falling in love and more like a foregone conclusion.

“You sure?” he asked, his lips brushing against my bare clavicle.

Still, a primal longing rose deep in my belly, an emptiness I didn’t recognize, straining toward release, but the unfamiliar and my inexperience took me out of the moment. Is this normal? Is this what everyone feels? Am I doing it right?

“I can’t,” I said louder, untangling myself from his limbs and the steering wheel.

John shrugged but couldn’t suppress a sigh. He recovered quickly, flashing me his easy smile across the sudden distance between us.

“It’s okay,” John said. “We have all the time in the world now.”

I flinched involuntarily when he said it.

We were quiet on the drive home. John smiled to himself, dumbly satisfied—he had gotten to second base, after all—as I prayed my father, or worse, Magda, wouldn’t be waiting up for me.
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Introduction


Perfect for fans of Practical Magic and The Lager Queen of Minnesota: A coming-of-age novel following three generations of witches in the 1960s, this enchanting and heartwarming debut explores the importance of family and the delight and heartbreak of discovering who you truly are.

It’s 1968, and the Watry-Ridder family is feared and respected in equal measure. The local farmers seek out their water charms, the teenagers their love spells. The family’s charms and spells, passed down through generations of witches descending from the Black Forest, have long served the small town of Friedrich, Minnesota.

Eldest daughter Elisabeth has just graduated high school—she is expected to hone her supernatural abilities to take over for her grandmother, the indomitable Magda. She’s also expected to marry her high school sweetheart and live the rest of her life in Friedrich. But all she can ask is, why her? Why is her path set in stone, and what else might be out there for her?

She soon discovers that magic isn’t the only thing inherited in her family. That magic also comes with a great price—and a big family secret. The more she digs, the more questions she has, and the less she trusts the grandmother she thought she knew. Who is Elisabeth without her family? She must ultimately decide what she’s willing to sacrifice for her family, for their secrets and their magic, or risk it all to pave her own way.

Navigating the bittersweet tension between self-discovery and living up to familial expectations, What We Sacrifice for Magic is a touching look at coming into one’s own.






Twenty-Two


When I woke up with a start, one of many times that night, I realized that my dreamcatcher still hung in Friedrich. Even as the ice floe was undetectable during the day, the door to the other side was flung wide open when I closed my eyes. A flood of voices rushed at me to tell their stories that night, so many untethered spirits searching for a friendly energy.

Around that aptly named witching hour, I gave up on sleep and lay awake studying the room. My body was exhausted, but I couldn’t make myself close my eyes and venture unguarded into the spirit world again. Without my dreamcatcher and without Magda’s cedar chest nearby, I feared I wouldn’t have the strength to draw the veil between worlds firmly back into place.

Streetlights outside on Marquette Avenue lit the room with a milky haze. It didn’t look anything like it did during the day. An insidious shape hung across the second-floor window, swaying slightly. I reminded myself, There’s an elm tree there on the sidewalk. An unidentifiable form occupied the desk chair, making it look like someone sitting there, like one old woman in particular come to hunt me down.

My heart raced as I told myself it was nothing, nothing at all in that chair. But I was alone in a big city, and I was drunk. The pit in my stomach grew and my eyes ached as I stared at the ceiling. But I refused to look at the chair and acknowledge who or what lurked there.

I must have fallen asleep at some point, because I was abruptly awakened by the clanging of the bell for breakfast. Solstice, Magda, the fire—it all came back to me in a rush. That really happened quickly followed by Oh God, what did I do?

Groggy and shocked that it was six AM already, I felt like I had a mouth full of cotton. I finally understood that phrase. I sat up slowly and forced my gaze on the suspiciously empty chair. I laughed unconvincingly at my fear and racing heart of the night before, but I knew all too well that an empty chair in the morning didn’t mean I had been unwatched at night. I shook my head to banish the all-too-familiar form from my mind. It was a dream, I told myself with false conviction. A drunken dream.

My head pounding and with no responsibilities, no one waiting on me, I decided to forgo breakfast and closed my eyes again.



I awoke hours later to bright sunlight. The halls were quiet, as most of the other good Catholic girls of St. Kate’s must have been off to mass and other Sunday doings. I hauled my body, heavy as lead, down the hall toward the showers. But when I saw the second-floor phone booth, I felt a jolt of energy from Dorothy. I hesitated, staring. Do I have to? I asked.

Images of Mary and our house on Lake Street zapped through my mind.

I didn’t want to, but Dorothy was right. I should probably let someone know I was safe.

If you say so.

I pulled the door shut behind me, picked up the receiver, and recited the numbers by heart for the operator.

I was relieved when Mary answered the phone the way Magda insisted. “Hello, Watry residence. Who’s calling, please?”

My mind scrambled for the right thing to say. My tongue froze in my mouth. What must she think of me? Mary saw Magda cast on me first, right?

“Lisbett?” Mary whispered on the other end of the line. Of course she knew it was me, even before I spoke.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked. “Is Harry’s …?” I couldn’t finish.

“It’s not good,” Mary said quietly. “Where are you? Magda’s, well, she’s mad, but it will blow over … It will be better to face her.”

I was scared to ask, but I had to. “What … what happened at Harry’s? Did anybody …?” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Harry’s is gone,” Mary snapped.

“What do you mean?”

Mary didn’t answer, and I began to panic. “Mary! What do you mean?”

“No one died,” Mary said finally. “But just barely. Mr. Raymond is in the hospital.”

The mustachioed face of Harry’s line cook flashed through my mind. “Oh God,” I croaked. What did I do? “Mare, I’ve gotta go,” I said in a rush. “I wanted to tell you I’m safe. Don’t come looking for me. I love you. Be good.”

“Lisbett!” Mary yelled as I hovered the receiver over the hook. I set it down like I was laying it to rest.

I stumbled back down the hall toward my room in a daze. It had been a mistake to call. What if Magda could trace me? What if they came for me? Who am I kidding? Magda probably already knows, I thought.

I can’t go back there.

I needed a plan. I had enough cash for one more week at St. Kate’s, but if I was going to stay in Minneapolis, I’d need to think of something, fast. I let myself lie back on the ugly yellow coverlet and mope for a half hour. I felt very alone and very far from home. My mind wandered back to Magda and Mom and Mary and what they all must be thinking about my out-of-control magic and Harry’s and, God forbid, what the town must be thinking of our family in the wake of it all. Was my family safe? Would our neighbors try to run us out of town after such a dangerous display? But no, surely Magda wouldn’t allow that, I told myself.

I was plagued, too, by the fear that Mary and Mom hadn’t seen Magda cast on me first. Maybe they thought I was the aggressor. I felt a masochistic pull to cast out the ice floe for Mary and see what she really thought. But it would be like looking into the sun. I knew I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t tear myself away from the empire of secrets that was my family.

I was about to head to the showers when the dinner bell rang. I wanted to ignore it and hide out with my feelings, but my stomach gurgled at the thought of food. I threw on my same dirty jeans and blouse, the only outfit I had packed for Annie’s, and headed downstairs begrudgingly.

The tables were full already with chattering young women in their Sunday clothes. I was hoping to blend in, mind my own business, but it was hard in such close quarters. I took an empty chair at a table already seating five girls, where the same brunette from the previous night watched me with mild curiosity. She elbowed her friend in the high-necked blouse and announced loudly to the table, “All right girls, we have a fresh body. What’s she need to know?”

I felt myself blush as the other girls stopped their conversations and turned to me. So much for going unnoticed. I started to cut my chicken, waiting to be appraised.

A plain-faced blonde on my right leaned over and stage-whispered dramatically for the table’s benefit, “The chicken’s okay, but the Salisbury steak is crap. Make dinner plans for Wednesday nights.”

A big-boned girl across from the blonde shrugged. “I don’t think it’s that bad …”

“The macaroni’s okay,” another girl admitted with a shrug.

“Don’t ever expect to see a vegetable.”

“Check your packed lunch before you walk away at breakfast. Sometimes girls trade or pinch things from the sacks.”

“They pack us lunch?” I asked.

“Every weekday. Brown bag, peanut butter on white bread, apple, chocolate chip cookie,” another girl answered.

“Sister Margaret farts,” the blonde dramatically whispered again, “a lot. Don’t sit next to her.” That was met with a burst of giggles that drew the sharp eyes of the sisters at the front of the room.

I laughed genuinely with them. This isn’t so bad, I thought. As the laughter petered out, I offered, “I’m Elisabeth.”

The brunette gave a little wave across the table. “Bridget,” she said, motioning for the other girls to introduce themselves.

There were three Marys, an Anne, and two Katherines. They came from all over the state, and a few, like the blonde, Diane, were from Illinois or Wisconsin.

Bridget’s eyes wandered over me again as she sipped her coffee. “How old are you?”

“Eighteen,” I said.

Bridget nodded. “I’m nineteen.”

I tried to not show my surprise. It was hard to believe that this confident woman, who seemed to know things about the world, was barely a year older than me.

“Do you have a job lined up?” Bridget asked.

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

She set her coffee cup down and seemed to consider me again, deciding if she liked me.

I must have passed the test, because she said, “I’m a full-time nanny for a family in Lowry Hill. They asked me to babysit Tuesday, but I have a date with Richie—that’s my boyfriend. I can give them your name if you’re up for it?”

Babysitting sounded like a dream, although I would’ve accepted anything in that moment for the money. “Yes!” I said with a little too much enthusiasm. “I mean, that would be great. Thank you. Really, it’s so nice of you.”

“Good thinking,” Diane said. “I might be able to get you an interview with my department at Dayton’s. I’m in women’s ready-to-wear on the fifth floor.” She frowned at me then. “We’ll need to do something about your clothes, though.”

Bridget laughed at that. “Well, she’s right,” she said with a broad smile, waving a hand in my direction for emphasis. “Or you can always borrow things for now.”

“Thank you,” I said, my eyes welling up with gratitude.

A wave of relief washed over me. These girls didn’t have to be nice to me. They didn’t have to help me. But here they were, welcoming me into their fold. I was grateful. It wasn’t a long-term plan, but it was enough to buy me time to figure out what I was going to do, what I might want to do.

I forced myself to head for the showers first as I contemplated my next move. Standing under a stream of lukewarm water with my heart racing in my chest, I realized it was going to be harder to disown my magical birthright than I had ever imagined. Even though I had tried to disconnect myself from the ice floe and Dorothy was doing her best to shield me, the connection was still there, just beneath the surface, the minute I was careless or emotional enough. It was too easy to reach through and grab it again. I wanted to explore a life for myself that was entirely different from what Magda had wanted for me, but so far, every road had brought me right back into Magda’s orbit.

As my heart rate slowed, my mind wandered back to Nick the bartender, the only bright spot in an exhausting twenty-four hours. The thought of Nick’s hard, lean arms popped into my head, followed by those strong hands pouring a cold draft of Milwaukee’s finest, and after that … those strong hands in my hair, on my body … Anything to make me feel better about Harry’s and Mr. Raymond.

I shook my head to clear the thought. Nick and the bar would have to wait for another day. I needed to save my money. I would need money if I was going to get out of St. Kate’s, away from where Magda already knew I was. I towel-dried my hair and wrestled it into a plain braid as best I could—I wish Mary was here, I thought with a pang to my heart—then knocked on Diane’s door to see about borrowing clothes to look for a job on Monday.






Twenty-Seven


That evening after supper, I made my way back to Nick’s bar, creeping along alleys and side streets for the few short blocks from St. Kate’s. The last of the day’s heat seeped from the concrete sidewalks, and my energy floated away with it. But as I pushed open the heavy wooden door to Radgard’s, I shook it off and stepped tentatively forward into my new skin. Who was I going to be?

I was surprised to hear Dionne Warwick triumphantly belting from the jukebox. The regulars have good taste, I thought.

The local barflies were already parked at the far end, hunched on their respective stools. Nick looked up from behind the bar, where he stood pouring a draft, as I walked in. I smiled and met his gaze but suddenly felt like I was moving too slowly, only playing unconvincingly at fitting into his bohemian, carefree life. I shook it off, laughing out loud at myself, not caring if he thought I was childish.

This isn’t you, whispered a small, familiar voice in the back of my mind. A tiny part of me feared it sounded like Magda, that she had eyes on me somehow.

No way, I reassured myself. I can do what I want for once in my life.

“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” Nick asked as I pulled up a stool in front of him. “What did you get up to this afternoon?”

Nick’s easy manner, and that dimple in his cheek, quickly replenished my flagging confidence, and I leaned forward, lips pursed, to let him kiss me across the bar.

“Just catching up with my family,” I said. It was almost true, depending on how you looked at Magda’s raven. Nick’s face registered faint curiosity at the mention of my family, and I asked, “How was practice?” changing the subject neatly before he could ask me anything else.

He flashed a smile. His dimple appeared, turning my legs to jelly beneath me.

“Hiawatha Man rocked today. This weekend’s gonna be great,” Nick said. “Will you, uh, be around for that?”

I knew what came next. What’s the plan? What are you doing here? Where are you staying?

But Nick didn’t ask me any of those things. He waited, watching me through dark lashes over his light, golden eyes. Nick was nervous, I realized, taking in the furrow of his brow, the downward turn at the corner of his lips. He was waiting for me to step forward into his life or else turn tail where I had come from for good.

I was struck with the distinct knowledge that I would disappoint Nick too, like I had John; it was the only option with my half-heart. True love would never be for me, even if I gave up magic. Could I hope for the next-best thing from Nick? What, companionship? Or at the very least, the bodily delights I lacked with John? I blushed, thinking of Nick’s gorgeous body in the hazy light through his dirty windows.

I was tempted to cast out the ice floe and read Nick. What will happen to you, golden boy? Will I disappoint you too? I asked him silently with my eyes.

“Sure,” I said, attempting coolness.

Even if he wanted to ask me those other questions, Nick said nothing. He must have realized by then that I had said nothing substantial about home or what I was doing in Minneapolis. Surely he’d noticed my scant funds, the hungry look in my eyes, and my dirty blue jeans. I feared I reeked of desperation despite my best attempts to put on the thick skin of a runaway. But if Nick noticed, he said nothing.

“You’ll be there,” he said, his brow smoothing again. “I’m sure of it.”

“Sure.”

Nick started making me a drink without asking what I wanted.

“A bourbon old-fashioned. You’ll like it,” he said as he set a lowball with a fragrant orange twist before me, like he was already the authority on what I liked. This both annoyed and excited me.

One sniff nearly singed my nostrils. I took a sip and flinched at the burn, blinking hard.

“Where are you staying in town?” Nick asked gently, finally voicing that delicate matter between us.

Blood pounded in my ears. This is it, I thought. I’m caught.

“Technically,” I said, looking away, “St. Kate’s Dormitory. You wouldn’t believe what a tight ship those penguins run.” I grinned.

Nick grimaced in fake horror. “Well then. You must be giving them a run for their money.”

I swallowed hard. What kind of woman did he think I was, breaking all the dormitory rules? But then again, wasn’t I? I smiled, unable to speak—from the liquor burn in my chest, from the hot shame flushing across my cheeks.

Nick leaned across the bar and whispered in my ear, “I can’t wait to take you home again.”

I didn’t know what to say and lifted my drink to my mouth to cover my awkwardness. I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but I was afraid of what Dorothy had warned. I hadn’t left Friedrich and embarrassed John just to lose myself in another man. As fun as it was to pretend I was a woman with a full heart, I wasn’t. I had the distinct feeling I would only let Nick down too.

When Nick sidled away to serve another patron, I quickly finished my drink. Feeling sad, I made a lame excuse about being back at St. Kate’s before curfew. I would try to save Nick from my half-heartedness, at least for another day.






Epilogue


Six weeks later, on the morning of the autumnal equinox—when day and night, light and dark, are in perfect harmony—Mary and I were in the kitchen showing Cousin Mildred how to wrap herbs and twigs and other elements into beacons. Unsurprisingly, Mary was a more patient teacher than I.

Little by little, we had been teaching Mildred what Mary and I had been taught as children. She came over a few times a week, and it delighted me to see the septuagenarian take to creating water charms and other fundamentals. She asked for hexes once in a while, but we tried to gently guide her to more practical applications of her still-nascent magic.

As clients began to return to our kitchen after the Lion’s Gate, Mom mostly left us to it, but when Cousin Mildred came around, Mom assumed her mother’s role as Kaffeeklatscherin, gossiping with her second cousin once removed. Mildred took her new role in the family very seriously and became another set of eyes and ears around town for us, taking the temperature of our neighbors and their comfort level with the local witches.

In an attempt to make up for what had happened on Solstice, we were doing an open house of sorts on the equinox. In the preceding weeks, when we were sure that our powers were at full strength, as Mary became more and more comfortable with the full secrets of the cedar chest at her fingertips, Dad had spread the word around town: everyone was invited. We would see clients in the afternoon, and then around an enormous—but controlled—bonfire in the evening, our clients would light their own bespoke beacons to draw our full power behind their intentions for the coming season.

It was my attempt to humble myself before our neighbors, to make good in a more public way. I had visited with Harry and Mr. Raymond individually after the binding spell. Both were apprehensive to see me, especially Mr. Raymond. But Harry seemed open to letting me make it up to him. We brainstormed a list of 101 ways I could help him rebuild from the gutted shell of the old supper club. We would start with a tithing, taking more cash payments where possible for the foreseeable future to funnel any additional funds into the rebuilding.

With Mildred and Mary steadily cranking out beacons and Mom restocking the armoire with the herbs and crystals and candles and other supplies we would need, I wandered outside to check on the day’s other projects.



As the equinox approached, the date that was originally going to bind my heart to our magic for good, Mary was feeling more and more comfortable with her new abilities, learning how the mysteries of the cedar chest worked, delighting in the limitlessness of her new skills. She pushed herself to take on the more challenging clients who were returning in numbers that were almost what they were before Solstice, and I was content to take on energy readings and love charms and whatever else came my way. After my hiatus, practicing in any way felt good. It felt good to be of service.

It had also taken Mary a few weeks to get used to the feeling of a half-heart. I didn’t know what to tell her, since it was all I had known. I didn’t know anything to compare the feeling to, the sense of loss she was feeling. Mom was more helpful there, remembering the sudden transition when she bound her whole heart to Mary.

“It was like a curtain fell,” Mom told us one morning over coffee while we waited for clients in August. She searched for the words, something that still gave her trouble. “One day my heart was full of love for your father and my daughter and my father Earl and even Mother, despite our rift. And the next, well, I still cared for your father and Elisabeth, of course, but it was different. The depth was gone. It was like when you walk into a room and forget what you came for. I knew I was supposed to be feeling something, but it was just gone.”

Mary nodded. “It’s different for me. I still have half my heart. It’s like there’s a crack of light from the doorway, but I can’t figure out how to open it further.”

“You mean for Tim?” I asked.

Mary blushed furiously. “Yeah. I want to feel something more, but I don’t know if I can.”

“That’s how it feels for me. With John …” I sighed. That was still painful, like pressing on a bruise. “I knew I was supposed to love him more, like he said he loved me. But I just couldn’t. I couldn’t figure out how to make myself feel more.”

“What about Nick?” Mary asked.

I glanced at Mom, who was suddenly very busy stirring her coffee. I didn’t know what she knew yet about Nick. Mary would mention him in passing every so often, and Mom would studiously feign ignorance, letting me keep it to myself until I was ready. We were still rebuilding our relationship, and after so many years of her chosen silence, Mom wouldn’t pry. She would let me come to her. It was frustrating, but I knew it would take time.

“Nick … was different. I don’t quite know how to describe it, but I knew I wanted to feel more.” When I thought of Nick, I thought of wanting, and choice, and desire. Maybe it wasn’t love, or whatever would be possible with a half-heart, but it was different than the weight of obligation I felt when I thought of John.

Mary smiled. “I know what you mean,” she said.

It was strange—we were unused to speaking so openly with each other. We’d had our ups and downs, but since Magda’s passing, the house on Lake Street had felt more open and filled with light than I had ever known it. In a house where we could invariably read one another and know exactly what the others were thinking, I felt like I could finally breathe when I said all the thoughts out loud that I would have buried before Solstice.

“Have you called him yet?” Mary asked.

I shook my head, blushing. At that, Mary left me alone, and we fell silent, a triad of Watry women contemplating our coffee.



Outside, my father, Grandpa Ridder, and Uncle Dan were scrutinizing the house. Mary and I had worked hard in the weeks after the Lion’s Gate to put Magda’s fortifying charms back into place, but with Magda gone, my father was ready to take on a larger role in the upkeep of the house. He was ready to gut the place and redo all the haphazard additions that had been slapped on over the years. With the excuse of the equinox open house, Dad had asked his brother and father to come and draw plans with him. They might be millers by trade, but the Ridder men were also meticulous planners and opinionated tinkers. Grandma Ridder opted to stay home, though.

I joined the Ridder men on their inspection of the exterior, shadowing them as they measured and jotted down notes. I was making mental notes myself of what could be charmed in the meantime and what needed to be fully torn apart, when that same borrowed Chevy pulled up in front of the house.

I was astonished. It had been nearly two months since I had seen Nick. I had thought about calling him at least once a week, but as Mary and I were focused on restoring what had been broken, rebuilding, and helping the county rebound from drought and fire and fear, it felt like too much. My heart swelled in relief and joy when I saw how good he looked—healthy, well rested, and sharply dressed in clean brown corduroys and a red sweater. He looked like life had generally turned in his favor, and that instantly made me happy to see him looking well.

I resisted the urge to cast and read him. With my abilities restored, I had been using magic with abandon, even for little things like toasting bread, which Magda would have vehemently disapproved of. But I controlled myself in that moment. I would learn, in time, how things had been going for Nick, if he wanted to tell me.

I strode forward to greet him as he walked up the driveway, before my father or grandfather or uncle could ask questions. They paused their conversation to watch, curious. It was all I could do to stop myself from running into Nick’s arms. I wasn’t able to love him fully, but I certainly missed him.

“Hi,” I said, stopping an arm’s length away. I wrapped my arms around myself, partially against the September chill, partially to prevent myself from reaching for Nick, an automatic instinct, even after months of being apart.

“Hi yourself,” Nick said, the dimple popping in his cheek. The sun reflected off the lake behind him, the shore lined with the first hint of leaves changing colors.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. It wasn’t an accusation.

Nick smiled. “I know you said you’d tell me when you’re ready, but I hoped … and Mary said—”

“You’ve been talking to Mary?”

I shot a look back at the house. There was a slight movement, the curtains swaying in the window above the kitchen sink. I cast out for Mary and immediately found her sunny yellow energy hovering in the kitchen. What did you do? I pulsed at her.

You’re welcome, she pulsed back.

I rolled my eyes, but I wasn’t mad.

“She might have called me. Is that okay?” Nick asked. He looked down at me through his long eyelashes, speaking gently, like I was a deer or some other easily spookable woodland creature.

I nodded. “Yes,” I practically whispered, my voice catching with emotion.

Nick dropped his gaze, bashful. “So,” he said after a beat, “I was thinking about pitching the band to play weddings and things out here at the new country club.”

At that, I tilted my head and raised my eyebrows playfully. “Okay, Mary must have given you that idea.”

He laughed. “Maybe. Would that be all right with you? If I was here more often?”

“That would be lovely.”

Nick grinned and I returned it, my cheeks already aching from smiling. With the equinox sun on my face and ignoring my family in close proximity, I reached for Nick’s hand.

“Come on,” I said, tugging him toward the house. “Would you like to see a bit of our work? We’re having our neighbors over for a special event this evening.”

“I may have heard something about that,” Nick said with a chuckle.

Thanks, Mare, I pulsed at my sister—my partner, my other half—who was definitely watching us from the kitchen. Nick’s hand was strong and solid and warm, and I felt the wonderful feeling—and knew that Mary would feel it too—of possibility blossoming in my heart.






Twenty-Five


I woke with a start, sweating. My mind was blank for a moment as I came out of the dream world. I realized with a jolt that I had been dreaming of John. Try as I might, I couldn’t recall the details of the dream. But John’s face was fresh in my mind, his voice lingering in my ear, and I felt guilty as Nick snored lightly with both arms stretched above his head.

The early-morning sunlight flooded Nick’s tiny room from the row of windows above his guitars, illuminating all the dinginess and mess I hadn’t seen the night before. I closed my eyes and, nestled under the covers, itched to cast out the ice floe for John. But I wouldn’t break my own rules again. I couldn’t dare expose myself to Magda again. Besides, what would I even see if I looked in on John? He’d be awake and moving ahead of the world on the farm, and he would be as betrayed as Mary when I called home. I had forfeited the right to gaze upon his life when I boarded that Greyhound.

I closed my eyes tight. I chose this. I wanted this. I snuggled into Nick’s side but couldn’t fall asleep again. My body thrummed with energy—excitement and that persistent underpinning of guilt for John, for Solstice, for Harry’s and Mr. Raymond, for the look on my mother’s face when she turned away from me and the anger and disappointment in Mary’s voice when I called. I thought once again, Did they see that Magda started it? But it didn’t matter. I was still guilty for trying to embarrass Magda, for letting it get out of control.

Still, I felt undeniably alive as I listened to the steady rise and fall of Nick’s breath. I was sure I had done something no woman in my family had done before me. This was all mine. It was difficult to imagine my mother or Magda as young, wild women, or as anything like me at all. They were supposed to be my people, but I had felt invisible among them, or worse, like an outsider. The Watry name was supposed to mean something, but I couldn’t imagine any other Watry woman burning the supper club to ashes, running away from home, or spending the night with a strange man, let alone doing all three.

I sighed and pressed my cheek into Nick’s chest. I willed him silently to wake up and hold me, or better yet, to kiss me again—so different from the fumbling in John’s truck—but I was content to lie there against Nick’s hot, smooth skin, brushing his scar absently with my thumb, further delaying whatever flack I’d catch from the sisters.



Nick awoke with a yawn and a stretch that pulled his whole body taut beneath my cheek. It was well after ten AM. I couldn’t think of a time when I had stayed in bed that late on a weekday when I wasn’t sick.

I felt Nick watching me, checking to see if I was awake, and turned to look up at him, digging my chin into his chest.

“There you are,” he said.

“Here I am,” I said, uncertain.

“What are we gonna do today?” Nick asked sleepily, surprising me yet again.

“Oh,” I wondered out loud, “I wasn’t sure if last night was … if this was … a one-night thing?”

His laugh came out a sudden, belly-shaking bark.

“Oh, geez.” His golden eyes creased in amusement as he ran a hand through his hair. “Last night was nice,” he said. “But I’d like to see you in daylight too. I have practice with the guys at three, then back to the soul-sucking pit at five for the evening shift. I’m yours until then.”

I was relieved that Nick didn’t ask where I was staying or what I was doing in the Cities. I didn’t know what I would’ve said, and I didn’t want to lie to him, but I also didn’t want to tell him the whole ugly truth. Even as he slid over and made room for me in his life and his bed, I wasn’t sure if he wanted me around to fend off his own dark thoughts or if he really liked me.

Dorothy? I asked tentatively, lest she have any opinions. But no, it seemed I was on my own. I briefly wondered how much trouble I would be in when I finally went back to St. Kate’s, but I figured in for a penny, in for a pound.

“Let’s start with breakfast,” I suggested.



We sat on the same side of a red-plastic booth in a family restaurant near Nick’s house, away from the roaring river and busy downtown. We drank scalding black coffee out of stained porcelain mugs and talked of nothing in particular.

When I hesitated to order, acutely aware of the last bills stuffed in my pocket, Nick said, “My treat.”

I asked for pancakes. Nicked ordered an obscene amount of food for two people. We were quiet waiting for the food, two grinning, sleep-deprived idiots in the corner booth.

“I can’t believe you’re still here,” Nick said, bashful in the light of day.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked in mock offense.

“Most girls leave before breakfast,” he said, pinching my thigh under the table. “But you were crazy enough to suggest it. Bold.”

My heart dropped into my stomach at the mention of other girls, but I tried to ignore it. What did I know of Nick’s life anyway?

“I have never been so hungry in my life,” I said, raising my eyebrows at him.

It was true. There was an appetite awakened in me like I had never known.

“And I … I thought I may have scared you off,” Nick said, dropping his gaze.

“No,” I said. “And I am sorry about your dad.”

“Thanks,” he said quietly.

A waitress arrived bearing hot plates heaped with golden-brown pancakes and pats of melting butter, blueberry syrup for me and maple syrup for Nick, eggs over-easy with crispy edges, fluffy scrambled eggs, and a mound of thick-cut bacon. We barely had enough room to navigate between all the plates and sauces and jelly packets, my elbow knocking Nick in the ribs as I cut my pancakes.

I watched as Nick doused his eggs with ketchup—reminding me of Mary, who did the same thing—and my heart ached again beneath the easy, flirty mood of the morning.



After Nick paid the tab, we wandered through the neighborhood hand in hand. Nick would pause to point out buildings or landmarks or local curiosities of varying importance.

“That’s the WCCO station that broadcasts all of the Twins games.”

“That’s where my buddy Greg fell asleep in the bushes when he was drunk.”

“That’s the new record store where I’ve been jamming with the guys sometimes,” he said with a proud smile, stopping in front of a large storefront plastered with album covers and promo posters.

A neon sign declared the head-scratching name that was yet to become a Minneapolis institution: Electric Fetus.

“Let’s go in,” I said. Scandalized as I was, I was intrigued.

My eyes could barely take in all the artist and band names announced in the window, a treasure trove of music new to me. I could imagine nothing better than wandering the aisles and discovering new music with the handsome musician on my arm.

Nick flashed that heart-stopping smile at me. “You’re the boss. Lead the way.”

A long-haired man behind the counter was deep in conversation with a young man with a magnificent Afro. Neither of them looked up when we came in, despite the peal of bells over our heads. The long-haired man—Is he the owner? Could a man with hair like that own a store like this?—smashed his index finger down adamantly on the glass display for emphasis. A few other young people browsed the aisles or flipped leisurely through the wooden bins of records. A few people listened to records on competing stereo sets in the back of the store, a guitar solo floating over a woman’s folksy alto.

As the young Black man threw up his hands and admitted defeat in whatever greatest-musician-of-our-time argument he and the other man had been engaged in and stepped back, I saw the peace flag draped across the glass display. I had seen the flag printed in the papers or Time magazine before but couldn’t remember seeing one in person, certainly not in any of the antiquated establishments in Friedrich. It struck me as an instant declaration of what kind of place this was and the free-spirited, opinionated young people who frequented it. I wondered if I could be one of them. I wondered if Nick already thought I was.

We spent over an hour lazily browsing through the bins. Nick smiled politely as I pulled out my favorites, the Righteous Brothers and that ubiquitous Minnesotan native son Dylan, but his eyes lit up when I held up Aftermath.

“This,” I said. “I heard this on the radio a few weeks ago.”

“You like the Stones?” Nick said with an eyebrow raised in scrutiny. “You continue to impress me.”

We sank into mismatched chairs in the back of the store and listened to the first side straight through. Nick reached for my hand, and I let him take it. We weren’t sitting close enough for a good grip, but I liked the gesture, holding hands by our outstretched fingertips.

I was struck by this strange microcosm of Minneapolis and how it felt worlds away from anything I had known in my small town. I had never before imagined the possibility of spending an entire day in a record store, doing essentially nothing all day. It made me feel itchy, like there was something I was forgetting. I tried to push the feeling away and lose myself in the music, but the magic of the moment was gone.

“Don’t you have somewhere you need to be?” I asked Nick, attempting a casual tone to cover my rising anxiety.

He glanced at the scratched watch on his wrist. “Are you trying to get rid of me?” he said. “I have all the time in the world for you … well, another half hour at least.” I recalled with a shudder John making an almost identical declaration in absolute earnest.

Nick made a face as a couple of teenagers—younger than me, anyway—started blasting Yellow Submarine through the second hi-fi. “On second thought,” he said, “let’s get out of here.”



A few stores down, something in the window caught my eye. A mannequin modeled a slip dress with a scandalously low back that looked like something Jane Birkin would wear.

“Ooh,” I marveled, then felt childish.

I had never been one for fashion. That was Annie’s department. But images of my new runaway bohemian lifestyle flashed through my head, and that dress, everything in that window, appealed more than the conservative dresses and sweater sets of the St. Kate’s girls.

Nick watched me, amused. “Let’s check it out,” he suggested.

Among the neat rows of clean linens and loose, flowing cottons, I felt more embarrassed than ever by the same dirty jeans that were all Nick had seen me in. I couldn’t borrow clothes from the girls forever. The dwindling cash from Grandpa Ridder called to me.

“Do you mind if I get a few things?” I said to Nick in as casual a tone as I could muster.

He shrugged and leaned against the wall by the door.

“Take your time,” he said.

I grabbed a few shirts, and when I was sure Nick wasn’t watching, I stuffed a handful of underwear underneath the clothing slung over my arm, not stopping to confirm colors or sizes. I hesitated in front of the Jane Birkin dress, deliberating about the cost, which was nearly everything I had earned babysitting.

“I’ll get it for you,” Nick said, suddenly at my side. “It will look nice on you.”

“Thank you,” I practically whispered, too dumbfounded to protest, humbled by the man at my side, who was as kind as he was quick. I was sure he didn’t have the money to spare either, which made the gift mean that much more.

With a large shopping bag secured over my shoulder, I was one step closer to my daydream of swirling in loose fabric with bared legs and shoulders in the front row at Nick’s gigs, one step closer to a new life.

We wandered the neighborhood for a while longer before giving in to the subtle downhill slope toward the river, across the famous Stone Arch Bridge, to watch the water pour down the falls. Nick was quiet beside me as I took it all in—the river, the falls, Gold Medal Flour standing proudly over the riverbanks. The sound of the water was painful to me as it crashed over stone. The water wasn’t clear enough to see fish or vegetation, but I could feel the energy of living things in the mist. My hands itched to cast, and the longing in my chest for magic took my breath away.

My body was telling me it had been four days since I’d swum in Clear Lake, four days without cleansing myself of the fire. Four interminably long days with only stagnant, captive water in showers and city pipes. Four days since Harry’s had burned to the ground. Four days since that fire within me had become uncontrollable. Four days without the ice floe magic that flooded my veins.

Nick watched me, a curious look on his face. I reached over and squeezed his hand, breaking from my reverie.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked quietly.

Fire and water and magic, I wanted to say. I’m a witch and need to balance the elements within me or I feel off-kilter and itchy, and I need badly to bathe in living water. I need to atone.

“This place is beautiful,” I said instead—true, but certainly not the whole truth.

He nodded, accepting that I wasn’t going to tell him more.

“St. Anthony Falls,” Nick said, pointing to the lock and dam. “I like coming here to watch the boats pass through. Like, who was standing here a hundred years ago and thought, I’ve got an idea, and made this happen? It boggles my mind sometimes.”

“It’s amazing what men can do when they’re not busy fighting wars,” I said, before I could talk myself out of saying the first thing that came to mind. I smiled and waited for him to think I was weird.

But Nick smiled back. “Right on,” he said. “Some very determined guy built this, and now the Mighty Mississipp’ can take you anywhere. Where would you want to go?”

I smiled again as Nick drew me from my reflection. “I needed to get out of my middle-of-nowhere town,” I admitted. “I never thought about where I’d end up.” That was the truth. I vowed to myself that I would always speak my mind to Nick, no more of the people-pleasing facade that I put up for Magda and John and Friedrich.

Nick drew me close to him, resting his chin on top of my head comfortably. We stood like that for a few quiet minutes before he squeezed me firmly with both arms and tilted my chin toward him with one hand.

“Now I’ve actually gotta get to practice,” he said, and I was scared that was the end of it, that I would never see him again. But Nick surprised me, saying, “Meet me at the bar later?”

“Of course.”

“Good.”

Nick kissed me once, hard, and sauntered away—actually whistling—leaving me to contemplate the river.

You can lose yourself in a man like that. Dorothy’s voice sounded in my ear. So she had been watching, at least for a while.

What do you mean? I asked. I don’t even have a heart to give away anyway.

Be careful, mein Liebling.

I just met him. It’s not like I’m thinking about a life together, I protested. Dorothy didn’t answer, though, leaving me wondering, once again, what exactly it would feel like to be a girl with a whole heart.
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