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      “What's that you're looking at?” Amanda asked.

      “Hmm, oh, something for Trev,” I said. “He's got a birthday coming up.” I held up the Frank Frazetta book, which was big enough to dominate a coffee table. We were standing in Waldenbooks, in the Fantasy/Sci-Fi section. “He’s already got the first one,” I added.

      Amanda peered over my shoulder. “You want to get him a book of van art?”  

      “It's not van art, dummy. It's like, fantasy art, like D & D. Trev loves this stuff. He's got it all over his room.”

      Amanda took the book and flipped through some of the pages. “Okay, so this one here with the reaper-looking guy on the big, black horse? I've for sure seen this one on a van in my neighborhood.” She flipped a few more pages. “Yup, I know I’ve seen some of this artwork on vans before.” 

      “Well, probably. The guy's been doing fantasy and sci-fi covers for a hundred years. I'm sure his art is everywhere.”

      “Uh-huh, and this chick, really?” She opened the book wide to reveal a curvy damsel in distress, clinging to some buff dude's leg. “It's like straight-up porn,” Amanda remarked.

      The woman's leather thong didn't reveal much more than my best friend's booty shorts. “Pure sluttiness,” I said as I smirked at her partially exposed butt.

      Amanda ran her finger under the bottom of her shorts. “It’s all tucked in there.” Then, she pushed her large boobs together. “You're just jealous.”

      “And when you're all hunched over from carrying those around, I'll still be able to walk upright.” I was kind of jealous.

      “That's what walkers are for,” she said.

      “Yup, you’ll be scooting along with your walker dragging your deflated boobs behind you.”

      “No, I won’t, because I exercise,” she countered.

      “Applying baby oil by the pool does not count as exercise.”

      Amanda stretched her arms into the air, jiggling everywhere as she did. “It does the way I do it.”

      I looked around to see if she was attracting any of the usual admirers, but the store was mostly empty. “And,” she added, “there are other ways to work out.”

      I ignored Amanda's innuendo and went back to studying the book, judging its dimensions. Amanda, for all her sexual bravado, was mostly a big flirt.

      “You really going to buy that?” she said. “It looks pricey.”

      Something in my reaction must have tipped her off.

      “Oh, no, you're not.” Amanda looked past me to the round mirror attached to the ceiling at the back of the store. “There's, like, nobody here,” she whispered. “You'll get us caught.”

      I nonchalantly put the book back on the shelf and began to wander around with Amanda reluctantly trailing behind. She was a lot less inclined to draw attention to herself now. She was right, though. There were only two other people in the store, old people, the loitering sort who never bought anything. They were certainly not the kind of people to get the attention of the cashier, who was watching us like a hawk. I could see his scowling, somewhat distorted face reflected in the mirror. Unfortunately, he wasn't some easily distractible high school kid, but an older man who had been eyeing us closely since we stepped in from the mall.

      Of course, he could have been ogling us like some creepy old perv, but I hadn’t caught him checking us out when we walked in, so I didn’t think that was it. Otherwise, I might have gotten Amanda to strategically bend over somewhere. Under those circumstances, I could probably have walked out with a set of encyclopedias.

      To test my theory, I maneuvered so that the heavy woman in a couch-print mumu dress was between us and the clerk. He immediately came out from behind the counter, not even hiding his suspicions. Maybe Amanda was right, and now was not a good time to try for the book. On the other hand, this guy had profiled us, assuming we were up to no good. Who was he to judge us? He didn't know I was going to try and steal a book. Just because we stroll in here with our hair all teased up and a fair amount of exposed skin doesn't make us criminals. Head bangers read too, asshole.

      “Let's get out of here,” Amanda whispered as she nearly bumped into me.

      I stood firm, staring at the store employee. “It's personal now.”

      “It's not personal. It's not even his store; it's a chain. Here,” she began to open her purse. “I'll loan you the money.”

      “Will you relax,” I said. “It's fine.”

      “It's not fine. It's a coffee table book. Where're you going to hide it?”

      Amanda brought up another good point. My purse wasn't a big one, barely able to hold my coin purse, lipstick, and a few other essentials, certainly not big enough to smuggle out the large book of fantasy art. I pulled at my over-sized Mötley Crüe t-shirt and offered up a reassuring smile.

      “You know, if you get caught, they won't just call your mother like last time.”

      “Last time? That was like…I was 12 the last time I got caught,” I reminded her.

      “That's my point. You're over 18 now. You won't just get sent to juvie.”

      “I'm not going to juvie—”

      “Jail—”

      “Whatever. I'm not going to jail for stealing a Frank Frazetta book. Why don't you wait for me at the food court? I won't be too long.”

      Amanda was beginning to look guilty, and we hadn't even done anything yet. She was going to get us caught for sure. “Go on,” I urged. “I'll be fine.”

      She looked so distressed, practically chewing on her lip, that I was about to call the whole thing off. She should just let me do this alone; there was a reason I hadn't gotten caught since I was 12.

      “Let's just get it over with,” Amanda said quickly.

      I almost told her no, but that asshole at the counter was still glaring at us, so I forged ahead with my plan. We moseyed on, stopping here and there to inspect this or that book, looking at its jacket or commenting on the cover. At the romance section, I stopped. “My mother devours these.”

      “Mine too.” She held up one with a shirtless pirate cradling a half-naked woman in his arms on the cover. She opened it to a random page, “…he strode mightily aboard, daring the craven cowards to block his way. When he saw me lying helpless and stripped bare on the deck, he ordered his men to take me into his quarters. Rough hands hauled me to his cabin where I waited for my new fate. This is horrible.”

      “I know. They're awful, but my mom knows more about history than any of my high school teachers.” The large woman in the circus tent took a purchase up to the counter. “Come on,” I said. “Now's our chance.”

      We quickly returned to the shelves allotted to unicorns, vampires, and aliens. It would have been much easier if the books were on one of the perpendicular aisles which partially hid the customer from the front counter, but then I liked a challenge. A quick glance, and I could see the clerk taking the woman's cash. He looked my way before digging into the register.

      I pulled Amanda in front of me and did my best to have her block the view from the mirror in the back. I took the book off the shelf, slipped it under my shirt, and tied the front in a knot to hold it in place. Amanda started for the exit, but I held her back.

      “Wait. It’ll look too conspicuous. Head up front but don’t leave the store.”

      We halted in front of a display of Stephen King’s latest bestseller, Skeleton Crew. It had a creepy monkey holding a pair of cymbals on the cover. I loved Stephen King; he was twisted but in a good way. The book was a stout 500-plus pages. “As soon as this comes out in paperback, I’m buying it,” I said.

      “Buying or stealing?”

      “Shh, would you? Buying. I can afford a paperback copy. Now, chill out.”

      “He’s coming over here,” Amanda whispered.

      “He works here,” I said.

      “Can I help you young ladies find anything?”

      I purposefully kept my back to the clerk. The book really wasn’t hidden very well and kept flopping forward.

      “I, uh, uh…” Amanda choked out.

      I pointed to the horror books. “When does it come out in paperback?”

      The old creep was trying to get around to my front side. I took a copy from the display. Maybe it was big enough to sort of hide the square outline poking through my shirt.

      “A year, maybe two,” he said. “Depends on the author, the sales, and whether he puts out a new book.”

      “Okay, cool,” Amanda said. “So, hey, Jen, my mother’s going to get here pretty soon, so maybe we should go.”

      I looked at Amanda like she’d lost her mind. “We have time… Nancy.”

      “Nan… oh, yeah. Sorry, um…”

      I half turned to hand the Stephen King book to the suspicious clerk before heading for the door. It took a minute for Amanda to realize we were leaving. She overcompensated by bumping into me on the way out.

      “Just a minute,” the man said.

      Amanda started to stop, but I took her elbow and pulled her along.

      “Are we going to run?” she asked.

      “We’re not running. Just keep walking. Don’t turn around.”

      “But he’s coming.”

      “Walk. He’s not going to chase us through the mall.” But I was wrong. He did chase us through the mall. We pretended not to hear and kept moving.

      “You two. Come back here!” he yelled.

      A few people began to look in our direction. I kept pulling Amanda along, not at a run, but we weren’t stopping, either.

      “We’re going to get caught. He’s going to call the cops on us.”

      I glanced back. Sure enough, the overzealous employee had hailed mall security. By now, we were far enough away that we could make a run for it if we wanted to. That would be completely stupid, though, because we could never come back to this mall, and it was the only mall in town.

      “We’ve got to run,” Amanda repeated.

      “Keep walking. Go to the food court.”

      “Are you crazy?” She pointed to the glass doors. “The exit is right there.” She was right. It was only a few hundred steps away. I was more scared than I was letting on; part of me wanted to bolt, too.

      “Keep going,” I insisted. Stay calm. I wasn't sure if I was saying that out loud. The food court was just beyond the entrance. I could already see the different restaurants, each with its own signage and menu above the narrow counter area. We were drawn to those irresistible neon lights like bugs to the glow of a zapper. Only, I wasn't interested in a Whopper right then; I wanted to get lost in a crowd. Before we even got to the tables, however, we saw another mall cop heading us off. Of course, it was just an old, fat guy in a blue polo—the mall security uniform.

      “Jen?”

      “I see him.” Before either of our pursuers could get to us, I pushed Amanda to a short line in front of the Orange Julius booth. “Order us something.”

      Amanda looked like a trapped rabbit. “Are you crazy?”

      “Trust me.” If I got caught, I'd swear she didn't know anything about it.

      I left her with her jaw hanging open and slid into a table. I could see the first security guard approaching fast and the other one was moving in as well. I didn’t have much time. As quickly as I could, I reached into my purse and plucked out a tiny, silver jewelry box. It looked like a little frog. In fact, I called it my silver frog, not super original but descriptive. I flipped open its lid, and, at the same time, pulled the book from my shirt under the table. I whispered into the empty box. For anyone watching, it probably looked like I was kissing a frog. The cops converged on me as I dropped it back into my purse. I hoped they hadn’t seen what I'd just done.

      “Where’s your friend?” the older cop asked first.

      I gave him a blank stare.

      “She had another girl with her, according to the guy at the bookstore,” the younger one insisted.

      I glanced at them both as if they were crazy, then pointed to Amanda, who was placing her order. The first cop who’d spoken gestured at the other one to go get her.

      “Excuse me? What’s going on?” I asked.

      “The manager at Walden says you took something. You and your friend are in big trouble.”

      He was middle-aged and heavy. His polo stretched across what was probably a beer gut. He was pretty calm, though, sort of had an easy confidence about him. That wasn’t a good sign.

      “Are you a real cop?”

      “Was. Retired.”

      “And what were we supposed to have taken?”

      “Don’t be a smart ass, kid. It’s a bookstore. Now, where’s the book?” he asked as the younger mall cop returned gripping Amanda by her upper arm.

      “Hey,” she was complaining, “I was about to order.”

      I began to stand up. “You need to let her go.” The cop dragging Amanda was about my height and not much older.

      “Hey, sit down, or--”

      “Or what?” I turned, so I could face both men. “Did either of you see us take anything? No, that’s because we didn’t. And you can’t detain us any more than that guy behind the Orange Julius counter. So, l--”

      “So, if you didn’t take anything,” the ex-cop interrupted, “you got nothing to worry about. But don’t screw with me, girl. I’ve got lots of ‘real cop’ friends, and they’ll be only too happy to haul your asses to jail.”

      Amanda looked like she was going to lose her bowels. I sat down, and Amanda did the same. The younger guy puffed up. “Empty your purses.”

      I held mine up in front of his face. It wasn’t much bigger than a standard-sized envelope, way too small to hide a book, much less a coffee table-sized one.

      “Do it anyway,” he said.

      I unzipped it. He must have glimpsed the silver inside because he tried to take it out. I slapped his hand away.

      “Hey--”

      “Hey, nothing asshole. It’s not a book.”

      “She’s got something hidden in there,” he said.

      “Let’s see it,” the older man said.

      I was going to tell them to screw themselves, but Amanda silently pleaded with me. I took out the silver frog. When the older guy tried to grab it, I pulled it back. “It’s an heirloom; not a book.”

      “I bet she stole it from somewhere else,” the younger security guard said.

      “Hand it over, or I’ll make the call anyway. You might or might not be guilty, but you’ll spend the next 24 hours in jail until they let you go.”

      Amanda shook her head. “I can't go to jail. My parents would kill me.”

      I reluctantly handed over the silver box. The former cop studied it closely. “What is it?”

      “It’s a jewelry box, like for rings. It’s my good luck charm. I didn’t steal it. You can see how old it is, nothing like it is sold in the mall.”

      He ran his stubby thumb over its worn groves. Then, he set it on the table. Asshole.

      “Your purse,” he said nodding to Amanda.

      She immediately dumped everything right on the table. One of her lipsticks threatened to roll off. The younger guy caught it. He flushed red when he handed it back to her. Men are sheep.

      “What’s under your shirt?” the older cop asked me.

      I bit back the smart-assed comment and slowly stood, undoing the knot at the bottom. I pulled the shirt out like I was fanning myself. The cops didn’t even bother asking Amanda. There wasn’t enough cloth on her to hide a book of matches.

      “Well, are you finished.” I said.

      “They could have dropped it somewhere,” the younger guy suggested.

      The old cop looked like he was running his tongue over his teeth. Maybe it was how he considered things, like people who chewed their lips when they mulled things over. It was kind of annoying. I suddenly thought of Jackie Gleason in Smokey and the Bandit.

      “You need a toothpick?” I asked.

      He smirked but didn't answer me.

      Yeah, I bet he was a tooth picker. Not sure if Jackie Gleason was, though.

      The old cop interrupted my train of thought by asking his assistant if we ever left his sight.

      “Um, no, not once the guy from the bookstore called me. But maybe before that.”

      “Go check outside the store. Look in any trash cans, planters, whatever. They didn’t toss anything around here, or I’d have seen them. Go ahead.”

      He ran off to check.

      The former cop placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. “He’s not going to find anything is he?”

      I shook my head.

      He raised his finger and accused me with it. “I can smell a liar, and I sure as hell can smell a thief. You, little girl, are a thief.”

      I shrugged, “Not without proof I’m not. Can we get our Orange Julius now?”

      He started with the tongue thing again and then stopped. He glared at me but nodded to Amanda. She scooped everything back into her purse. Her hands were still shaking some. When she looked to me, I gave her a half-hearted smile, as if to communicate to her that we were in the clear. She stood up to leave and looked like she was getting control of herself.

      “Don't forget the egg,” I yelled to her.

      The older guy watched her and then looked me in the eye. “You scared the shit out of her. You know that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You're not stupid. You might be a thief, but your friend's not. Next time, don't drag her along.”

      I had put Amanda in a bad spot. My face reddened under the former's cop's inspection. Suddenly, I wanted to get out of there. Right then, I wanted to bust out of the front doors and run and run and not stop. Instead, I held myself still. But I couldn't look at the cop, which is when I realized that every set of eyes in the food court had been watching. I flushed with embarrassment.

      His protégée soon returned. “Nothing, Ross. The guy at the store wants to talk to us, too.”

      The older guy sighed. “Yeah, figured as much. Come on.” He turned back. “Watch yourself, girl.”

      I nodded. “Always do.”

      “I bet.”

      Asshole. The pair walked away. Knowing full well that they were going to get an earful from the bookstore clerk. I had a brief urge to apologize to the cops, but it wasn’t like they'd get in trouble for not catching me. At least, I didn't think so. I did owe Amanda an apology; the fat cop was right about that...maybe more than that. I couldn't decide if I liked him or hated him. I was leaning toward hate.

      By the time Amanda returned with our drinks, most lookie-loos had returned to their own business. A few continued to stare, but they were probably just watching Amanda's ass. All except one guy who kept staring even after Amanda sat down. I wanted to scream “the show's over dickwad” but didn't feel like being the center of attention anymore. “Come on,” I said, instead. “Let's get out of here.”
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      "Everybody wants to rule the world—"

      "Turn that shit. You kiddin' me?"

      "No," I said from the backseat, "leave it. I like that song."

      I started singing the Tears for Fears song, and Amanda joined me to belt out the hook, “Everybody wants to rule the world!”

      Ronnie cupped his ears before reaching for the radio, but Trev pointed to his cassette box on the floorboard. "No, man, find the Dio tape."

      "Are kidding me?" I said. "Come on, if you’re going to change it, at least play something we like.”

      “Yeah, like Ratt,” Amanda said.

      My boyfriend looked into the rearview mirror and shrugged, "Ronnie hates Ratt."

      I leaned between the two front seats, "Ronnie's an asshole."

      Ronnie was already digging through the cassettes between his feet, but still managed to flip me off. When he found the overplayed tape, he turned around and waved it in front of me, like it was a doggie treat. Then, he smiled like the cat who ate the bird. "Ronnie doesn't give a R-A-T-T’s ass what the peanut gallery in the back thinks because Ronnie controls the music."

      He might as well have said, “Nanny, nanny, boo, boo.” Fucking infant. He slid the tape in and rewound it to his favorite song. When the fake wind in "Holy Diver" started, he turned it all the way up.

      I slid one of my legs across Amanda and kicked the back of Ronnie's seat. "You're a dick."

      Ronnie only smirked. "First asshole and now dick? Trev, I think your girlfriend's got something other than rock-and-roll on her mind."

      Amanda looked at me, and then we both started laughing. At least Ronnie was a funny asshole.

      I flopped back and let Black Sabbath's Ronnie win this one. Overplayed or not, it was impossible not to feel the rush of Dio’s powerful voice. We were on our way to the drive-in, but first Trev wanted to pick up some beer. He looked old enough to buy; he was six foot one and solid with the prettiest, long brown hair—I told him he looked like a young Bob Seger. If he hadn't already gotten caught buying, he'd roll right up to the counter and no one would bat an eye. Since then, he'd been a little gun-shy. Instead, we bought beer from a friend of ours who worked at a 7-Eleven. He sold to everybody as long as he knew you. It was only a matter of time before he got fired.

      Trev pulled into the convenience store's parking lot where we waited for a few customers to leave. Fat Tom, our connection, wouldn't sell if there were any other patrons around; he didn't want any witnesses. We waited in Trev's car, a convertible VW Rabbit, not the coolest ride for an aspiring heavy metal guitarist, but his uncle worked at Honest John's Used Cars and got him a great deal—really, Honest John's.

      "Why don't you put up the top and turn on the AC?" Amanda asked.

      "The drive-in is ten minutes away," Trev pointed out.

      "You won't melt," Ronnie added like a good sidekick.

      Ronnie was Trev's best buddy. I think they'd been friends longer than Amanda and me, and that was saying something. He was a smartass but took as well as he gave.

      Amanda was melting, even in shorts up to her navel and a tube top, she was melting. We all were. Without the wind to cool us down, it was hot because Bakersfield was always hot; that melting asphalt kind of hot, the kind of hot where everyone should be riding camels.

      "Beyond Thunderdome's playing at the mall, too," I said. "You know, that place with the air conditioning."

      Ronnie lit a cigarette and handed the pack over to Trev who took one. "They tend to frown if you drink beer in the mall," he said. Amanda reached for a cigarette, too. Trev passed one back before returning the pack to Ronnie. They knew better than to ask me because I didn't smoke, not for religious reasons but because I ran track.

      I didn't drink much, either. Again, not because of any deeply held belief but because my mother did enough for us both. I climbed out of the car. "I'm getting a Coke. Anybody want one?"

      "Here, " Trev said, handing me some cash, "can you grab a 12-pack of Miller, too?"

      "Sure."

      "Fat Tom will want the extra change," Ronnie said.

      "He always does," I answered over my shoulder as I started to go into the store. It was his potential unemployment fund.

      I went to the beer section and grabbed the Miller and set it on the counter. "I'll be right back," I said to Fat Tom. They had good fountain Coke with the perfect amount of carbonation and sweet syrup, a balancing act that so many convenience stores could not quite achieve. I heard the bell on the front door ding and quickly looked around the dispenser to make sure it wasn't the fuzz. Trev's dad had to pay for a lawyer to get him off for buying illegally. They got the charge down to something stupid, like jaywalking or littering. If I got busted, I’d have to deal with the full consequences of Johnny Law. Unfair, but c’est la vie.   

      I didn't see anyone. Weird. I filled up my 32-ounce cup, took a giant swig and filled it again. That's when someone brushed behind me. I spun around nearly spilling my drink only to find nobody there. I looked in both directions, even around both corners of the row I was in. Nobody. "Tom, are you screwing around?" I yelled.

      Tom wasn't even looking at me. He had a tiny television mounted to the wall behind the counter and was watching reruns of I Love Lucy. After another quick search up and down the row, I decided I must have somehow bumped into something and shrugged the whole thing off. On the way to pay, I noticed my reflection in the glass door of the cold section. I stopped to adjust what riding in Trev's convertible had done to my hair. It only took a second since it was teased up already. I wore a pair of high-waisted shorts and my favorite cut up Ozzy t-shirt. Good enough.

      Before I moved, I felt a chill run up my spine, and it had nothing to do with refrigerated milk. It was a sense of someone near, like someone breathing right next to me. Instead of whipping around, I froze. I didn’t move an inch. I stared at the reflection in the glass, letting my eyeballs scan left and right. But all I saw was me. Still, I wasn’t convinced. I slowly brought my arm up like I was going to check my makeup, and then I spun and slapped at the empty air around me. Of course, I didn’t hit anything.

      I berated myself for being stupid, and since I wasn’t going to run away from an overactive imagination, I refused to budge until I was satisfied that it was all in my head. Once my nerves quieted, I studied myself in the glass for one last check before returning to the car. I saw a tall girl with long, muscular legs and lean arms, like most runners. There wasn't much upstairs, but who cared, Trev was an ass guy. My eyes were green, not at all like my mother's, but I had her thick, black hair. Tonight, I had gone easy on the makeup since we were only going to the movies. Despite that, my eyes were still bright. Ronnie liked to compare me to his neighbor's cat. I did sort of have a feline quality.

      “What are you doing?”

      "What the fuck?" I spun around. "Who's there? Who said that? Who’s fucking with me?"

      Tom must have heard me. He tore himself away from Lucy and Ethel and asked what was going on tonight.

      I practically ran to the register. "Tom, you the only one working?"

      He looked at me and then at the beer. "You been hittin' it already?"

      "Not a drop. Someone bumped me right after the door dinged. You heard it right?”

      “Nothing to get your knickers in a knot. Wind blows the door all the time and sets off the bell.”

      “Yeah, but then, then, never mind, it’s crazy.” I looked around the empty store again, and asked myself if I was hearing things—in my head; not out loud. I remembered Tom asked me what we were doing tonight.  “Trev, Ronnie, and Amanda are out in the car. We're going to the drive-in to see that Mad Max sequel. You sure no one else is around?”

      Tom frowned at me, so I quickly changed the subject. “What about you? You closing?"

      "Off at ten. Heard about a party over in Oildale. Might go. Might party with the fat boys, too."

      I nodded. The fat boys were Tom's buddies, a group whose sole criterion for membership was that you had to be over 250 pounds. One guy worked at a pizza place, another at Baskin-Robbins, and another didn't work at all, but he had the car. If you were friends with the fat boys, you'd never starve; they had the town wired when it came to eating and drinking. They usually had a good line on drugs, too.

      Tom, as usual, pocketed my change. "Bye, Tom."

      "Later."

      Outside, I handed over the beer to Trev. "What's wrong?" he asked.

      "Did you guys see anyone enter the store?"

      A bunch of blank looks. "Never mind then."

      The sun had dipped by the time we got to the Crest Drive-In. They had two screens. Tonight, they were showing Beyond Thunderdome followed by Lifeforce on one of them. I wanted to see the horror flick, but Amanda didn't like scary movies, so we'd leave after the first show. The boys could care less as long as they had their beer. The other screen was showing the family flicks, The Goonies first and then D.A.R.Y.L.

      Trev pulled into an empty space, and parked. Amanda and I went to the restroom while the boys went for some concession-stand food. Amanda and I joined a growing line of girls as the previews were beginning. "What's wrong?" Amanda asked.

      "I had this weird feeling, back at the 7-Eleven, like someone was in there with me. I heard the doorbell ring like someone went in, but nobody did. Then, I thought someone bumped into me." I kept the part about hearing things to myself for the moment.

      Amanda reached into her purse and opened a mirror, checking her make-up. "Maybe someone from the mall is following you, like an undercover cop. Or, maybe it’s repressed guilt.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure that’s it. Thanks for diagnosing me Sigmund. I said I was sorry, didn’t I?”

      Amanda smiled. “Yeah, you did, and I’m sure you meant it, until next time.”

      “There’s not going to be a next time,” I said. At least not with you. The thought was unfair. Amanda had done nothing wrong, and it wasn’t her fault I sometimes put us in uncomfortable, maybe even precarious, situations. She had a right to freak out occasionally.  

      “We didn't see anyone go in,” she said, “but it could have been the wind. There's a little breeze picking up tonight. Might have blown the doors. I don't know about you getting bumped, though."

      Amanda might not have completely forgiven me, but she was a good enough friend to let it go. She was also right. There was a slight wind. That was probably it; that, and my irrepressible imagination. By the time we got through the restroom line, the guys were seated in the car. Ronnie was in the backseat, so he could properly grope Amanda. Trev handed me a hot dog. "Just mustard," he said proudly.

      I kissed him. "Perfect. You get my tamales?"

      He passed over a box of hot tamales candy. "You're a saint."

      He glanced sideways down my legs. "Not hardly."

      "Perv," I teased.

      "That's me." He fitted the clunky metal speaker to the side of his door, and we got sound to go with Clint Eastwood's scowling face. "Pale Rider," a deep announcer's voice said. "Some call him a preacher; some call him a gunslinger. Either way, he brings hell with him."

      "Popcorn?" Amanda called from the back.

      "You didn't ask for any," Ronnie said.

      She pulled herself free from his octopus arms. "It's popcorn. We're at the movies. I shouldn't have—"

      "Here, woman," Trev said, producing a large bucket from the floorboard between his feet. "We didn't forget your popcorn."

      Amanda took it and settled back with a contented look on her face. Ronnie reached in, and she pushed him away. "Drink your beer."

      The concessions building lowered its lights, and the movie began. It wasn't bad. Occasionally, I turned around to look at the other giant screen, wondering if we should have gone to see The Goonies—it looked hilarious. I was also distracted by the earlier incident. Amanda might have been right about the wind, but that didn't account for the voice I heard, or thought I heard. I wondered how many times you had to hear voices before they locked you up.

      Trev took it easy on the beer despite me offering to drive. He had to help his dad in the morning, and if Trev got messed up the night before, his dad would only work him that much harder the next day. Unfortunately, Ronnie got to down most of the suds which pissed Amanda off. He tended to drink himself stupid, or more stupid. The writing was already on the wall; Ronnie didn't know it, but he was on his way out.

      They began officially dating a few months ago, something that surprised Trev and me both. When I asked Amanda about it, she said he smelled nice, like that was a good enough reason. For Amanda it was. She had a weird quirk about guys and the way they smelled. I had always thought her choice in boys strange. I don’t think she figured out what it was that attracted her to certain guys until high school. We were sophomores when she was seeing this ratty-haired weirdo who lived and died comic books. “He smells like mint,” she said, like that was a perfectly logical explanation. Fortunately, she tended to quickly get over the novel odors and moved on. I wasn’t sure what Ronnie gave off other than a lingering pot smell.

      When the movie was over, Trev took me home first. Ronnie was dozing in the backseat. Mr. Music didn't even realize I played Ratt's Invasion of Your Privacy all the way from the drive-in. Trev kissed me at the door and reached around to grope my ass. "I can drop them off and come back. Wouldn't even be past one."

      I ran my hand over his chest. "Ah, see, if you had chosen your best girl over your douchebag best friend, then maybe she'd consider it."

      "I, uh—"

      I let him off the hook. "I'm working at seven tomorrow, and you're cleaning oil equipment all day with your old man. I'll see you tomorrow night."

      "About that…"

      "Yeah?"

      "We're practicing at six," Trev said, but quickly added, "only until eight or nine, though. I promise. Ricky has to work, so you can come by to listen while we jam, or I can pick you up later."

      "I'll think about it. Call me after you get done working." I waved to Amanda and went inside.
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      Our house was small, two bedrooms and a single bathroom. It looked like most of the others in our neighborhood with no front yard and a quarter acre of dirt and dead Bermuda grass in the back—a 3D box in the middle of a 2D rectangle; I liked math.

      My mother was asleep on the couch in front of the glowing television. Nothing unusual there. A romance novel lay open, spine up, on the coffee table next to a half-eaten bowl of macaroni and cheese. An empty glass was there as well. I took the dishes into the kitchen, dumping the food in the trash. I sniffed the glass. Just water; no lingering vodka smell. Didn't mean she wasn't passed out, though.

      I had just pulled the afghan off the top of the couch and covered my mother when I heard something, like a drawer opening or closing. In a house as small as ours, if someone was sliding drawers open and closed, no matter how softly, it could be heard. They were either in one of the two bedrooms or the bathroom. Mom kept a golf club that she bought at a yard sale in the front closet; it was our form of home security. I went for it, tiptoeing past my sleeping mother. My first impulse was to yell for whoever was there to get out, but if I was wrong about hearing things, I didn’t want to scare the hell out of my mother for nothing.

      I crept down the short hall, listening with each step, the club poised to crack whomever was in my house over the head. My heart was thundering in my chest. I blinked several times to make my eyes see better in the dark. We lived in a tract home, not in the boonies, so the streetlights illuminated the house fairly well, meaning I could see enough to smash an intruder’s face in.

      Mom’s bedroom door was open. I jumped through the threshold, almost striking her mirrored closet doors. No one was there. For a second, I thought about running to the kitchen to call the police. That would have been the smart thing to do. I didn’t do that. Instead, I opened her closet and jabbed the club inside at all her innocent dresses. When I was convinced it was empty, I stopped and listened some more and heard it again, a sliding of drawers in my room for sure—some asshole was going through my things. That totally pissed me off. I slipped back into the hall, the carpet masking my steps, until I stood in front of my door. I placed my ear to the closed door and listened. As I did, I tried to remember if I had shut it earlier. Probably. I didn’t leave it open often, and Mom wasn’t a snoop. A solid thump made me jump. “Shit,” I whispered. I told myself to shut up. I turned the knob and swung the door wide open. “Freeze asshole!”

      I felt the night wind through the open window about the same time I realized no one was there—not anymore. A mixture of relief and anger washed over me until I saw the open chest of drawers, and then it was all anger. I ran to the window to discover that the screen had been popped out and dropped beside the house. The yard looked empty, though, which was easy to see, even in the dark, because we had no trees, no bushes, no barbeque grills, not even one of those rusting swing sets. Other than the dilapidated doghouse squatting in the middle, there was nothing.

      As I stared out my open window, I wondered what the intruder could have been looking for. It wasn’t like we had anything, no money, no drugs, no jewels… shit! I ran to my nightstand where I kept the silver frog when I didn’t carry it with me. I opened the small drawer and didn’t see the jewelry box. I pulled out the entire drawer and dumped it on my bed. It wasn’t there. Someone had ripped me off.

      I ran to the kitchen and got the flashlight we kept under the sink and then out the patio door off the kitchen. It was only when I got outside that I realized I had forgotten the golf club. I didn’t really care because I was ready to strangle the thief who stole my frog with my bare hands.

      The patio was covered with Mom’s potted plants, and I had to navigate my way around them. I should have turned on the patio light. I didn’t do that. Instead, I swept the flashlight all around my yard. There was no place the bastard could hide. We had a three-foot chain link fence and I ran my flashlight over every inch of it. Maybe he was faster than I thought and jumped it. Dammit!

      “Where are you?” I called. I continued scouring my yard as well as my neighbors’. Some of them had trees and playsets and barbeque grills. Maybe the asshole was hiding among them. I walked along the edge of our property, shining my light into everybody else’s yard until I was satisfied that he had gotten away. I experienced a terrible sense of loss, like a weight that was beginning to crush me. I’d had that little heirloom since I was a toddler. Why in the hell would someone want it? How had they even known about it? Did they know what it could do? Of course, they did. They had to. So, they had to have seen me use it, like recently, like, ah hell, like maybe at the mall.

      I retraced my steps, going through each yard even slower than before. I wondered if one of my neighbors would come out to see what I was doing, but no one did. I don’t know how long I looked, but finally defeated, I returned to our patio and sat on one of Mom’s sun-bleached Adirondack chairs. I clicked off the light and sat in the dark. Slowly, my heart returned to its normal rhythm while the loss of my frog continued to crush me. “It’s gone,” I repeated softly to myself.

      The silver frog was my most prized possession. Yes, it was magical, for sure. And yes, I occasionally stole things, nobody’s personal things, more like stuff from the mall or a bag of sunflower seeds from the store. Despite stealing Trev’s book, I hardly used it anymore for that. Like I said, it was a token from the past, a pretty mystery, magic, verifiable magic in an otherwise completely unmagic world. Now, it was gone.

      In the darkness, I pulled my legs in and rested my chin on them. I listened to my neighborhood’s night voice: the soft hum of cars from the busy road a few blocks away, a cat meowing somewhere to get inside, the hum of the big transformer on our corner, the buzz of hungry mosquitoes. I was about to go in when I heard something else, someone else, someone sneaking into my yard. The slight rattle of the fence gave them away along with the slight scuffing sound of feet in the dirt.

      I fumbled for the flashlight but stopped myself. The intruder might get away if I turned it on. Instead, I pretended I was going to go back inside. I rose slowly, made to turn away, and then sprinted for the burglar. Whoever it was wasn’t fooled, though, and started to run, but I was faster. I tackled the thief, and we both hit the ground.

      Based on the tone of the surprised yell he let out when I crashed into him, I was pretty sure it was male. I also knew that I was bigger than him and, for a second, wondered if I'd caught a kid. Then, I got a whiff of his whiskey breath and almost gagged. If it was a kid, he was a complete reprobate. Despite my bigger size, I couldn't get a hold of him, partly because he was strong and partly because he seemed to be made of clothes, or at least was all bundled up in them. It was like wrestling with a bag of feral cats.

      I finally got his arm just as he smacked me upside my head. I saw stars for a second before I swung my elbow at what I hoped was his face. Unfortunately, I was unbalanced and wasn't braced to deliver a really good whack, so I didn't hear any satisfying cries of pain—I think I clipped his shoulder.

      Meanwhile, he must have scooted around because he hit me again so hard that, for a second, I couldn't quite remember why I was rolling around in my dirty back yard. By the time I realized I still had the guy's arm, he had thumped me again and broken away. Then, suddenly I saw the doghouse doused in a bright light. It was so strong it might as well have been the middle of the day. I briefly wondered if I was mistaken and maybe there was a police chopper lighting up my yard, possibly recording our epic battle, but the sky was empty of law enforcement. The lack of a “whop-whop” should have been my first clue. The light was also coming from inside the doghouse.

      When the thief poked his head back out of the doghouse's door, I finally got a good look at him. He looked like a cross between an old man and a weasel. He had a long nose between a pair of little piggy eyes. His bushy white hair seemed to spring from the top of his head and cascade over most of his face. He pulled up a sleeve as if to inspect his arm. It was surprisingly dark and thin, almost like a stick. Whatever he did or didn't see, he looked alarmed. His eyes narrowed on me, and I thought the bastard was going to come back out and finish kicking my ass.

      Before he could, though, the light emanating from the doghouse began to flicker. The thief spared me one last, vile glance and disappeared back inside. Then, blackness. The light was gone, completely and utterly.
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       I didn't move. I had been holding my breath and finally let it out. I waited for something else to happen, for the light to come back or the guy to come back or for the alarm clock to buzz. When I was eight, two of my friends and I found a used tire by the side of the road. We dragged it all the way to a nearby park that had a small hill. My friends helped tuck most of me inside before rolling me off the abyss. A few thousand rotations later, the tire spit me out before collapsing on its side. When my friends caught up, I was laying bruised and dizzy on the grass. They were laughing and screaming and as soon as I threw up, I joined them. I only did it five more times, but that night, every bone in my body ached so badly I wanted to cry, and I threw up twice more. This kind of felt like that.

      Slowly, I got up and returned to the porch where I turned on the overhead light. It reached into the yard but didn't illuminate the doghouse very well, so I grabbed the flashlight, too. If nothing else, I could use it to thump the guy when he came back out. I circled warily. "Come on out. I only want my jewelry box back, and you can get out of here."

      He didn't answer. I hoped he would, like surrender, and then go away. That was kind of dumb. I picked up a rock and threw it at the doghouse. "Get out!" I repeated. Still nothing.

      I eased my way closer and placed myself next to the opening. I kicked at the old wooden sides, hurting my toe because the doghouse was surprisingly solid. This was getting me nowhere. I dropped and shined the light inside, hoping to blind the bastard. There was nothing there. I got to my knees and shined the light into every crevasse, but only found a bunch of spider webs and a black widow in one corner which understandably freaked me out. I scrambled back. I might have ventured inside if not for the spider, or spiders because if there was one, there were thousands, probably. Spiders were like that.

      Just to make sure, I walked around the doghouse, shining my light and tapping it with my foot. I probably would have thought I was losing my mind if not for the silver frog. For sure, it was the only real magic I’d ever seen, but it was real. Magic existed, even if it was only a tiny jewelry box that stole things. That opened up the possibility that I totally did get my ass kicked by a hairy, old dwarf, or a homeless midget, or an escapee from the World Wrestling Federation's retirement home. It was embarrassing, but I could accept that. I was having a bigger problem accepting that he had disappeared into my doghouse.

      That made me take another look. No one disappears. Then, I thought about my frog. It made things disappear and reappear. My heart dropped; maybe there was a trapdoor or something. I decided to try again. I shined the flashlight over each and every board very slowly. If there was a door, it was completely disguised. As much as I wanted to go after him, I wasn't going to crawl inside, not at night and not with deadly insects inside. Tomorrow. Tomorrow, I'd get the hose and drown the army of spiders and take a better look. I’d run my fingers over every inch.

      At that moment, I turned and caught something shiny on the ground. Ha! Maybe he dropped my silver frog. He didn’t. It was a bracelet made of silver, which had reflected the light, but it wasn't my cherished charm. I knelt, picked it up, and inspected it under the flashlight. It was simple looking, worn with age and sporting no gems. In a way, it reminded me of my frog. I held it close and saw swirls of symbols etched into its surface, but nothing else. That didn’t mean it wasn’t valuable; my frog certainly was. "So, this is what you lost," I said out loud. “I dare you to come back and get it."
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      "What in the name of God are you doing?"

      It was never good for my mother to invoke God into our conversations. I could understand her reaction, though. It was barely six a.m., and I was blasting the doghouse with the water hose, making a mess and a fair amount of noise. I had narrowed the nozzle's stream as tightly as possible and was committing spider genocide. I released the handle and dropped the stiffening hose.

      "I saw a bunch of black widows the other day." As if that would explain everything.

      Mom stood on the porch amidst her potted plants with her morning cup of go-go juice. She was wrapped in her bathrobe, her hair still wet from the shower. She let it dry naturally; that was why it still looked so dark and shiny. Unfortunately, that couldn't be said for the rest of her—the shiny part; she wasn't dark. She was still thin and shorter than me by three inches. She always had slightly dark circles beneath her eyes like she didn't get enough sleep, which was a shame because her eyes were a deep, dark green whereas mine were a lighter shade. Lately, I'd noticed she had more wrinkles, and not the happy kind. They were the kind planted in pain and watered with vodka. Thanks, Mrs. Smith. She was my high school honors English teacher. If Mom put on her makeup, she looked younger than her 40 years, but in the morning, well, ol' Rod Stewart had it right, "…the morning sun when it's in your face really shows your age."

      "That would explain the lack of water pressure this morning,” she said. She plucked a mealybug off a leaf and flicked it into the yard. “It doesn't explain why you're out here so early. And don't you have work soon?"

      "Yeah, that's why I had to do it now, before I left. Don't want those killers to sneak into the house."

      "Jenny-girl, we live in the desert. Our house is already full of spiders. You about done?"

      "Nearly. I'll be in in a minute." I retrieved the hose and finished decimating the evil creatures. When I was done, I peered inside the doghouse. I was devastated to see their webs had survived, so I finished the job with a stick from the neighbor's tree. It was too wet to climb inside, and I wasn't sure I'd do it anyway, but I did reach in and feel around for anything weird. I only got a sliver for my troubles. I managed to pull the tiny piece of wood out with my teeth. I'd have to investigate this later.

      I was sopping wet when I came in from the patio. Mom handed me my own cup of coffee, cream and sugar for me. She drank hers black, black as death. Damn Jen, lighten up. it was a little early to be that morbid.

      "What time did you get in last night?"

      "Twelvish, as soon as the movie was over. I've got to be at work at 7:30."

      "Then you better get a move on.”

      She left to go put on her work face. She was right. I needed to get in the shower myself, though I didn't need time to put on makeup; I went au naturel for the most part, letting the sun create my foundation. Make-up didn't dramatically change my looks anyway. If Mom took better care of herself, I didn't think she'd need much either.

      On my way to the bathroom, Mom stopped me at her door. She was seated at her vanity, expertly sweeping her makeup brush across each of her cheeks. “Why so early?" she asked.

      I knew she meant why was I going to work this early. "I'm working breakfast today and tomorrow for Tammie. I'll work doubles both days since I was already scheduled for lunch shifts." I was a waitress at the Red Lion Inn’s coffee shop. Usually, I was scheduled from 11 to 6. I'd only started when school ended.

      "That's a lot of hours, Jenny-girl."

      "I'm young. Listen, Mom, I have a question."

      She moved on to her eyeliner. "What kind of question?"

      I hesitated because it was always hard to bring up the past with her. For some reason, she never talked about it, not just an avoidance kind of thing, but like she was a disaster survivor or something; it was beyond irrational. "The silver frog."

      "Your jewelry box?"

      "Yeah, have I always had it?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, when did I get it? How did I get it?"

      Her hand stopped moving. "Well, you had it when you were just a little thing."

      "Yeah, I understand that. What I want to know is how did I get it?"

      Mom turned around to look at me, and I swear to God I watched her mind walk off the stage. Her face sort of went slack for a second, and then she said, "What was that? What were we talking about?"

      She wasn't messing with me. I could immediately tell that she had no clue what I'd asked her. "Are you all right?"

      "Why are you asking if I'm all right?" Her hands began to fidget, picking up her make-up and putting it back down, like an automaton. It was disturbing. Before I could decide what to do, she stopped and said, "Don't you have to get going?"

      I wondered if the booze was starting to screw with her head, or maybe she was getting senile. Unlikely, since she was barely 40. Whatever it was, she was right about one thing. I did have to get going. I hurried to the shower and did little more than rinse off. 

      "It's 6:30," Mom called.

      "I'll make it," I yelled back to her; no way I was going to make it. I often followed Mom's example and let my hair dry on its own, but not today. I bent over to use my blow dryer. When I was finished, I tied my hair back, and retrieved the drab-brown polyester uniform from the closet. My mother appeared in my doorway as I was zipping up.

      "I'll run you to the bus stop."

      I looked over at my radio alarm clock. It was 6:50. I could still make it—maybe. "That would be great. Give me one second to get my shoes on."

      "I'll warm up the car. Hurry." That’s important when you live in the desert…warming up the car. My internal monologue was feeling particularly snarky this morning. At the door, I remembered the silver bracelet. I ran back to my room and took it from under my pillow. As I slipped it into my pocket, I thought that the bastard who stole my frog might come back for it. I was hoping he would anyway, and I wanted to be home when he did.

      At the stop a few blocks from our house, I started to get out. I didn't see the bus yet, so either I already missed it, or I had a few minutes. "Thanks, Mom."

      "I'd run you to work myself, but that'd make me late," she said.

      "It's fine. Oh, I might go over to Trev's after work. I'll call you later, all right?"

      "Yeah, that's fine. Listen Jen, what were we talking about at the house? You asked me something, and darned if I can remember what it was."

      "Don't worry about it. Here's the bus now. Bye, love you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      The Red Lion Inn where I worked was only a few years old. It was a big deal when it opened because there were lots of jobs: cooks, housekeepers, busboys, waitresses, groundskeepers, bartenders—you name it. It had a nice restaurant, a big bar, a convention area, and a coffee shop. That’s where I worked.

      I clocked in two minutes late. I might have made it if not for a short line of people also trying to slide in under the wire. The morning manager wasn't around, so that went in my favor. At my locker, I considered leaving the bracelet; I wasn't used to wearing jewelry, much less something dangling on my wrist, but I didn’t feel safe leaving it—crazy, I know. I slipped it into a small pocket in my ugly uniform and hustled to Trudy, the hostess, to see what section I was working.

      Midway through my breakfast shift, I knew I was in trouble. I screwed up two orders before 10 o'clock. Whether it was because I hadn't slept much the night before, or I was dwelling on what had happened, it was obvious my head was elsewhere. My first mistake caused a little stir with the customer: I'd delivered sunny-side up instead of over medium. The second had one cook cussing me out. That brought Eddie, the manager, over. He was a first-class prick. He walked with his arms behind his back like he was aristocracy or something which was funny since he was like four feet tall. He had a greasy smile, too. He was super accommodating to the customers and super nasty to the staff, mostly the waitresses. I think he was kind of afraid of the cooks, though. He also unloaded on me for screwing up. Jesus, it's fucking eggs! How much do eggs cost? For the rest of the morning, he hovered near my station waiting for me to mess up again.

      Toward the end of the breakfast shift, I was carrying three full breakfast plates to a bunch of still-inebriated yahoos; they were obviously continuing their good time from the previous night. "Hey cutie, what time do you get off?" one asked.

      If I had a nickel… I smiled, "Five minutes before my boyfriend picks me up. You fellas need more coffee?"

      They were too arrogant or stupid to get the hint. One bleary-eyed bastard patted my behind. "We got us a suite—"

      I tipped a stack of pancakes and scrambled eggs onto his lap. "Goddamn it," he swore jumping up. His buddies thought it was hilarious. I knew, however, without even looking that Eddie was on his way. I tossed the loser an extra napkin and turned to take my punishment.

      Eddie had seen the commotion. Whether he saw what instigated it or not, I didn't know. I wasn't sure if it would matter. Eddie was striding my way with both his stubby arms swinging. His face was practically apoplectic. Trudy suddenly stepped in front of him and instead of barreling her over, he stopped. Our hostess was practically the only one he'd listen to. Whatever she said probably kept me my job. Eddie called another waitress over and told her to take the table. Leslie was older and undoubtedly better at handling assholes than I was.

      "You," he said, "in the back." He then apologized to the affronted dickhead and told Leslie to bring him another breakfast. I watched angrily as my sleaze-ball manager apologized. "And it goes without saying that this meal is comped. The whole table."

      I stormed off, not even thanking Trudy because I was so mad. I burst through the double-swinging doors and stood in the kitchen. One look at the cooks, and I made straight for the employee lounge. No way I wanted those assholes to listen in while Eddie tore me a new one.

      I sat at one of the four-top tables where employees could eat between shifts. We had an employee menu to purchase from for our meals. It was nothing like the coffee shop or the dining room, but it was still pretty good and reasonable. Fortunately, no one was around. It'd probably piss Eddie off that I wasn't waiting in the kitchen but screw him. After a few minutes, my anger began to diminish. After a few minutes more, I started to get worried that Eddie wouldn't figure out where I went, or worse, I was going to get fired. That got me angry again. I repeated the cycle a few more times before I pulled out the bracelet. Although it wasn’t much to look at, the smooth silver was nice to fiddle with. I wondered if this was why the burglar looked so pissed. It didn't look like it was worth much, definitely not worth my silver frog, unless it was magic, too. What were the odds of that? Zero. Still, I spotted a salt shaker on the next table and whispered at the bracelet. Nothing, exactly what I had expected. I slipped it on my wrist anyway.  

      "I told you to wait in the back," came a familiar weaselly voice. What wasn't familiar was the face that made it. The thing huffing my way still had my boss's slickly oiled, black hair and still wore the brown polyester pants and vest sported by male staff, but the head poking out of the collar was nothing like Eddie’s. In fact, it wasn't anything like a human. He had a long, pointy nose, equally pointy ears, small piggy eyes, and his leathery skin was tinged slightly green. He was still only about four feet tall. When he slapped his hands down on the table, I screamed.

      "What the hell's the matter with you?" he growled.

      "Y-y-you… what the fuck are you?"

      He cocked his head like he was sighting me in with one good eye. "You're on drugs,” he said with his greasy voice. “You've been on drugs since you came in." He snapped his stubby fingers. "That's it! That's why you've been screwing up all day. Get out! You're fired."

      "What? I'm not on drugs. I'm not on anything," I protested. But to be honest, a part of me wondered if I was having some kind of episode, like Trev's neighbor. One minute he was sitting on the couch talking, and then he pointed into the air and announced that he saw goldfish. I wasn't there, but Trev told me all about it. His parents had to take him to the hospital for observation. Apparently, he liked to drop a lot of acid. I didn't do acid, so maybe I was just going crazy.

      Eddie leaned in closer and sniffed. I assumed to see if he smelled alcohol on me. Unfortunately, that brought his ugly mug so close that I could see the small tufts of hair sprouting from his ears. Something about him reminded me of the burglar. Could he have been green too?

      "Then, you're crazy," he said, "which is just as bad."

      Even though my boss had transformed into a monster right out of The Dark Crystal, I needed this stupid job. I had no idea what to do, though. Was I losing my mind? First the incident at the store, then the battle in the backyard, and now this. Maybe I was going crazy, or maybe I was having one of those flashback trips. Trev’s bandmates were always taking random shit. Maybe I picked up a contaminated set of drumsticks. I needed to get home and call poison control, or drink some milk.

      Meanwhile, Eddie kept staring at me, and I kept not staring at him. Who wanted a gremlin in their face? And not the cute fuzzy kind, but the evil, nasty kind, like after you add water. No, Eddie was even uglier than Stripe and too big. Eddie was more like a goblin. That’s it! He was a goblin, but then, I wasn't so sure. What did goblins look like?

      My brain wouldn't hold still long enough for me to work this out. Once I decided that I wasn’t hallucinating, I tried to pretend that everything was normal which given the circumstances, was really hard. "I'm fine. Really. You just scared me, that's all."

      "I don't care. You're still fired."

      "You can't do that," I said. "Y-y-you're not even human." Oops.

      For a second, his face blanched, but before he could reply, Trudy appeared. "Eddie, one of the customers wants to speak to the manager."

      He scowled. "I'll be right there. Trudy, take a good look at this one. She's off her rocker."

      "What?" Trudy asked. "Jen's not like…"

      Something about the way I was looking at her made her hesitate. That's because Trudy wasn’t Trudy anymore, either. Unlike the squatty, green creature hovering over me, she was beautiful. Tall and slender with a triangular face and a tiny upturned nose. Her sky-blue eyes were almond-shaped and her ears, though not large, came to a point. Trudy was an elf!

      "Jen, are you okay?"

      Even her voice sounded like wind chimes, the tinkling glass kind, not the thunking wooden ones. I shook my head. "I'm not feeling very well," I said. I’m hallucinating or plain crazy. The goblin was right!

      "You look awful. Eddie," she called before he had gotten too far away, "she's sick." She placed her hand against my forehead. I lurched back despite myself. Elves were good, right? With some hesitation, she withdrew her hand.

      "Come on, Jen. Let's get you out of here before you get in more trouble."

      "Yeah," Eddie said, "walk her right out the back door."

      Trudy pulled him away where she could whisper to him. I stood on shaky legs. Shellshocked was an understatement. Going home was a good idea, certainly getting out of there was. Still, if I was going to be fired, I needed every last penny. "Um, hey,” trying not to look at the pair of them, “I'm going to grab my tips. I'll be right back." 

      A funny thing happened on the way to the dining room. Brenda blasted into the kitchen and yelled for me to get out of the way because she was hefting a heavy tray of dirty dishes. She dumped them off with the dishwashers and gave me a dirty look before running to pick up her next order. I think she was also perturbed because she had to take over some of my tables. When she reached the stainless-steel counter where the cooks placed the completed meals, a big, motley, frog-like face poked between the shelves. "Kept it warm for you, babe." Then, a scaly-clawed hand pushed forward a plate of roast beef with mashed potatoes and gravy.

      Brenda smiled. "Thanks, Raul, you take good care of me."

      Raul, who was no longer Raul, winked at her. That is, an opaque lens slid over his eye and then retracted. I almost vomited.

      "Hey," Brenda said as she stacked the meals on her tray, "you going back to work or what?"

      Numbly, I shook my head no. "Not feeling well," I said weakly. Then, I saw two other massive frog-like creatures working the grills. Forget the tips. I spun around to leave. As I did, I saw into the steamy, dirty dish room. I almost closed my eyes. I expected to see the Creature from the Black Lagoon, but instead it was only the creep who always perked up from whatever he was doing when I came in. He stopped spraying down a plastic rack of glasses before they went into the dishwasher and leered at me. I swear he had a sixth sense. I was relieved to see he was normal, or relatively so.

      Eddie and Trudy arrived. It looked like they had been arguing. Eddie stomped past me like an angry toddler, but Trudy stopped. "Did you get your tips?"

      "What? Um, no." I was looking back at the cooks.

      "I talked Eddie into not firing you, but you should go home and rest. When do you work next?"

      "Tomorrow."

      "Take a few days. Better yet, I’ll have Eddie take you off the schedule for the rest of the week. You look awful. Come on, I'll walk you out."

      I was also relieved to see that, as we went through the employee section of the building, the lounge, and locker areas, that everyone else was one-hundred-percent human.

      We emerged on the side of the hotel where employees parked and entered to clock in. It was between shift change, so we were alone. Trudy closed the metal door behind us. "Are you really okay, Jen?"

      I didn't know how to answer. I couldn't even process the surrealness of the situation. Here I was talking about my bad day with my hostess, who was an elf. "I'll be fine,” I croaked. I mumbled something about my tips.

      "I'll get them from the girls. Don’t worry." She took a step closer. “There's something different about you today." She eyed me closely, like she was considering what to do about me. Suddenly, she waved her hand before my eyes and whispered so softly I couldn’t catch what she said. 

      "What are you doing?" I asked.

      "Um, nothing, nothing at all. Never mind.”

      It didn’t look like nothing. Trudy backed up. “Okay, I better get back before Eddie fires me. Call in a couple of days for next week’s schedule. Bye and good luck." Then the elf ducked back into the building. 

      What the hell had just happened?
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      I immediately caught a bus home. Thankfully, I did not see another mythological creature the whole way. I saw a lot of freaks, but they were the normal, everyday variety, like the Nikki Sixx look alike and his headbanger girlfriend who sat behind me. Despite the rat nest hair and the dark makeup, his, not hers, the pair didn’t draw that much notice, especially since Motley Crue’s  Theater of Pain came out in June. I told Trev he’d have to start moosing his hair if he wanted to make it big.

      I briefly wondered if the guy was the real deal or a wannabe metal god in leopard print pants. I wondered if he even played an instrument. For a split second, I pictured him marching in the high school band with a tuba or something, puffy hair and all. I stifled a giggle. Who was I to say anything, though? A lot of the guys I knew dressed like they belonged in an MTV video and never even so much as picked up an instrument. Worse, some of them knew one or two songs on the guitar and thought that made them musicians.  

      When the pair got off at their stop, I didn’t have any other diversions to take my mind off my day’s insanity. All I wanted to do was get home and turn off all the lights and maybe sleep away the hallucinations. Maybe it would work, like getting rid of a migraine…maybe.

      The bus let me out at my stop, a bench along the busy street outside the tall, cinder block wall that bordered my thirty-year-old subdivision. The traffic noise slowly faded away as I wound my way through my neighborhood. Although all the houses were basically the same model, two and three-bedroom ranch styles, time had allowed everyone to individualize their own piece of heaven. Despite lots of evidence to the contrary, some folks had decided that we lived in the country and built animal pens for their goats, sheep, and, my favorite, roosters.

      It was only when I got home that I remembered the doghouse. I couldn't believe I'd dragged myself out of bed at the crack of dawn to make it safe and almost forgot about it. But then, I'd seen goblins and elves and big, gnarly frog thingies, so I decided to cut myself a break.

      I never thought of our house as small, much less tiny; instead it was cozy. Mom and I were never far from each other. We mostly ate in front of the television and talked to each other from the bathroom. I thought all families worked that way.

      Our backyard, like all the rest in the neighborhood, was big enough for me to run around in when I was little. Mostly, it was neglected except for the porch. Again, nothing special, just a concrete slab with a tin awning for shade. However, this was my mother’s space, the only spot in the whole house with any real personality. It was her patio garden. She had dozens of green friends: bright red geraniums, striped hostas, pink cosmos, giant elephant ears, and many more. She even had a small lemon tree. Here, all the plants caught the gentle morning sun but avoided roasting alive as the day went on. Mom watered them every morning and evening as each required, and more importantly, she said, she kept them company. More than once I heard her talking to them like girlfriends at brunch. I never thought it was weird. It was kind of touching, really. And, her plants showed their appreciation by growing amazingly well. In fact, several neighbors over the years had some to her for shoots from her garden, but they never did as well without Mom's touch.

      The grass, however, was a different story. It was long since dead because neither my mother nor I ever watered it, leaving a huge brown patch of dirt and some stubborn Bermuda grass. We shared a four-foot chain link fence with the neighbors, all of whom had dogs and cats that used our yard when theirs was full up. There were a bunch of oleander bushes along the back presently blooming pink blossoms amid their spiky leaves. They would probably be dead, too, but the neighbors watered their lawn, and the bushes got some of the runoff. Oleander bushes were poisonous, so I'd developed an innate dislike of them.

      I opened the drapes to see the neglected doghouse in the middle of the neglected yard. It had always been there, as long as I could remember; since we never had a dog, it must have been used by the people who owned the house before us. It was big, big enough for Cujo. It was in rough shape, though. Its sides were made of rotting wood slats, and the roof was made of tin and pieces of asphalt shingles. And yet, it refused to just fall apart; in fact, as evidenced by my bruised toe, I think it planned on sticking around for a long time.

      The house was warm, even with all the curtains closed and the windows opened. I changed out of my polyester waitress uniform into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt before venturing out again. I thought about running the swamp cooler, but then I'd have to close everything up. Later, I decided. First, I needed to check out that doghouse in the daylight.

      When I was satisfied that I'd killed the spiders, or at least ran them off, I poked my head inside. Through the weathered old boards, I could see okay, but there wasn't anything there. I slapped the floor, tapped on the sides, and even forced myself to crawl most of the way in. I pulled at any gaps between boards on the floor, which produced nothing extraordinary. The thing that stole my silver frog had vanished and left no trace. Truthfully, I didn't expect to find a trapdoor leading anywhere. I did hope, however, that maybe he might have left a clue or something.

      As I backed out, my hair got tangled in a newly spun web. I jumped out and did a heebie-jeebie dance while I scoured myself for whatever had spun it. Thankfully, I found no spiders on me. By now, I couldn't even think about lying down because I was too wound up. I dragged the water hose over and sprayed down the swamp cooler's evaporation pads. Some people had proper air conditioners at their houses. We, like most of our neighbors, had giant outdoor fans that you had to wet down. The water evaporated from these big, grass-like pads cooling the air that the fan then blew inside. It worked well in the desert. Unfortunately, it also created a nice habitat for mosquitoes.

      Once I closed off the house, I turned on the big internal fan that would blow all that damp air into the house. It was loud, but I got used to it fairly quickly. The living room immediately began to cool some, but the air got warmer towards the bedrooms. We still needed box fans for them. Mosquitos, fans, and a racket, but it was cheaper than air conditioning. Plus, if it broke down, even I could fix it. I swore, though, if I ever struck it rich, I'd invest in air conditioning. 

      A cool house would be a pleasant surprise for my mother. Mom was usually done by three or four, a few hours from now. Her job required that she drive, setting up displays and restocking Nabisco items at a bunch of stores all over Bakersfield—we had a ton of Nutter Butters in the closet since there were only the two of us. I used to take extras to elementary school to sell until the principal called my mother. Socialist.

      Once Mom finished for the day, she'd do her errands, shopping and whatnot. She didn't hit the bottle until she got home, and she didn't hit it every night. When I had something important going on, like a track meet or a school conference, she stayed sober. She would even sometimes go cold turkey for a few weeks, but then she'd have a bad day, something or the other would drag her back to the vodka, her liquor of choice.

      On very rare occasions, she could be a nasty drunk, but mostly, she was sad. She'd roam around our little house with the curtains pulled shut and some oldies spilling out of the radio, or she'd space out in front of the television, or she'd melt into one of her romance novels—I never knew what I was going to get. I guessed I should have been grateful that she never got physical with me. Some of my friends weren't so lucky. Still, I wasn't in the mood to deal with her today, not until I understood a little more about what I'd gotten into.

      I decided to call Amanda who was in between jobs. I was desperate to talk to somebody about losing my mind, and Trev was working with his dad. Besides, I felt better about confiding this to my best friend than my boyfriend. I used the kitchen phone. Mom had one in her bedroom, too. That one was hooked up to our answering machine. She talked about getting a cordless. Talked. Yet another item to add to my list of amenities once I had money.

      Amanda picked up on the third ring. "Hey, thought you were working."

      "Was. Tough day," I said.

      "You didn't get fired?"

      "No, not yet anyway. Hey, want to grab a bite? I haven't eaten lunch."

      "Sure," Amanda said. "What about the mall?"

      "I just got off the bus from work. I'm not sure I want another hot ride." Not having a car totally sucked. I was getting close, though. Maybe by the end of summer I'd have enough to buy someone else’s headache.

      "Forget the bus. Jeff left for basic last week, remember? We can take his car."

      "Yeah, I remember, but I didn’t think he’d leave his car."

      "Yup, all mine for the next three months. Maybe longer if he can't use it during his military school."

      "Okay, great. Can you swing by and get me?"

      "Yeah, give me time to change. I'll be there in a snap." While I waited, I debated with myself on what I was going to tell her. Hey, guess what? Someone stole my magic frog that steals things. He disappeared in my doghouse, and now I’m seeing goblins and elves. How’s your day going?

      Amanda arrived sooner than I expected in her brother’s VW Beetle. It was a little beat up, sporting a few dings, and the sky-blue paint was showing signs of sun bleaching, but I thought it was beautiful. Although it was a stick, Amanda had no problem driving it because Jeff had been her teacher, mine too. He was a cool older brother; I also think he had a thing for me, but he’d never be more than Amanda’s brother to me. 

      “No, ripping anything off today, right?”

      Since we were heading to the mall, I supposed it was logical that she brought up old history. “There is a one-hundred percent chance that I will not take anything.” I can’t promise that you won’t have to take me to a mental hospital, however.

      "I wouldn't mind meeting that rent-a-cop again, though," Amanda mused.

      "What? He was, like, 50."

      Amanda laughed. "Not the old guy, the younger one. He smelled good, sort of a mix between Old Spice and baby powder. Nice ass, too."

      "You know that's not normal, right?"

      Amanda frowned. "What's not normal?"

      "The smell thing."

      "Not true," Amanda said as she merged right to take HWY 99. Once we were speeding along with everybody else, she explained. "I read an article about it in Cosmo. We are heavily influenced by our olfactory lobes."

      "Our what?"

      "Come on, you took anatomy and physiology. Olfactory lobes, part of the brain responsible for processing smells. I think I have a big set."

      I smirked. "At least you're consistent."

      "Asshole. Don't hate the player; hate the game."

      "Well, at least it explains Ronnie."

      "Ronnie's not bad looking," she said.

      "Technically true, but…"

      "Yeah, yeah, I know, but it makes double-dating easier with you and Trev."

      "Whoa, hold on. Are you dating Ronnie so we can all hang out?"

      "Not really, well, sort of. It made sense initially, and you know, he smelled good and is kind of good looking."

      "But?"

      "But now, you know him--"

      "Kind of a douche," I said.

      "He is."

      "So, you going to break up with him?"

      "You sound so high school. Naw, nothing so, official. I'll ignore a few phone calls, and he'll get the hint. Before the week's up, he'll pick up one of those neighborhood girls who come to see the guys play. Wait and see."

      "Harsh. True, but harsh."

      "I'll miss his weed, though," she sighed.

      The parking lot was about half full even though it was a weekday afternoon. Its occupancy was the result of too many kids with nothing to do over the summer. Besides, where else could a teenager go to get cheap food, good air conditioning, and a four-screen movie theater? About the only place that was better to hang out during the blistering heat was the pool, or maybe the river.

      We parked near the entrance to the food court which was located strategically between Sears on one side and JC Penney on the other. The place was bustling. "Get whatever you want," I said. "My treat. I owe you for almost getting us arrested."

      Amanda was wearing a spaghetti top which hung to her thighs and was longer than her shorts. She must have planned on going somewhere before I called because her hair was all teased up and her make-up was perfect; a few boys were already noticing. She ignored the stares, instead studying the various places to eat. "Then," she said twirling a finger in her hair, "I want some Panda Express and a Mrs. Field's cookie."

      "Go for it." I handed her a ten-dollar bill. "I'll meet you right back here." Amanda joined the line. She was so predictable. I knew she’d pick pseudo-Chinese, and I bet she'd get the sweet and sour chicken. I walked over to Sbarro's where there was no line and ordered a big slice of sausage pizza. I had to wait for an Orange Julius, though. A girl about my age, maybe a year younger, took my order. "A large orange Julius with an egg, please." The egg made all the difference.

      I beat Amanda back to the table and started in on the gooey pizza. The tables were starting to fill up, so I put my plastic tray across from me to mark the spot as taken. I watched people while I ate and realized I was still wearing the bracelet. I flipped my wrist over a few times to look at it before that got boring, and I resumed devouring my pizza.

      While I waited for Amanda, I thought some more about how I was going to share my secrets with her. I thought about how I might react. I’d be supportive even though deep down I’d be thinking, “Girl, you’re crazy.” Maybe I’d just see if it came up.

      There had to be a hundred people moving about the food court. A bunch of Goths sitting together automatically drew my attention. They wore mostly all black, of course, with silver-studded belts and chokers. I wondered how their make-up survived the heat, probably why they were in the mall. Most had black hair, either natural or dyed. One or two had an unnatural blue or green tinting. All of them had their hair teased up. A few wore concert t-shirts. When I really thought about it, they didn't look all that different from my head banging crowd, except that we chose brighter colors. It made me stop and think of life's little ironies.

      Despite the presence of bored teens, most of the crowd were adults, grabbing a late lunch while working at the mall or someplace close by. It was still relatively early for many teenagers. Although they began climbing out of their crypts by now, they wouldn’t show up en masse until late afternoon. I did see a familiar group, three guys roaming the perimeter. One had his long hair pulled into spikes, like a blond sun god. He was tall and super skinny. Another wore his hair in ringlets down to his butt. He had a muscle shirt on that exposed tattoos up and down his arms. The third was similarly dressed. Otherwise, the crowd was mainly made up of working-class heroes.

      "Hey," Amanda said sliding across from me. “What are you looking at?”

      “Hmm, oh, nobody, the crowd.”

      "What's that?" She asked, pointing at the bracelet.

      "Oh, um, I found it."

      Amanda frowned.

      “I didn’t steal it. I found it in my backyard.” When I was chasing a hairy dwarfish-looking thief who stole my magic frog.

      "Yeah, let me see it."

      I held up my wrist. “Want to try it on?”

      “Naw, it’s cute but a little gaudy for my taste. Oh, shoot, I forgot napkins. I’ll be right back.”

      I took another bite of my pizza and continued to people watch. Amanda returned and passed me a napkin before digging into her syrupy chicken. Predictable. About that time, a woman walked by in a pair of red heels and matching super short shorts. That alone would have caused people to gawk, but she also had a bright red, forked tail. It bobbed up and down behind her like a curious snake.

      I started to choke on my pizza. Amanda reached over and slapped me on my back. “You okay?”

      I was not okay. The woman’s tail snatched up a pepper shaker off an empty table and set it on her tray as she passed by. I couldn’t help gaping at her, and she noticed. She turned my way and lowered her sunglasses to reveal a pair of glowing yellow eyes. I held my breath. She winked and sashayed on. I sucked down about half of my Julius and only stopped because I had a short coughing fit.

      "What's wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost."

      I shook my head. "Nothing," I croaked. I shifted in my seat to avoid looking at the woman, demon, or whatever she was. Unfortunately, that put the Goths squarely in my line of sight. They were still huddled together, a few laughing, but entirely human. Or, so I thought.

      That's when I caught a quick glimpse of a critter emerging from behind the counter at Hotdog on a Stick. It had a white sack in its mouth and was scurrying so quickly through the crowd that no one had seen it, yet. As it zipped between people's feet, I caught a familiar white streak down the middle of its black back—a skunk!

      "What is it?" Amanda asked.

      "Thought I saw a mouse."

      "Eww, really?" She lifted her feet off the floor.

      I kept the skunk in the corner of my eye but noticed that the Goths were watching it, too. Pepé Le Pew ducked behind a trashcan when a security guard nearly stepped on it. One of the Goths pointed its way and his buddy laughed. Then, Pepé slipped behind the guy working his way around the food court with a broom and dustpan combo. The skunk stayed right in his wake, occasionally poking around the guy's feet, as if to say, "Ha, can't catch me!" Then it hit me. It was a game. The bold, little rodent was playing a game.

      The skunk zigged and zagged the last several feet to the group of Goths who were now all clapping and laughing, all except a girl who sat with a perturbed look on her face. Pepé slipped among the rest where I couldn't see, and then I heard a little "pop!" Instantly, there stood a new Goth. He was on the short side and dressed like the rest of his posse. Someone handed him a Coke, and he handed the small bag of food to the seated girl. She shook her head. I could almost hear her telling him what a dumbass he was. She stood like she was going to leave, and then I saw her smile. She punched the guy playfully before pulling him close to lay one on him. Apparently, she had no reservations about French kissing a skunk. Gross! It suddenly occurred to me, maybe they were all skunks! I bet that was it! They were like, what, werewolves, only they were skunks. What would that make them? Wereskunks! Was there even such a thing?

      "I repeat," Amanda said while snapping her fingers to get my attention. "What is going on? You’re acting all kinds of freaked out. Hey, anybody home?"

      "What? Oh, sorry." I wanted to tell Amanda, somebody, anybody. I think I was in mild shock. I was about to spill it all when it hit me. The bracelet. All these hallucinations began once I found the bracelet, except for the dude who broke into my house and his disappearing act. But maybe there was a logical explanation for that. Everything else came after the bracelet. That had to be it. I almost ripped the thing off my wrist before stuffing it into my pocket. Amanda studied me closely, but I ignored her quizzical look. This was a test. If I stopped seeing waking nightmares, that was it. Then, I could show Amanda.
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      Unfortunately, there was a flaw with my thinking. The Goths remained the Goths. The show was apparently over. I looked for the red-tailed, devil woman, but she was gone, too. When did she leave? Did she leave? Shit! There was no way to know unless I was already wearing the bracelet before I started seeing things. I began to dig into my pocket.

      Amanda stood up.

      "Where’re you going?"

      "To get a couple of to-go boxes."

      "We just got here," I said half-heartedly.

      "Uh-huh, I don't know where your brain is, but it's not here. Want to go home?"

      I shrugged. "Maybe. I don't know."

      "Something going on with your mom? Trev?"

      I shook my head, and she frowned. "You ever going to tell me what's wrong?"

      "Who said anything was wrong?" Her expression didn’t change. "You're right. There is…” Did I really want to tell her the truth? “I forgot. It’s no biggie, just messed up some and got reamed by my boss."

      "That's it?"

      No, that's not it; I'm losing my God damn mind. "Yup."

      "Uh huh." She walked off.

      She knew I was full of it. The thing was, I didn't want to say anything until I knew for sure that I wasn't insane. That got me thinking. If this was all for real, then Trudy had to know what was going on. I just had to get her to talk to me.

      Amanda returned with a Styrofoam box for herself and a paper one for my pizza. "Hey, could you run me by my work?"

      "Sure,” she said, “but I want to stop and get my cookie on the way out. If you're going to ruin my lunch, I deserve a cookie."

       

      The Red Lion was not far by highway. Amanda parked in the guest lot beneath a palm tree's sliver of shade. "You okay waiting? I won't be long."

      "I won't melt. Just hurry."

      I went in through the front entrance. The cafeteria wasn't too busy since I'd missed the lunch rush. Trudy was speaking to one of the waitresses. I approached cautiously because I wasn't completely sure what I was going to say.

      "Ahem, uh, Trudy."

      The pretty hostess looked up, and her big, blue eyes widened in surprise. "Jen? I thought you weren't coming back until next week."

      "I know. That's not why I'm here." I moved closer. "Trudy, can you spare a few minutes? There's something I really need to talk to you about."

      Concern crossed her face. She looked around the restaurant and then called one of the waitresses over. "Hey, watch the counter for me for a few minutes, would you? Thanks."

      Trudy led us into the lobby near the restrooms, somewhat hidden behind a massive palm plant. "What's this all about?"

      "Wait a sec." I turned around and put on the bracelet. When I turned back around, I was confronted by a dubious-looking elf with her hands on her hips. "It worked."

      "What is wrong with you?" she asked.

      "I know what you are, all of you, Eddie, the cooks."

      Trudy frowned, and then before I could say another word, she passed her hand across my face and whispered something, like she tried before. I stared blankly at her. She suddenly looked satisfied, but when she turned to walk away, I stopped her. "Hey, still here. It didn't work last time, and it’s not working now."

      She stopped cold. When she turned around, she appeared genuinely frightened. "What didn't work?" she said.

      "Whatever magic you just tried. What was it, something to make me forget?"

      "Glamor," she whispered. “To take away the sight." She looked around and stepped closer. "What was that you just did? Wait," she pointed to the bracelet on my wrist. "It's that. That's what you did a minute ago. Where did you get it?"

      "Long story. Point is, I do have it, and now I need your help."

      Trudy got right in my face. "No. You're messing with things you do not understand."

      "No shit, Sherlock, so help me. Who are you? What are you?"

      Trudy looked very afraid now. She was almost pleading when she said, "I can't talk to you; not if you know what we are. Please go away."

      "Trudy, or whatever your real name is, I don't want to get you in any trouble. I need some answers. I think I'm losing my mind."

      "Then, get rid of that," she said pointing to my wrist. "You'll stop seeing beyond the illusions without it."

      "It's not that simple. Someone, one of your kind, I think, stole something from me."

      "An elf?"

      "No, not an elf. More like Eddie, or something sort of like him."

      "Then, he was not 'one of my kind,'" she said, clearly affronted.

      "Look, I'm not trying to piss you off. I meant someone, not human, I think. He took a jewelry box, a special one."

      "Special how?"

      "It stole things."

      "IT stole things?"

      "Okay, I stole things with it. All I had to do was open it and say what I wanted to steal. I had to see whatever it was, though, I mean like for real and not a picture. I tried with a Sears catalogue, you know the big, fat Christmas one, but none of the stuff showed up."

      She looked at me like I'd sprouted a third eyeball.

      "What? Come on, it seemed like a good idea."

      "Forget the, the catalogue. The, what did you call it, a jewelry box? You shouldn't have something like that. No, normal human--"

      "What do you mean 'normal'?"

      She looked around nervously. "I can't help you. You want my advice, throw the bracelet out and walk away."

      "What are you scared of?" I asked.

      "It's important we don't attract attention to ourselves."

      "Working in a human hotel?"

      She sighed. "We have to eat, to have jobs. Our secret is safe from most humans."

      "So, you're what, like hiding from someone?"

      "In a sense. Mostly, we lay low and go about our own business right under the noses of ordinary people."

      "Oh, like witness protection?"

      "More like refugees. The less you know, the better for both of us. I'm sorry, but I can't tell you anymore. If it matters, you are not crazy."

      I wasn't put off that easily. "Why here? Why Bakersfield?"

      "It's a good place to hide in plain sight. Bakersfield is, well, you know…"

      "Kind of a shithole?"

      "No, no. I like it here. I have friends. My apartment complex has a nice pool, but it is kind of out of the way. Up to now, it's been safe."

      "I won't say anything, at least to anyone who matters," I added.

      She grabbed my wrist, the one without the bracelet. "You can't tell anyone, please. I'm sorry I can't help you more. Don't mention this to Eddie or the cooks, though. That could be very dangerous for you, as well."

      "I won't." I had an ugly thought. "Do you have to, like, live with Eddie and the cooks, the frog thingies?"

      "We're all in the same apartment complex, but it's a big one. I usually only see them here at work. Eddie's constantly throwing barbeques, but I always turn down his invitations. Elves and goblins are not natural friends."

      "I can see why."

      "Oh, it's not a looks thing—well, maybe a little bit in Eddie's case; he's ugly even for a goblin." She smiled. She reached out and held me by my arms. "Be careful."

      "I'm going to try."

      Amanda was sitting on the grass beneath the palm tree when I returned. "Too hot in the car?"

      "My butt was sticking to the seat. You figure it out?"

      I looked back at the hotel and wondered what other surprises were out of the bag now. "For now," I answered. "Hey, I think I'll wait for Trev to get home. Want to hang out at his house with me?"

      Amanda shook her head. "Nope. His place smells like dog. Besides, didn't you say the boys are practicing tonight?"

      I was still focusing on the dog comment. "You never said anything before."

      "It's no biggie. It's that old, stinky mutt of his, I guess. I don't mind so much when we hang out in the garage when it's open but inside the house kind of reeks."

      "I never noticed. Really?"

      She climbed in the bug. "Kind of lingers on Trev, too."

      I joined her in the car. "You telling me my boyfriend smells like a dog?"

      "Trevor's great. He's good-looking and nice to you, but yeah, sometimes he smells like a kennel."

      "Sometimes?"

      "Not all the time, but the house stinks."

      "Huh, okay, um, you got any other ideas?"

      She started the car and backed out. "I think I might have a line on a job."

      Amanda usually worked but quit her last job right before school ended. "That's cool. Doing what?"

      "I don't want to jinx it. I'll let you know if I get it. Anyway, I'll be busy this afternoon. So, you still want me to drop you by Trev's?"

      "Yeah, I think so. What about tonight? You going to come by when the guys are practicing?"

      "No, that's what I meant before. If I'm going to cut Ronnie loose, I'll need to avoid the band for a while."

      "Understandable," I agreed.

      Amanda turned up the volume for a song she liked in order to hear over the bug’s little motor.  It gave me a convenient excuse to sit and think about elves and stinky boyfriends.
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      Trev lived with his dad about two miles from my house. Amanda pulled over for me to get out. "Hey," I said, "thanks for hauling me around. Sorry I've been such a pill."

      "Like I don't ever get moody. I'll call you tomorrow. Wish me luck, okay?"

      "You bet. Just flash 'em your boobs," I teased.

      "How'd you think I got the interview?" She laughed and drove away. For a second, I wondered if she was only joking.

      I walked around to the backyard where Rex, their old Australian Shepherd, wandered over from his favorite spot in the shade to greet me. He licked my hand, and I knelt to smell him. "No, you don't stink. Do you, boy? You need some cool water?"

      I added some to his five-gallon bucket. While I had the hose out, I sprayed down their swamp cooler. Rex had already collapsed in a freshly dug hole. "They should shave you in the summer, boy."

      The garage was empty, and everything was neatly hung along the walls or put on shelves. Trev's dad kept that kind of garage which was why I would have been surprised if the place smelled like dog. I sniffed around, but the only spot I could remotely smell was Rex's bed in the corner.

      In a few hours, there would be a bunch of aspiring musicians and their gear cluttering everything up. The band took turns practicing at each other’s houses, not wanting to aggravate any one parent by jamming in the same spot all the time. They only formed up about six months ago and had yet to secure a paying gig, but they were getting popular with the neighborhood, especially the little freshmen girls who seemed to somehow show up whenever the guys began jamming, sort of like fruit flies on overripe bananas.

      I found the key to the door into the house in one of the tiny drawers where Trev's father kept nuts and bolts and things. I unlocked it and returned the key before going in. Their house was cooler than ours. Trev's dad made good money in the oil fields, so they ran their swamp cooler harder. I got a drink from the kitchen tap and went to Trev's bedroom to wait. I'd done it before, especially when I didn't want to talk to my mother which seemed to be happening more often. Nothing much had changed, but I was short on tolerance for her drinking lately. Rather than confronting her about it, I usually left when I got upset.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t worry about her. If that creep who stole my silver frog came back, was he likely to hurt her? Damn, I hadn't thought about that. I'd planned on staying, maybe overnight, but I needed to change my plans. I'd stick around long enough to listen to them play for a while and go home early.

      Trev's bedroom décor was straight up rock ’n’ roll headshop. He had his baby, a battered Stratocaster, mounted on the wall with the Peavey amp underneath. His dad's old acoustic was mounted next to it. Every other inch of wall space was covered with pictures of his favorite rock gods ripped out from Guitar World and Rolling Stone magazines, or posters of naked women, or pot plants. Some of naked women with pot plants. He had a shelf for his sport trophies along with his favorite bongs. Two big, hanging ferns straddled the headboard of his queen-size waterbed.

      The bed was what I had my eye on. I was suddenly wiped out. I was an emotional sleeper; when my life turned to shit, I could sleep 12 to 14 hours straight. I supposed that what was happening was enough to trigger my emotional safety mechanism. I turned on an overhead fan and flopped back. My butt touched bottom—Trev needed to add water. I took a long sniff. I didn't know what Amanda thought she smelled, but I only smelled Trev, and he didn't smell like a dog to me. A second later, I laid back and felt the waterbed beneath me undulating. A poster of Cheech and Chong's Nice Dreams staring down at me from the ceiling was the last thing I remembered.

      "Jen, wake up." A pair of deep, dark brown eyes stared down at me. For a second, I thought of a puppy.

      "Oh, hey, babe." It was Trev.

      "Hey, yourself," Trev answered. "I didn't expect you until tonight."

      I shifted to grab the edge of the bed frame to pull myself up, but Trev snuggled closer. "No need to get up. Maybe I'll join you."

      He was in his work clothes, dirty jeans and a sweat-stained t-shirt. His long hair hung limply to his shoulders. "As if, you're filthy. You need a shower."

      "Great idea," he smiled. "You wash mine, and I'll wash yours."

      "Your pop home?"

      "Yeah," he answered sheepishly.

      "Then, that’s a no. What time is it?"

      "Almost five. The guys will be here in an hour."

      "Well, you better get a move on."

      "Everything all right?"

      "Right enough."

      Despite being covered in dirt, he leaned in and kissed me. When he withdrew, he said, "Hey, if you're hungry, there's lunch meat in the fridge."

      I realized I didn't eat my lunch. In fact, I'd left the pizza in Amanda's car. "Yeah, a sandwich sounds good. You want me to make one for you, too?"

      "Sounds delicious."

      He tried to kiss me again, but I gently pushed him back. "Go. I'll talk to you when you get out."

      The short nap made me feel better. I might have felt better still if I spilled everything to Trev, that was if he didn’t think I was nuts. But with his dad being home, I didn’t want to get into it. Trev's dad was already ensconced in his La-Z-Boy in front of the TV. "Hey, Charlie."

      "Hey, pretty girl. How long have you been here?"

      "A little while. I fell asleep in Trev's room. I'm making us sandwiches. You want one?"

      He held up a beer. "Not right now, thanks. Need to cool down some first. How's your mom?"

      "Good. Working too hard." Drinking too much. Charlie knew about my mom. Trev had told him why I tended to spend a lot of time here. He sort of talked around it with me. He met Mom a few times, even taking us all out on my last birthday. Unlike my mom, however, Charlie would stop at two ice-cold Coors and only when it was hot like this. In the winter, he drank coffee.

      "Aren't we all? There's a bag of chips above the fridge."

      "Thanks." I left him to the five o'clock news. Trevor was the splitting image of his father. Both were tall with lean, working man muscles. They also shared the same brown eyes and full, brown hair, though the stubble on Charlie's face was showing some grey. So far, Charlie's two beer-a-day habit hadn't produced that creeping beer gut that so many of my other friends' fathers sported, but then, none of them worked out in the heat all day refurbishing old oil gear, either.

      I found the sliced ham and turkey wrapped in their deli packaging, along with some swiss. Trev and his dad were mayonnaise people, but they kept a small jar of Miracle Whip in the refrigerator for me. In my experience, you were either a mayonnaise kind of person or a Miracle Whip kind of person. I added some lettuce and sliced tomato to all three sandwiches. Charlie would get hungry later.

      Soon, Trev came in. He looked much better all cleaned up. His hair was still wet. “Dad, I’m grabbing a beer. You need another one?”

      “Nope, not yet,” Charlie said.

      “How about you, babe, a Coke?”

      Trev didn’t bother asking me about beer. I sometimes drank if we were at a party or something, but not to cool down. He popped his beer can and leaned against the counter next to me. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing. I got off early and ran around with Amanda for a while. Didn’t feel like going home.”

      “Anything going on with you and your mom?”

      I shrugged. “Same old, same old. Thought I’d catch you before the guys got here and you got distracted.” I handed him his plate with the sandwich, and we sat at the kitchenette table. I got up to grab the chips, but Trev pulled me onto his lap.

      “Where’re you going?”

      "I thought you were hungry? Your dad said the chips were on the fridge.”

      “Chips can wait.”

      “Yeah, but I can’t. I’m hungry, too.” I climbed off him, but not before planting one on his pretty mouth.

      I brought the fresh bag of Doritos to the table. Trev tore into it. “So,” Trev said between bites, “you staying tonight?”

      “Can’t, got some things I need to do at home.”

      Trev stopped chewing. “I thought you said you didn’t want to go home right now.”

      “I don’t. Not really, but--”

      “Then don’t. Just call your mom and tell her you’re staying. I told you we’d be wrapping up early.”

      “No. Not tonight. I do need to talk to her,” I lied.

      Trev’s disappointment was written all over his face. Whatever he felt was always right there in the open. Usually, I appreciated that I didn’t have to try and figure out what he was thinking. There were times, though, that it was annoying. He didn’t say anything, but instead took a long swig of his Coors. If he was going to start drinking because I wasn’t going to stick around, I was going to bail sooner than later.

      As we were finishing up, Charlie came in and got his second beer. He saw the sandwich. “You’re a peach, kid.

      “A peach,” Trev repeated.

      His dad frowned at him as he took a bag of Fritos from the table. I shrugged when he looked my way. Then, he went back to the living room.

      Trev got up to get another beer. “Shouldn't you wait to start drinking until after you play a few songs?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Meaning, you’re pissed I’m not staying.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Okay, whatever.” I changed the subject. “Rex is dying in this heat. Have you guys thought about shaving him?”

      "No, why?”

      “He looked really hot when I got here. I gave him some cold water.”

      “We always give him plenty. He’s getting old.”

      “That’s why you should probably cut off that winter coat.”

      “You know, I’ll worry about my dog.”

      “Okay, I see how this is going.” I put my plate in the sink. “Have a good practice.” I walked into the living room to say goodbye to Charlie.

      He got up to give me a hug. “Everything all right?”

      “It’s fine,” I said. I hadn’t really paid too much attention to him, but I noticed how beat he looked. “You look tired.” Trevor had come in. He looked exhausted, too, much more than normal. Despite laboring all day in 100-degree weather, they always seemed used to it. Even Trev’s dad had no problems mowing his yard after a hard day. I looked from one to the other. “You guys getting sick?”

      Something passed between them. “No,” Charlie said, “not really. Workload is up this week. I think we’re worn out, that’s all.”

      Trev slipped his arm in mine. “Come on. Hang out awhile if you can. Sorry I snapped at you.”

      I ended up staying longer than I meant to. Three of the block’s little groupies swarmed almost as soon as the guys began tuning up, and I was ashamed to say that I felt a little territorial. I recognized two of the fruit flies from school, although I didn’t know them since they were a few years younger. They seemed pretty grown up now in their war paint and teased-up hair. Trev only shrugged when they began hanging all over some of the guys.

      It was meant to be a short practice. Ricardo, Ricky to all but his mother, was the vocalist, and he had to help his brother move or something. He reminded me of Dio, super short with hair down to his waist. The comparison stopped there. His voice was all right, but his range was for shit. It limited a lot of what they could play, though sometimes they could try a song in a different key and get away with it.

      When he said adiós, Ronnie flipped on his boombox. Def Leppard's "On Through the Night" began blasting through the garage. The guys hated their new stuff. Someone lit a joint and soon pot smoke filled the garage. Ronnie flopped down on a beanbag where one of the groupies soon joined him.

      I knew he and Amanda were on the outs, but I expected there to be a mourning period. Ronnie must have caught my sour look, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he reached around the giggling girl on his lap and called for someone to toss him a beer.

      Of the five guys in the group, Phil was probably the best actual musician. He played bass guitar as well as the piano. He had taken lessons on that instrument since he was five, though I thought he only picked up the bass in junior high. He was kind of goofy-looking, tall, skinny, with glasses and already greying hair—at only 19! He sat playing his unplugged bass along with the music.

      Finally, there was Vince. He was a few years older. I wasn’t sure that he played an actual instrument. I guessed a little guitar, but he was mostly around to buy the beer. He sold a little weed, too. Another reason for the guys to let him join. He was big, a little heavy, and wore a mohawk. He claimed to be Indian, Comanche or something like that. He had all kinds of crazy animal tattoos, most of them unrecognizable because he let his brother ink him while he was learning to be a tattoo artist. Vince sat on the floor with his legs out rolling a joint with a dollar bill.

      “Hey,” Ronnie said, “you done, yet? My Granny can roll faster than you."

      Vince flipped him off and finished rolling. Trev sat on a foldout chair sipping a beer from the cooler Vince brought. I sat next to him on its lid. “That was a good jam,” I said.

      "Yeah, we finally got the intro to "Take Hold of the Flame" right. Ricky was able to do it justice, too. He can't hit Geoff Tate's highs though, so we're going to have to figure it out."

      Like I said, no range. I thought maybe they should try another Queensrӱche song but didn't say so.

      At last, Vince ran his tongue across the cigarette-sized joint. He handed it to me. "Ladies first."

      "Thanks, Vince, but not tonight. I'm not in the mood for getting toasted." Still, I took a minute to admire his craftsmanship; man could roll a joint. Practice does that.

      He shrugged and lit it himself. Then, he passed it to Phil. "Ah, sweet." He laid his instrument down gently and took a few hits. When Phil handed it to Ronnie, he was about to offer a hit to the girl on his lap when Trev stopped him. “No-go, Lisa. Your dad will lose his shit if he finds out you’re getting high at my house.”

      “He’s not going to know. I get high at school all the time.”

      One of the remaining two girls, Katrina, I think, like The Waves, piped up. “Yeah, what do you think, we’re 12?”

      Trev shook his head. “Sorry, ladies. No-go. In fact,” he looked at me, “you all better be getting on home.”

      “Jesus, Trevor,” Lisa said, “you’re not our mother.”

      “Yeah, but your mom used to babysit me, and I taught you to ride a bike when you were six, so get your little asses on home.”

      “Hey, Trev,” Ronnie began, “it’s only a little pot.”

      “Doesn’t matter. They’re not getting high, or anything else, in my garage.”

      The girls were pissed, and if anyone had any doubts about how young they were, they didn’t after they left. One of them called Trev a pussy, and I almost kicked her ass myself. Once things calmed down, I told Trev that I had to leave, too.

      He sat his beer down. “I’ll drive you home.”

      “No, you’ve had one too many. Besides, I don’t mind walking.” I said bye to the guys, and Trev walked me out. Ronnie was scowling.

      Outside, the moon had appeared. “That’s pretty,” I observed. “Almost full.”

      “Waxing gibbous,” he said staring skyward. “Coming up on a super moon.”

      “Aren’t you the little astronomer? Any other secrets?”

      After a moment, he sang, “…And if your head explodes with dark forebodings too,

      I'll see you on the dark side of the moon.”

      “What are you singing?”

      “Hmm, nothing, just a little Pink Floyd. You know, ‘the lunatic is on the grass’.”

      “Uh, okay. What’d Vince put in that joint?”

      He laughed and raised his arms up like he was a monster. “The lunatic is in my head.” Instead of devouring me, he grabbed me and pulled me close. “You rearrange me 'til I'm sane,” he whispered. He kissed me. It was a hard, needy kiss.

      “You’re worrying me,” I said.

      He smiled. “I’m totally cool.”

      “Honest?”

      “Honest.”

      I changed the subject. “I think you pissed Ronnie off.”

      “He’ll get over it. What’s going on with him and Amanda anyway?”

      “I think they’re over,” I said. “But he’s too old for Lisa.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. She looks legal.”

      I started to protest, but he stopped me. “Joking. She’s been, like, a kid sister all her life. I’ll make sure Ronnie behaves. Hell, he’ll have a new girlfriend by next week.”

      “In that respect, he and Amanda have a lot in common. Are you sure you’re all right? You really do look exhausted.”

      “Wore out. That’s all. It’s been super hot lately.”

      “If that’s all. Ricky really did nail it tonight, didn’t he?"

      "That might be a tad strong," he said.

      "Maybe you just need someone to hit the high notes. He wouldn't have to sing lead all the time."

      "You volunteering?" Trev pulled me close. "If you were, like, a member of the band, I might see more of you."

      "And the fact that I don't play an instrument and can't carry a tune in a bucket?"

      "Trivial details." He kissed my neck, sparking a tiny shiver of pleasure.

      "That's nice," I purred.

      "Stay. The boys will be leaving soon."

      I was sorely tempted. If he kissed my neck again, I might throw him onto the lawn. “Not tonight, Trev," I answered huskily. "I've got too much going on, and I need to check on mom."

      "All right. I'll drown my blue balls in some more beer."

      I gave him a quick kiss. "That's your own fault. You can go commiserate with Ronnie."

      "You're kind of evil."

      "Woo hoo, witchy woman, see how high she flies…"

      "Damn, you're right. You can't sing worth shit."

      "Dick."

      "Love you."

      "Love you, too. Bye."
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      I walked home slowly as I was weighed down by thoughts of Trevor. Something was going on with him and his dad; they both looked like hell and a few hours more under the Bakersfield sun wasn't it. That got me wondering. I'd seen them like this before, several times. Actually, the more I thought about it, the more it seemed to be a regular occurrence, about once a month. Hell, it was like getting a period. I stopped walking. How weird was that? I was about to get my own; Amanda, too, since we'd synched up in seventh grade. We'd been regular like clockwork until about a year ago when we shifted kind of dramatically, not by a subtle couple of days, but by, like, two weeks. Amanda lost her mind and was sure her birth control had failed. Great, another mystery to try and figure out.

      Mom was playing some music loud enough for me to hear on our front step. I stopped before going in because the type of music clued me in to her mood. It was Simon and Garfunkel wafting through the house which meant she was feeling nostalgic. Sometimes that meant she was wanting to talk, but usually it meant she was two steps from bed.

      "Hey, Mom," I announced as I entered. She had already drifted to her room. From the small lamp next to her bed, I saw that she was wrapped around one of her pillows.

      "Oh, hey, Jenny-girl," she answered sleepily. "Must have drifted off. What time is it?"

      "Getting late." I stepped in and kissed her goodnight, switching off her light. "I'll shut everything down, Mom."

      I went to turn off the stereo but realized the pair of crooners were midway through “Kathy's Song.” It was like listening to a cup of chamomile tea with two spoons of sugar—almost too sweet to bear. It was also one not often played on the oldies stations which was probably why I still liked it. “Sounds of Silence” had long ago lost its poignancy due to over saturation. After a couple of notes it immediately faded into the background. 

      Now that I was sure my mother was safe, I flipped on the backyard porch light. The lone doghouse was no longer a thing to be ignored. I couldn’t look out the window and not think about it. A man, or whatever it was, had disappeared inside for God’s sake. That made it dangerous and sinister no matter how ordinary it appeared. Now that it was night, I was going to have to see if anything changed with the setting sun; maybe the portal or invisible trap door or whatever came back at night.

      Steeling myself, I grabbed the sturdy golf club and went to investigate. At first, I tapped inside the doghouse. I was about to drop to my knees for one final look inside when I remembered the spiders. I ran to the house for the flashlight. Before I made it inside, there was a flash behind me. I whipped around with the club ready to strike but didn't go near the small structure. Nothing moved. I had a small dilemma because I didn't want to let the doghouse out of my sight, and I didn't want to go poking around it without a flashlight. I decided I'd have to risk the spiders.

      I circled the doghouse once and then stood in front of its opening. “If you’re in there, come out slowly. I'm armed." I left out that it was a golf club. It didn't matter because no one was there, anyway. I bent to peer into the opening and jabbed my club into the empty space for good measure. As I did, a bit of light reflected off something on the floor—a note.

      Without thinking, I grabbed it. It was too dark to read clearly, so I carried it to the porch. Under the light, I read the fancy cursive. All it said was, “Bracelet.”

      “What the hell do you mean, ‘bracelet’?” I called into the night. “Fuck you. Give me back my frog.” I retrieved the flashlight and returned to the doghouse where I inspected every inch. Using my club, I tapped all over it. I even forgot about the spiders long enough to feel around the floorboards with my hands for any secret openings. Frustrated, I said, "Give me back my frog, then we’ll talk about your precious bracelet.”

      Back in my own house, I was still fuming. I’d had my little keepsake for as long as I could remember. I’d have gone crazy trying to find it even if it didn’t help me swipe things. I downed a glass of water while I tried to calm myself. Mom’s music had stopped at some point and the house was eerily quiet apart from the swamp cooler and the smaller box fans. What did the guy expect, that I'd hand over the bracelet without my frog? Forget it! I wasn’t even sure if I would ever give it back now. I mean, if the world was populated with goblins and elves...Jesus, I worked with goblins and elves. How could I give it back now? Despite what Judy had said about giving it back and walking away, I didn’t think I could. If I was honest about it, I knew it was all real and not a bunch of hallucinations caused by the bracelet. How could anyone throw away something that revealed a whole different world? 

      I sat in the living room and tried some television, all I found was a terrible kung fu movie, a crazy homeless dude with a hat that cut off people’s heads. I turned it off and watched the backyard from my dark kitchen. Between my earlier nap and my general paranoia, there wasn't a chance I’d be able to sleep, and I couldn't focus on reading anything.

      In the end, I opted to do what I always did when I was totally stressed out, besides sleeping. I went for a run. If I had to jog through my neighborhood instead of on the track, night was always my preferred time. Obviously, it was cooler during the summer. Additionally, traffic was a lot lighter, and the streetlamps gave me something to sort of zone on. Normally, it felt very peaceful.

      I hesitated before leaving, worried about my mom, but I rationalized that the note was a demand, and the thief would probably give me some time to think about it. That reminded me to take the bracelet with me. I wasn't keen on something jangling around my wrist while I ran, but I didn't have a pocket in my shorts.

      My troubled thoughts were tamped down with the pounding of my feet. After a mile, I was able to settle in and let my legs lead where they would. I ended up jogging to my high school, or my old high school now that I'd graduated. The gate to the football field and the track that surrounded it was open as it always was unless there was a game. The floodlights were still on, too. They were on automatic timers and would remain lit until after midnight, even in the summer. It was after eleven which meant I had the place to myself. I was used to it.

      The track had been resurfaced my junior year with a rubber coating. It was much better on my lower back than our concrete sidewalks, better than the streets, too, with their cambered edges. I was on my second mile when I saw some headlights in the parking lot. Moments later, I heard several people. I slowed to a walk to see what was going on.

      A group of guys came through the gate. They were laughing and doing foot ballet with their soccer balls. They looked like the cooks and the busboys I'd worked with in restaurants—Mexican guys, I assumed. I relaxed a bit. Lots of them played soccer on their days off. In fact, since many had families back in Mexico, it was their only form of recreation. Most of the ones I knew lived crammed together in small apartments, so they could send all their money home. I didn't know they played at night, though.

      I watched them set up some orange traffic cones on each end of the football field. They saw me watching and waved but continued to kick their soccer balls back and forth. I counted eight guys, not enough for a real match but enough to play. I began running again, watching as they did their own magic with the soccer balls.

      After about a half hour or so, a large flock of birds shot across the lights. They moved so fast, I wasn't completely sure they weren't bats, but once they alighted in some trees at one end of the track, I saw that they were only black birds, crows probably. The commotion also caught the attention of the soccer players, who momentarily stopped playing. They seemed to be having a discussion.

      I hadn't realized that I had stopped running. After a moment, I shrugged and began again while the soccer players resumed their play. As I got nearer the end where the birds were perched, I started to hear a strange sort of whistling, nothing like the chipper bird sounds I was used to. It wasn't like the call of a raven, either. It was sort of a pitiful sound. For no good reason, I pictured a crying child even though it sounded nothing like that. Whatever it was, it didn't feel right. I felt a chill race up my spine.

      I slowed some but didn't stop altogether. My heart beat fiercely in my chest, and I didn't think it was just from the running. As I came abreast of the trees, I searched for the cause of the strange noise. The bright stadium lights cast weird shadows which made it difficult to see the birds clearly; they were black dots that shifted in the shadows. I wondered, since I was wearing the bracelet, if I was seeing or hearing anything abnormal, or if I was letting my imagination run amok. I stopped and slipped off the bracelet, setting it down on the track. Nothing changed. I still saw what I thought was a murder of crows, a phrase I thought was cool until right then.

      There appeared to be one black shape that was much larger than the rest. It couldn't have been another crow unless it was like the queen mother because it was huge. It caught me looking, and I saw a pair of yellow eyes. It gave me a start until I looked around for an explanation. The stadium lights. They were probably just being reflected in the animal's eyes, like sometimes happens with dogs and cats. Maybe the bird was an owl or something.

      I put the bracelet back on and prepared to resume my run. That's when I saw the bird for what it was, not a bird, or not fully a bird, but an old woman. Atop the body of the large bird was an old woman's head, and it swiveled my way. She had yellow-gold eyes and a sharp, hawk-like nose. She tilted her head like a bird would, quickly with tiny, little jerks. When she squawked, I knew it was her I had heard.

      I must have startled the bird-woman because she flapped her wings in agitation. She squawked again, her head poking farther into the light, revealing her face fully. It was like a cross between an angry hawk and a crazed lunatic. When she bared a mouth of sharp teeth, I lost it. I screamed before I could stop myself. Then, I ran. That must have set the birds off because they all launched themselves into the air. The night was filled with their swooping, screeching bodies.

      I didn't bother with the track but shot straight through the football field to where the soccer game was happening. The players must have heard me and were already coming to my aid.

      "What? What is it?" one said the moment I was among them.

      I quickly turned back. The birds were in a frenzy, flying everywhere, but in the midst of them was the birdwoman, now just an enormous black crow, or owl, climbing higher to escape the lights. "That bird. It was a woman. It had the head of a woman." I regretted it as soon as it came out of my mouth; they'd think I was insane.

      They didn't.

      "A woman. Oh, my God. La Lechuza."

      "Dios nos bendiga," another one said as he crossed himself.

      "Are you sure? You really saw a woman's face?"

      I nodded. I had calmed down enough, though, to start thinking clearly. "I thought so," I lied. "Maybe it was a trick of the lights. Listen, I'm sorry for breaking up your game. I'm all right now."

      "No, my grandmother told me how she saw the woman back in Mexico, and the next week there was a fire that burned down their house."

      "No shit? My dad told me a story about her, too. She stole a toddler out of an open window."

      "That's a bunch of bull, man. It's just an urban legend. Come on. Let's keep playing."

      "Fuck no. I'm going home and light a candle."

      "Me, too."

      The majority had decided it was not safe to stick around. Even the one who thought it was all a bunch of bullshit was okay with postponing play for the night. I walked with them toward their cars. A short guy about my age asked, "You live close?"

      "Not too far. I'll be all right."

      "You should let us give you a ride. Seriously. If La Lechuza is hunting, you should let us give you a ride home." Two of his buddies nodded. I wasn't comfortable climbing into a car full of strangers in the middle of the night, but that thing's face screeching at me had freaked me out. The guy understood my hesitation.

      "Look, you say you live close?"

      "About a mile," I answered.

      "Okay. I'm Hector. I'll take you and come right back for my friends."

      "I don't want you to have to do that."

      "Yeah, ese. Fuck that. We're not waiting here," one said.

      "Luis, would you leave your sister if she saw La Lechuza?"

      "No, but we can all take her home."

      "Would you let your sister get in a car with a bunch of guys she doesn't know after seeing La Lechuza?"

      "No.” Luis hesitated. “We'll wait here. Just hurry up."

      Hector motioned for me to get in his car while the rest quickly crammed into the other to wait. Somehow, they all managed to stuff themselves inside. It seemed no one wanted to wait outside the car.

      Hector ran me home. "You should lock all your doors and windows," he said as I got out.

      "Why? I think she’s gone.”

      “If she shows herself to you, like I mean in her real form, then you should watch out. She’s after something, or you maybe. Be careful.”

      “I will. Thanks for the ride. You guys be careful, too."

      He crossed himself again. "Si. I'm going to early mass tomorrow."

      Nightmares were an understatement that night. I had the feeling I'd be seeing a screeching woman's face in my dreams for a long time.
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      I woke with a start because my room was flooded with light. “Mom?” I called. When I got no reply, I checked my alarm clock. It was after ten already; I’d missed seeing my mother off to work. For a moment I panicked because I thought I was late for work myself, and then I remembered that I was off. With that, all the memories of the past two days came crashing back.

      It was a rare morning that I didn’t have to shoot out of bed and launch myself at my day. I hesitated, sitting and thinking and wondering what to do next. I began to feel anxious, and even though I had ample reason to feel that way, it had nothing to do with seeing monsters at work and bird demons on the track. This was a familiar panicky feeling that I got sometimes, when I sat still too long, when I wasn’t moving. It was the reason I didn't take naps as a kid. I'd lay there and think and think and think until I freaked out. As I got older, I discovered that the only way to make it go away was to go do something. Usually, running helped.

      Despite the supernatural craziness surrounding me, I thought it was the fact that I didn't have to be at work that was causing me the most stress. It wasn't because I loved my job so much, but it meant I had someplace to be, something to do, like I was busy. It kept my brain from going down dark rabbit holes. I decided I’d call work tomorrow and see when I would be allowed back. I also needed the money.

      After a quick spritzing in the bathroom, I devoured a bowl of leftover spaghetti in the fridge. I didn’t even bother heating it up. While I finished the remaining coffee in the pot, I called Amanda. I got her younger brother, instead.

      "Hey Archie, you’re home." Archie was Amanda’s younger brother. I was surprised he answered because he was usually out villainizing the neighborhood by now.

      "Hey, Jen. I have to wait around the house. We’re getting cable. Can you believe it? HBO, baby!”

      I didn’t know if we’d ever get cable television. Several of our neighbors had it. Once, I ran my own coaxial cable and split their line from the cable company’s box and tapped in. When my mother discovered we suddenly had four times the channels, she made me disconnect it. She wasn’t stupid.

      “Where’s Amanda?”

      “You didn't hear? She got a job. She's at work."

      "She said she might be getting one. I didn’t know she started already.”

      I heard a crunching that sounded like Archie was eating Doritos over the phone. “I don’t know. She was talking to mom about orientating or orientation or something. Whatever.”

      “So, where’s she working?"

      "Albertsons."

      "The one right near your house? How'd she manage that?"

      "Our neighbor's an assistant manager. He got it for her."

      "That's great. Tell her congratulations for me would you, and I’ll try and call her later."

      "Sure. Want to come over and watch HBO with me?”

      “Why, you need a babysitter?”

      Crunch. Crunch. “You know I’m shaving now right? And I got snacks.”

      Cereal. Definitely. “I’ll pass. Go hit on someone your own age.”

      “Your loss.”

      “Bye, creep.”

      Amanda had gotten a job, and not just any job, but a grocery store job. Lucky girl. All my friends worked. Amanda used to have a job as well, but quit last spring because they kept making her work too late. She was a zombie at school. I'd kind of gotten used to her being free all the time, though. I think she was getting used to it, too. We started classes in a few weeks and working groceries was good for college kids—no last-minute shift changes and keeping you until midnight.

      Trev would be at work, too, unfortunately. I sighed and noticed that the house was slowly beginning to get hot. I’d have to go out and water down the cooler if I was going to stay home. I strolled out to the backyard to see if there were any more surprises in the doghouse and was disappointed to find none. The sun was dazzling overhead. Without wheels, I’d either have to catch a bus somewhere or walk, not a pleasant idea on a hot day.

      A chirping made me suddenly look into the neighbor’s trees for any mutant birds, but thankfully there were only a few sparrows. I wondered if I had overreacted last night. Maybe the Mexican guys were crazy, too.

      As I felt the growing warmth caress my skin, I thought it would be a wonderful day to spend at a pool. I didn’t want to sit around the house alone. Fortunately, pools weren’t hard to find, not because everyone had one, but because most people had access to one. It could be the community pool, an apartment complex pool, some friend of a friend's pool, or even a hotel pool. You usually had to sneak in after dark to use those for free, though.

      After a couple of calls, I reached Ella. She wasn't one of my closest friends, but we hung out occasionally. One of her boyfriends, a long time ago, used to jam with Trev and the guys, and she lived in a slightly upscale subdivision less than a mile away. I wouldn’t even have to catch the bus.

      Ella was happy to have me keep her company while she babysat her younger cousins. Less than an hour later, I entered by the side gate like she’d told me. She was sitting beside the pool with her legs dangling in the water. Three little kids were attacking each other close by.

      "Hey, Jen," she waved when she saw me. "Welcome. Do you need to go inside and change?"

      "No, my swimsuit's underneath."

      "Cool. You can put your dry clothes over there." She pointed to a picnic bench beneath a porch awning.

      Once I slipped off my shorts, I joined her by the edge.

      "So, how's your summer going?" she asked.

      "A little crazy.” Understatement. “How about you?"

      "I have to watch these little hooligans. The bigger one is Alan. That's Alec and Angus. They're twins."

      "They all have "A" names?"

      "It's a family tradition. Scottish. Anyway, I'm so glad you called. How's everyone doing? You still with Trevor?"

      I caught her up on all the goings on and politely asked about what was happening with her before I jumped into the cool water. It felt delicious. I took a big breath and swam to the other end. The boys broke off their games and joined me. One of the twins dived and waved up from underneath me. When I surfaced at the other end, they were still under, retrieving some rubber rings from the bottom. I was about to dive back in and get them to come up for air when they surfaced to throw the items on the side of the pool. I swam back to Ella. "They're part fish," I said.

      "They love the water," she said. "They'd be out here every day, even in winter, if we let them."

      I climbed out and laid my towel beside the pool. I lay on my back, still seeing the bright sun behind my closed eyes. I felt the water evaporate off me, cooling me down. Then, I baked in the hot sun. It was nice. When I got too hot, I'd jump back in and splash around a bit with the boys. 

      Ella stayed out of the pool. "I can keep a better eye on them from up here," she said.

      I only stayed a few hours, but it was the break I needed. For a little while, I was able to give my overactive brain a break and let everything go. As I was preparing to leave, Ella asked if I wanted to stay and eat. "We're having fish sticks. That's all they'll eat."

      "No, thanks. I should get going. Is there a bathroom where I can change?"

      "Better than that. Use the outdoor shower. It's covered so you can get washed and dressed in there."

      "Great."

      The shower was a three-sided, six-foot wooden fence next to the house. The open area was opposite the pool and angled for privacy. There was a bench at one end where I put my dry clothes to change into. I rinsed the chlorine off and put on my dry shorts and shirt. I hadn't been wearing the bracelet while swimming. No way I was going to leave it at home, but I didn’t want to get it wet, so I’d put it in my pocket. I slipped it on and stepped out.

      "Thanks so much…" My mouth dropped. There in the pool where three boys had been splashing and diving and swimming were now three small grey-brown seals. One swimming on his back waved a flipper at me.

      Ella had wrapped a towel around herself and came over to say goodbye. "Pool's open anytime. Just give me a call."

      I nodded dumbly. "Oh, yeah, thanks."

      She gave me a quick hug and turned around. I waved to the seals. "Bye, um, boys. Thanks for sharing your pool."

      One of them said in a very non-seal voice, "Bye, Jen."

      Almost dizzy, I went out the gate. When I turned to latch it, I saw Ella drop her towel and dive into the pool. Seconds later, she broke through the surface, as a large seal.

      Right then and there, I decided that I had to talk to somebody, and elves didn’t count. Amanda or Trev, whoever I could see face to face first, or I’d lose my ever-loving mind. I tried calling both when I got home, knowing it was probably pointless. Trev was still at work and, though I hoped Amanda would be back from her first day on the job, I got no answer. Both of their answering machines picked up. I didn’t leave a message for obvious reasons.

      While I contemplated what to do next, I started cleaning, yet another way to avoid sitting still. It was a habit I must have picked up from my mother. If she didn’t drink when she was upset or agitated, then she cleaned. Strangely, she didn’t do both at the same time. I guess that was for the best. Who wants a drunk mopping the floor? It was a disaster waiting to happen.

      For me at least, the mindless work, piddling around with a dust rag or whatever, let my subconscious sort things out. I had managed to clean the bathroom and vacuum the living room before I realized the afternoon was slipping by; Mom would be home soon. I looked around our small living room. With only the two of us, we didn't make much of a mess under any circumstances, but I hadn’t done anything with all my mom's paperbacks, mostly stacks of trashy romance novels. She rarely reread them, but I didn't know for sure which ones she might want to keep, so I left them.

      I was tidying up my own room when Mom appeared. “Hey, Jenny-girl, you’re home.”

      I could tell right away that she was in a good mood. I liked her a lot when she was. “Yeah, light schedule this week. I hope to get more hours next week.” I waited for the money lecture, about how school was coming up, and I’d need books and things, but it didn’t come. Instead she asked if I wanted to grab a bite to eat.

      I wasn’t having any luck with Trev or Amanda, so I said sure.

      "Are you hungry now? What sounds good?"

      "I don't know. You craving anything?"

      "That’s why I asked you. Sizzlers always sounds good to me."

      Imagine that. Utterly predictable. “It sounds good to everybody because it sounds like frying meat.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Sizzler, wow, super creative marketing there. It’s Sizzler because it sounds like meat sizzling. But, you only like it because of their salad bar.”

      “Doesn’t that undermine your meat theory?”

      “No, maybe. Just so you know they’re manipulating you with subliminal onomatopoeic messaging.”

      “Is this like playing “Stairway to Heaven” backwards?”

      Now she was messing with me.  She smiled mischievously. “You pick a place then while I go check on my babies.”

      “Your babies are fine, Mom. Isn’t it too hot to water them right now, anyway?”

      “It is. I’ll say a quick hello, and then we can go.”

      Her plant obsession wasn’t always cute. 

      She stepped out to the patio, while I waited impatiently. Given a choice, Sizzlers was where my mother would always go. I didn't mind because I could get a burger or whatever off the menu, and she could get something from their huge salad bar—she mostly lived on salads. I thought she was a closet vegetarian.

      A few minutes later, she returned looking concerned about something.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “My hostas look worried.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m serious. Their edges are looking bad. Something’s got them traumatized.”

      “Traumatized? It’s 98 degrees out; that’s traumatizing.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not it; they’re used to the heat. Something’s bothering them.”

      “Only the hostas?”

      “Smirk all you want.”

      I knew better. “Okay, what’s the problem?”

      “They’re the most intuitive. I’m keeping my eye on the geraniums, though. If they start wilting, then I’ll know.”

      I was beginning to get uncomfortable. “You’ll know what?”

      “That something’s going on, something that’s distressing them. Or, maybe something is going to happen.”

      “Mom, maybe you need to join a group or something, with people.”

      She grabbed her purse. “That may be, but it doesn’t mean the plants are wrong.”

      

      We were early for dinner, so we had our pick of tables. The hostess sat us in a booth next to a window. Mom got the all-you-can-eat salad bar. I ordered the Malibu chicken and a side salad. They made money off my mother. She wasn't like most people, piling up plate after plate of veggies and pasta. She only got one and didn't fill it up. I, on the other hand, put as much on that tiny salad plate as I could.

      “So,” I began, “something happen at work to put you in such a good mood?” I was hoping to move beyond the prescient plants.

      The waitress brought over a pair of unsweetened teas. “Thank you,” we both said simultaneously. She handed us our straws and left. “Oh, work’s work. I did meet someone.”

      I stopped mid drink. “Tell.”

      “I was breaking out a display for Stater Brothers and the wind kicked up. I was losing some of the cardboard pieces, and this guy runs over and helps me before everything gets ruined. I thanked him, and then, when he was returning to his car, I noticed he had a Sierra Club bumper sticker. I said something about it. We talked there in the parking lot for almost half an hour.”

      “Did he ask you out?”

      “He did.”

      “And you said?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      Why not? How about you haven’t given anyone a shot in months? How about you’re always sabotaging your relationships? I didn’t say that. “What’d he look like?”

      “Tall, a little rough around the edges.”

      “Like the Brawny guy?”

      She laughed. “No, well, maybe,” she answered sheepishly. “It’s no big deal. He wants to take me to dinner.”

      “You give him our address?”

      “I gave him my phone number. If he calls, I’ll meet him. I wasn’t about to let a stranger know where we live, so you can relax.”

      I guess I should have been thankful that she was willing to talk to the guy. Over the years, lots of men showed interest in my mother, a bunch of guys from her work especially, but she said she wasn’t going to pee where she ate. It took me a while to figure out what she meant. Even outside of work, though, nothing ever worked out. That was sort of a mixed blessing, I guess. I never got attached to anyone because they were never a lasting fixture in our lives. I also never got attached to anyone because they were never a lasting fixture in our lives. Maybe that was why I liked Amanda and Trevor’s dads so much, because I never had one of my own.

      If this new guy made my mother happy, even for a little while, then that was a good thing. I only wished it would last. When Mom was happy, it was like basking in sunshine. Problem was, her melancholy always came back, and when it did, the lows matched the highs. After I figured it out, it made me nervous when a new guy entered the picture. Even knowing that, however, I hoped she’d find her white knight, someone to keep her away from the bottle even if I couldn’t.

      "I know you’ve been off. That going to hurt your finances?”

      “Some,” I mumbled as I stuffed salad into my mouth. “Not too much. I’ll try and make it up next week, ask if anyone needs me to work for them. It’s summer, so people are always wanting more time off.”

      “And the job’s working out?” she asked.

      I’d only been at the Red Lion a couple of months. "Sure, I guess.” I shrugged. I liked it more before I knew the cast of “Legend” worked there. My fork hovered a moment, as I considered the movie’s plot. If there were elves and goblins in the world, were there agents of Darkness too? Tim Curry in a devil muscle suit was pretty convincing. What if the movie makers knew something that the rest of us didn’t? Then, I pictured Tim in silk net stockings and relaxed. A sweet transvestite was not going to plunge the world into eternal darkness.    

      Mom already finished her small plate and was sipping an iced tea. "How’s that going to work out when you start school?”

      “Not sure. I heard they hire a lot of college kids to work as banquet waiters at night. The bigger issue is getting there if I have to ride the bus all over town.”

      “I’m usually home after four. You could use my car during the evenings. Not much we can do about getting you to Bakersfield College, though. How much have you put away?”

      “I’m still a little short. BC is cheaper than most schools, but that’s not saying much.” About two thousand dollars. “Even used cars aren't cheap anymore.”

      Mom cocked an eyebrow. “Just a little short, huh?”

      “Okay, I’ve saved squat lately, but I think I’m eligible for some grant money along with my student loans. That might help.”

      Mom frowned. I didn’t like talking finances with her. I knew our money situation as well as she did. I knew she felt guilty about not giving me a leg up; the best she could do was not make enough so that I was eligible for some free government aid. For a moment, I thought about my missing frog. If I got desperate, would I use it for more than swiping candy or flip flops or even coffee table books? I guess it didn’t matter because I didn’t have it. It wasn’t a moral dilemma I had to face. Plus, I didn’t think I could rip off a whole car.

      The waitress brought my Malibu chicken, and I dug in. In between bites, I answered questions about what classes I was going to take. Mom had talked to me about going into nursing because the world always needs nurses. It wasn't a bad idea; they made a decent living. It was the thought of cleaning up a stranger's bodily fluids that sort of turned me off to the idea. I planned on taking the gen ed requirements, and hoped that along the way I'd find inspiration.

      My last bite wavered in the air in front of my face because behind my mother, sitting a few booths back, was the weaselly-looking bastard who stole my frog. In the daylight, he was even uglier than at night. He made no effort to hide the fact that he was there to see me. His beady, little eyes poked at me from beneath his bushy eyebrows.

      “I, um, need to use the restroom,” I said. Mom nodded, and I got up. I looked around the restaurant. Why hadn’t anyone else noticed the white-haired gremlin thing. I approached warily and stopped short of sitting across from him.

      “Where’s my jewelry box?” I whispered.

      “Sit,” his voice was surprisingly high. “Go on, I’m not here to attack you. Sit.”

      I glanced back and saw that Mom was absently reading through the dessert menu. I slid into the booth across from the thief. I got a very close look at him, too close as far as I was concerned. His head was oversized for his small body. The arms and hands on the table were almost skeletal, kind of spider-like. I shivered involuntarily. His scraggly, long, white hair blended into a scraggly, long, white beard. His face could have been carved from an old tree, dark and crevassed. It was also sort of stretched forward, like an animal whose head had been engineered by nature to dig for food. His eyes, though partially hidden beneath the white caterpillars, were a beautiful, crystal blue.

      The waitress came to the table and started to ask if she could get him something to drink. Then, she saw me and looked confused. “Weren’t you--”

      “Oh, he’s a friend. Thought I’d say hello.”

      “Sure.” She addressed the gremlin. “Can I get you anything?”

      "What dark ales do you have?”

      “Uh, we can’t serve liquor. I can get you a soft drink. We have Pepsi, lemonade--”

      “Never mind. Go away.” He waved his spindly finger, and she left without a word.

      “How come she’s not freaked out by you?”

      He pointed to the bracelet. “Take it off, and you’ll see me like everybody else.” His eyes seemed to swell in my vision. Yeah, take it off and…

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      He growled at me, actually growled. I grabbed a set of rolled utensils to skewer him.

      “Pax, pax, girl,” he said.

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He held up his empty hands. “What are they teaching you now? Peace, girl, peace.”

      “You’re trying to hypnotize me.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Huh, interesting.” He shook his whole self, like a dog flinging off water. “Let me make this very simple. I want my bracelet back. Return it, and I go away forever.”

      “Is that how it works wherever you’re from? You steal something from me and then ask for favors? It doesn’t work that way here.”

      “You shouldn’t have had the jewelry box in the first place,” he said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Why not? Do you know something about it you want to share?”

      Another ripple went through his body. “Are you having seizures?”

      He ignored my question. “Not for me to tell you,” he said.

      “What kind of answer is that? Listen,” I raised my wrist, “you want this back then you return my property.” He eyed my arm like he was going to attack it. I slid it back to my side.

      “Not going to happen. I’ll give you until tomorrow to return my property. After that, things will get difficult for you.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      He leaned a bit to one side, and I saw that he meant my mother. “You’re threatening her?” All at once, I was terrified and livid at the same time. My hand squeezed the rolled fork and knife, and I considered thrusting the utensils in his eye. I think he knew it, too, because he pushed himself back from the table.

      “Easy girl, I’m not going to hurt your mother. I am saying that things might get difficult for you if you don’t give me back my property. But it doesn’t have to get ugly. Besides, what was the jewelry box to you anyway? You planning on being a petty thief your whole life? Return my bracelet, and I’ll pay you for what was taken.”

      “It’s not for sale. It means… it’s none of your damn business. And why do you care so much about the bracelet anyway? It’s obvious you don’t need it.”

      “You don’t know what I need.” He did the shiver thing again.

      “Are you epileptic?” I asked.

      “No, why do you keep asking me that?”

      “You keep doing this little shimmy, shimmy thing, like a dog shaking off water.”

      “It’s just the illusion--”

      “You’re an illusion? You mean you look worse… um, different?”

      He frowned. “No. You see me as I am." He gestured around the restaurant. “They don't. However, keeping the illusion in place takes concentration. Sometimes, it slips a bit—the shimmer you see. It's not important. What I'm here about is. There is a delicate veil that separates my kind from yours in this world. Piercing that will not bring you joy. It will be better if you go on with your life and forget what you’ve seen.”

      “Or, maybe you’ll make me forget what I’ve seen? I don’t think so. I like knowing what’s going on.”

      A look of deep concentration squished his features even more. “No, I don’t think you do. Did you see the man panhandling in the parking lot? Our waitress, did you see the heavy makeup over her left eye?” He leaned toward the window and peered outside. “There, see that woman wrapped in the overcoat? She’ll walk down the street to an abandoned building and open herself for the drugs she can't live without.”

      “The world is full of things you want nothing to do with. This is just one more thing.” He scooted to the edge of the booth. “One day. I'm giving you one day. Put the bracelet in the doghouse, and I’ll see that you get that car you’re always pining about.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      He smiled slyly. “I watch, and I listen. One day.”

      He hopped down and walked to the exit. When he was almost to the door, far enough away for me to risk it, I slipped off the bracelet. I didn’t see a hairy, little troll or whatever, but a tall man with dark brown hair. He turned back before leaving, like he knew I'd taken off the bracelet, which he probably did. The Brawny Man held up his finger. "One day," he mouthed. Then he left.
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      After the surprise visit by, damn, I should have gotten his name. I guess it didn't matter. Fraggle Rock suddenly came to mind. Yeah, that worked. He had sort of looked like a Muppet, only more wrinkled, and evil. After that unexpected meeting, my brain was in overdrive. Mom tried talking on the ride home but gave up when she realized my mind was elsewhere.

      The time away from the house had given the swamp cooler a chance to cool things down. Mom opened the door for us. "You sticking around tonight?"

      "No, I don't think so. Amanda got a job at Albertsons, and Trev looked like hell last night, so--"

      "So, you need to check in with them. Sure." She smiled and laid her purse on the coffee table to hide her disappointment. "It was a nice meal. We should make it a regular thing."

      I nodded enthusiastically. "Absolutely." I was thankful for the pass. It was clear she wanted to hang out, but there was no way I could sit still for an old movie; I was on the clock. One day. One day until Fraggle Rock came back and did, what? What had he meant by his threat? That further complicated things because I didn't want to leave Mom alone, in case he did something to her. He said a day, though, and for some reason, I thought I could trust his word. Then, I second-guessed myself; he was a thief after all.

      My indecision rooted me to the floor, and I stood lamely in the middle of our living room. Mom was filling her water bucket from the sink. A few of her more delicate plants couldn't take the torrential flow of the hose. She noticed me doing nothing. "What's wrong?" she asked.

      "Um, nothing, just, um thinking."

      "Something you need to get off your chest?"

      I reached into my pocket, thinking I'd show her the bracelet and tell her the whole story. But then, I thought about my frog and the way talking about it shut her down. This bracelet was connected to the jewelry box, at least sort of. I didn't want Mom zoning off because I’d brought up the subject. I thought I was most worried that I'd flip a switch and send her looking for a bottle. It was stupid and irrational to worry about because there was no way for me to predict it. And it wasn't like it'd be a surprise to come home and find her passed out on the couch. I started to get angry with her over something she hadn't even done yet. I had to get out of there.

      "Nothing. I'm going to see if Trev's home. You need anything before I go?"

      Meanwhile, Mom’s parental instinct must’ve kicked in because she walked over to me and brushed her hands across my face. "You go on. I'll be fine. I'll water my lovelies and get lost in one of my books."

      I should have called Trev first, but I was anxious to be doing something. I walked the whole way to his house to find nobody home. It was after five, and they were always back from the oil fields by then, so I assumed they'd be there. I went to the backyard expecting to see Rex hiding under the porch, but he wasn't in the yard. That got me worried. I rushed around calling his name. The garage was locked. They never locked it unless they were going to be away. I peered into a couple of windows. Where would they have gone, and why hadn't Trev said anything?

      The spare key to the garage was hidden on a tiny nail under the porch's eve. I retrieved it knowing they'd leave the door into the house from the garage open. Once inside, I checked the usual spots someone might leave a note, the fridge, the kitchen table, Trev's dresser. When I failed to find anything, I let myself out and locked the garage door. After replacing the key, I considered what to do next.

      Had I known they weren't home, I would have gone directly to Amanda's because she lived right down the street from me. Now, I'd have to walk all the way back, and it was still uncomfortably hot out. I bit the bullet and started for her house. I wondered if the band knew where Trev had gone. Ronnie should know. Maybe I'd call him from Amanda's; though, the more I thought about it, the less worried I got. Sometimes, no, it was more than sometimes, it was fairly frequently that Trev and his dad got last minute work out of town. When that happened, Trev usually tried to let me know, but once in a while they had to go without much advance notice.

      Given my greater concerns, Trev's disappearance moved easily to the back burner of my worries. I had to figure out how I was going to convince Amanda that the world was full of elves and gnomes, and owl women, and that I was being threatened by a deranged Muppet-looking thing wanting me to return his bracelet.

      I considered how I could break it to her. I thought of the mall, remembering the skunk people and the devil woman. Maybe we'd run into some more freaks there. That was a big maybe, though. The Red Lion would work, but the day shift was already off, and I didn't know if I'd see any others once they were gone for the day. What to do, what to do?

      Then, I had it. Chester Avenue was the city's main cruise. It was a long, four-lane road with plenty of places to park and enjoy the show. During hot, summer nights, kids drank and showed off their trucks and blared their favorite tunes as loud as they could. This time of year, with school out, there was always something going on. If the city had a pulse at night, Chester was its heart.

      I was happy to see the VW parked in their driveway. I walked into Amanda's house without knocking, like I had since I was 12. "Hello," I announced.

      Amanda's mom waved from the living room. "Hey, Jenny. Come give me a hug."

      She got up from the couch and wrapped me up. It didn't matter if I saw her yesterday, she'd want a hug today. Rachael was shorter than Amanda with the same vavoom body, though hers had gotten a bit rounder lately. Recently, she had joined a Jazzercise gym and started drinking V-8 juice instead of coke.

      "Amanda just got home," she said. "She's in the shower. I'm about to start dinner. You can keep me company or wait in her room. You hungry?"

      "No, thanks." I sat on a barstool in front of the kitchen's big island while Rachael pulled things from her refrigerator. The television blared loudly in the living room. "What do you think about Amanda's new job?"

      Rachael put a pot of water on the stove to boil. "Oh, I’m happy about it. As long as it doesn't interfere with classes. What about you? You're serving at the Red Lion, right?"

      I nodded. "It's fine. I may have to take afternoon or evening classes, though. It might limit what I can take."

      "That's a shame."

      "No, it's fine. I looked at the catalogue, and think I can still take a full load. Where's Jerry?" Jerry was Amanda's dad.

      "Bowling night. He rejoined a league when I started taking exercise classes."

      "Cool."

      "He didn't want to at first, but I made him, so I didn't have to feel guilty about trying to get back my shape. He'd be happy flopping in front of that television until bedtime."

      Amanda emerged wrapped in two towels. "Thought I heard you. Everything okay?"

      "Right as rain. Just visiting with Moms." I hopped up to follow Amanda to her bedroom.

      "Dinner'll be ready in 20 minutes," Rachael called in our wake.

      Amanda shut the door. "What's up?"

      "You willing to hit Chester with me tonight?"

      "I guess. Why?"

      "I'm hoping to show you something."

      Amanda hung the towel covering her over her closet's accordion door. Her butt jiggled as she riffled through her clothes. "What do you think about your mom joining a health club?"

      Amanda poked her head back out. "I think it's fine."

      "Yeah, me, too."

      She took the towel off her head and threw it at me.

      "What?"

      "Don't what me. What are you trying to say?"

      I shrugged innocently. "Absolutely nothing. How do you like celery?"

      Amanda squeezed her butt. "This is the same size it was when I was a sophomore. And it's not a health club; it's a Jazzercise class."

      "Oh, sorry. My mistake. Hurry up and put something on, and I’ll buy us dinner, save you from celery."

      She surprised me by picking out a pair of jeans and an overlarge t-shirt, but I didn't comment on it. She did take the time to fix her hair. I considered taking a quick shower myself, but as warm as it was, I didn't see the point.

      Rachael didn't complain when we told her we were going out for food. The broccoli was boiling in the pot and the new cookbook was open to the page on how to prepare tofu.

      As we drove out of the neighborhood, I asked Amanda about the job.

      "I'm a bagger Tuesdays and Thursdays, for now. That might change after a couple of weeks--hopefully, more days. I have to wear these terrible corduroy pants, though. They make my butt look huge. The top's not too bad, a white, button-up blouse."

      "You've had worse uniforms," I reminded her.

      "You think? Remember that Der Wienerschnitzel outfit? The brown polyester pants. They were god-awful."

      "Not to mention the wiener jokes, right? Why didn't I know you were looking for a job?" I asked.

      "Actually, my neighbor mentioned that they had a kid quit at his grocery store, so I asked him if he'd put in a good word for me."

      "That was nice of him."

      "He kind of had to. I caught him checking me out a few times out when I was mowing the lawn in my bathing suit."

      "The striped two-piece?"

      "That's the one."

      "I bet his wife hates you."

      Amanda laughed. "But it's so funny catching the neighborhood guys staring. Oh, quit giving me that look. I don't mean any harm. I really do it to kill two birds with one stone. Mow and tan. The driving guys crazy part is harmless fun."

      I had a sudden thought. What if some of Amanda's neighbors weren't so harmless, like maybe she was flaunting it in front of a bunch of goblins or trolls or something? It might just be my imagination, but what if it wasn't? I didn’t know whether to laugh or be alarmed.

      "What?" Amanda asked. “You’re acting weird.”

      "Nothing. Thanks for coming."

      "Anything to get out of Mom's latest tofu recipe, but are you going to tell me what's really going on?"

      "Absolutely, but not yet. Trust me on this one."
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      It was still way too early for Chester to start hopping. Usually, things began picking up after ten, and I was hungry enough to eat again, so Amanda agreed to stop for some pizza. There was a place on Wall Street right off Chester that was pretty good. We sat in a booth and ordered a pitcher of Coke while we checked out the menu. I had a faint hope that magic creatures might be over-represented in the serving industry. If elves, goblins, and big, toad-thingies worked at my job, then maybe I'd find them at other restaurants. Unfortunately, the girl who took our order didn't have any warts; she did have a bad case of acne, however.

      It was hard for me to keep the conversation on normal topics while we ate our Hawaiian pizza. I wanted to spit it all out--the story, not the pizza--but I thought seeing was believing and that would be the best way to convince her that I wasn't cuckoo. Fortunately, there was a Defender game in the corner, and we were able to kill some time shooting aliens and rescuing captured humans.

      "Where do they go?" Amanda asked from behind me.

      I was focused on jerking the red knob up and down to change altitude while pounding away on the white button to blow the bad guys away. "What?"

      Amanda pointed as a tiny spaceship lifted a few dots that represented a human being. "Hey, watch it," I said.

      "Maybe they take them to the mothership."

      "Or, maybe they come back as mutants to destroy the ship."

      "You think so?"

      "Jesus, Amanda. That's exactly what they do. How long have we played this game?"

      I completed an attack wave but got shot almost immediately by a little kamikaze alien. "Damn it."

      Amanda began to laugh as she took her turn and proceeded to crush my score. I went to check on the time while she put in her initials for top player of the day.

      "If you're done cheating, you ready?" I asked when I returned.

      "Anger, fear, aggression. The dark side are they. Once you start down the dark path, forever dominate your destiny it will," Amanda said.

      "God, how many times have you seen that movie? Listen, Yoda. It's almost ten. You ready to go?"

      We left and drove over to Chester. It was beginning to come alive. Traffic had started backing up behind red lights. Girls took their time crossing the street. Guys rolled down their windows and called at them. A truck full of rednecks pulled next to us and yelled for us to pull over. We made one loop, turning around at the circle and found a parking spot near a popular block.

      "Okay, we’re here. What is it you wanted to show me?" Amanda asked.

      “Something soon, I hope.” Somehow, it made sense to me that if Bakersfield had freaks and weirdos, the magical kind, that this would be a place they would want to hang out. "Come on, it's too hot to sit in the car."

      We both got out and sat on the trunk of the VW which happened to be in the front, I'd discovered recently. That put us right in the middle of the action as cars paraded down both sides of the street. We got our share of cat calls and obscene gestures from jesters with no game. I said as much to Amanda, but she rolled her eyes at my clever wordplay—advanced puns were not her strong suit.

      "Anything yet?" she asked.

      "No, not… hold on." Something caught my attention across the street. A car had its trunk raised to reveal some gargantuan, custom, wooden speakers. They didn't disappoint because one of the loudest versions of Quiet Riot's Come on Hear the Noise that I'd ever heard accosted our eardrums. As I cupped my hands over my ears, the car's owner got out along with a passenger. They were anything but ordinary. They had goat legs and horns poking out of their heads. If my memory of Greek mythology was accurate, they were satyrs. Wow, yet another new and interesting fantastical creature come to life. 

      Amanda was saying something, but I was entranced with the goat men. As the music played, they dragged a cooler out of the backseat and began popping beer cans. I handed the bracelet to Amanda. “Here, try this on for me.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Trust me, okay? Look across the street.”

      For me, the pair of satyrs appeared as they did to everyone else, a duo of college-looking guys, downing Budweisers and smashing the cans against each other's foreheads, not something I’d recommend by the way. They were immediately swarmed by high school girls who jumped gleefully when they got splashed with suds. I had an ugly vision of some little horned babies. Hopefully, it didn't work like that. It reminded me of how little I knew about this strange, new world I’d discovered.

      "Oh, my God," Amanda said, pointing frantically. "They're, they're, they're…they're...what are they?"

      I pulled her arm down. "I think the correct term is satyr. One of them borrowed a pair of sunglasses from one of the girls and began dancing on the hood of his car. I watched in horror as his hooves started denting it. Here was this creep destroying his car, and I couldn’t scrounge together the cash to buy one of my own. Maybe if he beat it up enough, he’d be willing to sell it on the cheap. Keep it up, buddy! 

      "I don't understand," Amanda said.

      "It's the bracelet. Ever since I got it, stuff like this has been happening all the time.”

      "Wow, satyrs," Amanda said. "Amazing. And it's, like, for real, right, not some kind of acid trip?"

      "Real as I can tell. I've talked to some of them."

      "Satyrs? Really?"

      "No, not them. Others, like elves, and just others."

      "Satyrs," Amanda repeated. "Oh wait, hey, I remember now, aren't they, like, the original party animals?"

      shrugged. "I guess. Keep your eyes open, and maybe you'll see some more."

      "Hey, ladies, how's it going?"

      We turned back toward the sidewalk. Some guys we knew from high school were clustered around someone lighting a joint. "Oh, hey, Smitty," I answered. He was Trevor's second or third cousin or something like that. He had also been in two or three of my classes freshman year. I recognized a couple of others, too. "Hi, guys."

      The group took the greeting as an invitation. "How's your summer going?" Smitty asked. He was an okay guy, kind of low-key with a dry sense of humor. He was short, but he had nice hair, full and long, past his shoulders. In that, he was like his cousin.

      "Oh, you know, killing time, waiting for school to start."

      "BC?"

      "That's where poor people go," I said. I noticed the guy passing the joint. "Oh, hey Tom. How's your brother?"

      Tom held up his hand while he continued to hold in his smoke. Then, he slowly exhaled. "He's doing better. Docs think it was mono or some other virus. Sucks he missed the last month of school, but he'll still be a junior next year. Where's Trev?"

      "That’s a good question," I said. "Smitty, have you talked to him?”

      Smitty looked a little uncomfortable. “No, not in a couple of weeks. You talk to his old man?”

      “They both disappeared,” I said. “They do that sometimes out of the blue. Work, I guess. Anyway, it’s just lady's night out tonight. Right Amanda, Amanda?"

      Amanda had not said a single word during the whole exchange, and Amanda was not shy. I looked at her for the first time during our conversation, and she looked like she was in the middle of a nest of snakes. Her eyes were stretched wide and she was holding her breath. Smitty leaned over. "Hey, Amanda, everything okay?"

      Slowly, Amanda nodded. "Uh huh."

      One of the other guys started to sidle up to me, but Smitty pulled him back. "She belongs to my cousin, dude."

      "I belong to no one," I corrected, "but I do have a boyfriend, thank you. Where's your ride?" I asked Smitty. He had this older Chevy van, his pride and joy. It had a faded woodland scene painted on its side with a bunch of wolves running through the snow. Inside, it was all brown shag carpet, even on the ceiling. More than once, I'd caught Trev in there getting high with Smitty between classes.

      He looked crushed. "Transmission went out. It'll be another week before it’s fixed. We had to use Robbie's car."

      Two of the guys started snickering. "Fuck you guys. It's better than nothing."

      "What's so funny?"

      One of the guys pointed to a green Toyota station wagon down the street. It was definitely not something you wanted to go cruising in. I smirked. "I see why you're on foot."

      The joint had made it back around to Tom, and he offered it to Amanda. She looked from it to Tom and shook her head. The guys who knew her looked at one another because Amanda was not one to refuse to take a toke, especially if she was out partying. An uncomfortable moment descended.

      "I don't think she's feeling well, guys," I said.

      Smitty took the hint. "Yeah, she looks practically green. Maybe you ought to take her home. Come on gents, let’s roll. See you ladies at BC in the fall. Tell Trev to give me a call next time you see him."

      "Will do. Bye, guys."

      As they began to saunter away, Amanda began, "Did you smell that?”

      “Smell what? The guys? Sure, I think a couple of them went swimming in Old Spice.”

      “No, that’s not it. It was like I was at the zoo, like in an animal’s cave. And then, when Smitty smiled, his teeth were, like all white and shiny. It was creepy.”

      I stared after the pack who had moseyed on to the next block. I remembered the wereskunks from the mall. “But they didn’t change or anything, right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, they still looked like regular guys.”

      “Yeah.” My heart began to settle, and then she added, “Except for the hair.”

      “The hair?”

      “Yeah, so like their teeth were all dazzling like a Colgate commercial and then their hair, I swear to God their hair was like, gorgeous, shimmering like beautiful waves. Eddie Van Halen doesn’t even have hair like that.”

      Teeth, hair, smells like a zoo. Shit. “I think they're werewolves,” I said.

      “You’re shitting me.”

      I told her about what I’d seen at the mall.

      “And you waited to tell me this?”

      “I wasn’t sure that I wasn’t hallucinating, and I wasn’t sure you’d believe me.”

      "But werewolves, Jen. How do you know they are werewolves?"

      "I don’t for sure. I’m just guessing, but it kind of makes sense.”

      “Oh, oh this is bad,” Amanda said.

      I looked around. “What? What is it?”

      Amanda stepped close. “They kind of smelled like Trevor’s place.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I mean you know how sensitive my nose is. It smelled the same.”

      For a minute, I wondered if there was something weird about Amanda, but I’d worn the bracelet around her for two days and didn’t see anything.

      She interrupted my thoughts when she moved to the gutter for a better look at the sky.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking if it’s a full moon. If they’re full-on werewolves then they’d have to be transforming, right?”

      I joined her. “I don’t think it’s full yet—close, though.”

      “You know, maybe Trevor and his dad aren’t werewolves at all. Maybe it was Smitty hanging out at their house, or maybe it only runs on his side of the family.”

      “You think so?”

      “Not really, no. I think you’re dating the Wolfman. Sorry. Here, you want this back?"

      Did I? Or, did I want to get rid of it? All I had to do was put it back in the doghouse and try and forget about all of this. Mr. Fraggle Rock might even honor his offer of helping me get a car. But then, my boyfriend would still be a werewolf, if that’s what he really was. I think I’d want to know that.

      “You wear it for a while,” I said.

      "Uh-uh, not until you tell me more about what's going on. Spill it, the whole enchilada."

      I told her about how I’d gotten the bracelet in the first place, about the silver frog, and then, about the identity of my co-workers.

      Amanda sighed, "I wish I'd taken a hit."

      "Probably would have helped," I agreed.

      "Wow, amazing, and some of our friends, maybe your boyfriend, are werewolves. Fucking amazing. They did have great teeth, though. I wonder if they chew on doggie biscuits."

      "What?"

      "Or maybe they should invest in lint brushes?"

      "Stop it," I said. “This is serious. No more bad jokes.”

      “You’re right, you’re right. Hey, what happened to the werewolf who ate a clock?"

      I glowered at her.

      "He got ticks! Oh, my God, I can never get high with those guys again. A few tokes, and I’ll start in with every bad werewolf joke I've ever heard."

      "That might not be good," I said.

      "Why not?"

      "They might eat you."

      "You think they do that?"

      "No, no way." God, I hope not.

      Amanda fingered the bracelet as if she was contemplating how much more she wanted to see. I let her work it out.

      "All right," she said finally, "let's walk around and see what other freaky creatures are out here."

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, absolutely." We'd taken two or three steps when she stopped me. "Say, when you and Trev, you know, does he like it doggie style?”

      "I hate you."
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      We walked up and down the cruise for the next hour or so. More than a few of our friends were out and about, but representatives from the magic kingdom were scarce, until Amanda stopped cold in her tracks; I knew she had seen something strange. "What is it?" I whispered.

      She didn't even bother answering, instead she passed me the bracelet which I immediately slipped on. A pair of bright green women were arguing next to a Corvette.

      "You got to drive it here!" one said.

      "So, you can't drive worth a shit," said the taller of the two. She wore a silver sequined dress that dipped to her navel and had the brightest orange hair piled in a beehive on her head.

      The other one, similarly dressed, with only slightly less vibrant hair answered, "How would you know? Last time you were necking with that guy in the backseat."

      "You hit a center divider and blew out the front tires! We almost got arrested."

      "Oh, we did not--"

      "But that sweet boy did."

      "Only because we disappeared, and it looked like he was driving from the backseat."

      The smaller one laughed. "I remember his face. B-b-but officer, where'd she go?"

      The two of them began cracking up, almost doubling over with merriment. When they noticed us staring, the taller one straightened up and pointed a green finger our way. It was the first time I saw either of their eyes. They glowed a golden color. "What are you looking at?"

      "That's a nice car," I said quickly. "We were admiring it."

      "Well," she gestured toward it, "it is." She turned her back on us and continued her argument with the other one. We walked on.

      "What were they?" Amanda whispered.

      I shrugged. As we worked our way back to the car, Amanda suggested we get a coke. There was a Jack-in-the-Box around the corner, a good place to sit and consider what to do next.

      "So, this guy threatened your mom?" Amanda asked, slurping from her Dr. Pepper.

      "Not physically. At least I don't think so. I think he meant bad things would start to happen if I didn't give back the bracelet."

      "Then give it back."

      "Not until he gives me back my frog," I said stubbornly.

      "You think it's worth it?"

      "Yeah, I do. And now, the cat's kind of out of the bag."

      Slurp. "You can say that again," Amanda said. "We really can't unsee all this can we? Hey, I know what you need. You need a guide."

      I didn't know what she was talking about.

      "A guide, you know, a guide. Someone who knows all about this magic stuff." She slapped her hand on the table. "I know a guy."

      I eyed her dubiously. "What guy?"

      "Okay, so remember last year when I dated that buff dude. Oh, come on, the one with the mohawk."

      "Mohawk. Oh, I do. That lasted, what, two weeks?"

      "Maybe less. He started using this herbal soap; I couldn't stand it. Anyway, he was a really good artist. I mean it, but it was all sword and sorcery stuff. He once took me to his buddy's house where they played D & D all the time. I went with him this one time, and they played for twelve hours straight. I ended up calling Terry for a ride home. That was the last straw. First the soap and then--”

      "So, your ex-boyfriend knows all about this stuff?"

      "Not him, though he probably does know a lot. No, I was thinking about his friend, the one who owned the house, or trailer house I guess it was. That dude was like a grandmaster, or dungeon master guru, something like that. As boring as that shit was, I still remember him, like, spouting all this 5th level demon bullshit. He was like a fantasy encyclopedia."

      "Do you remember where he lived?"

      "Yeah, actually, I do. It's a trailer park off Stockdale Highway. I might have trouble finding the exact trailer, though. Want to give it a shot?"

      It was a crazy idea to go running all around town looking for a D & D master in the hopes he could tell me something about all this, but what choice did I have? Swords and sorcery was not my genre.

      Amanda must have seen the doubtful look on my face. "Listen,” she said. “if I remember this dude, he'll be stoned out of his mind by now."

      "And that's a good thing? Then, how will he be able to help?"

      "Oh, he'll still know his shit, but he'll probably be less likely to tell us to piss off."

      It was worth a try. As we were preparing to merge into traffic, a green-colored Toyota wagon pulled alongside. It held six passengers and every one of them had a paper bag over his head. Each had a mouth and eye holes cut out. One pulled his bag up high enough for me to see his face. It was Tom, one of the guys hanging with Smitty and his, um, pack. "We're ashamed to be seen in this ride," he yelled across to us. "We're the unknown cruisers."

      Amanda got the reference to “The Gong Show’s Unknown Comic” quicker than I did and called over, "I'd gong your asses right off the stage."

      The werewolves in the car began howling with laughter. They waved and drove off, billowing pot smoke out their windows like a choo-choo train.

      "You know, werewolves or not, I think I could party with those guys," Amanda said.
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      If two guys you didn't know showed up in the middle of your game of dungeons and dragons late one Friday night, odds were you'd tell them to take a hike. Fortunately for us, we were not guys. Amanda remembered the trailer park well enough, but she wasn't sure about exactly which place she'd been to before. We drove around, up and down the rows of metal rectangular boxes. I could see why she had a problem remembering, though the closer I looked, the more I saw how the trailer homes had been personalized. A few had big satellite dishes, some had small gardens, many had decks. One even had a doughboy pool.

      "Wait a minute," Amanda finally said. "Some of this is looking familiar. There, that's it. He had a broken-down Camaro out front."

      Sure enough, underneath a metal carport was the body of Z-28 up on cinder blocks. I pulled next to it. "Lucky the guy didn't get it fixed," I remarked.

      Amanda checked her image with a pocket mirror. "Come on, Jen, half the guys I know have some broken down heap in their yard."

      "True." I turned off the car but didn't move. "What are we going to say?"

      "I guess we wing it. You getting cold feet?"

      "No," I said, "let's give it a shot."

      Amanda knocked on the trailer's door and after a few minutes, the front porch light was turned off; not on, but off. The door opened about a foot. "What do you want?"

      "Is Freddie home?" Amanda asked.

      "Who wants to know?"

      "Um, Amanda--"

      "Don't know any Amandas." Slam.

      Amanda looked at me and shrugged. "Try again," I urged.

      She got right next to the door and said loudly, "I used to date Todd. He brought me here a few times."

      The door opened, and a small guy stepped out. He wore a Black Sabbath t-shirt with the sleeves cut off to reveal stubby muscular arms. Each wrist had a leather bracelet like the kind they made in leather shop class. His hair exploded out of a bandana tied around his forehead. He looked each of us up and down, not like he was checking us out, but like he was determining our trustworthiness.

      "Yeah, I remember you," he finally said. He retrieved a pack of cigarettes from his sock and pulled one out. He didn't offer us a smoke. After he lit up, he said, "Haven't seen Todd in a while. What's he up to?"

      "I don't know. We broke up a ways back."

      Freddie blew smoke our way. He looked around us. "You come alone?"

      "Yeah. This is my friend, Jen."

      He scrutinized me again. "Hey."

      "Nice to meet you." I offered my hand.

      Freddie put his cigarette in his mouth and shook. Then, he looked to Amanda. "What can I do for you ladies?"

      I waited for Amanda to step up, but she wasn't answering. "We were cruising Chester to find some smoke and um, Amanda thought you might have some."

      He took another drag on his cigarette. "She did, huh? How would she know something like that?"

      This was not going well. Amanda finally perked up. "You always had good shit when I'd visit with Todd. We thought, I thought, maybe we'd get lucky, and you'd have some."

      "Yeah, I don't know what you remember, but there's nothing like that around here." That was a lie. Even with his lit cigarette, he reeked of pot.

      "Guess you'll have to…"

      "Shit," I interrupted, "tell him the truth, Amanda." She looked at me like I was crazy. "Look, man, we were talking, and she was telling me about how Todd was all into D & D back when they were together. I thought that was cool; I mean, my older brother was into it, and I'd watch sometimes, but he was kind of a dick and never let me play. She said she knew this guy Todd used to play with, and he taught Todd everything he knew, so I asked if I could meet him."

      His shoulders relaxed a bit. "You're not making that shit up to buy weed?"

      "I swear we did not come here for weed," I said. It was the truth.

      He ground his cigarette into the heel of his boot. "All right, cool."

      Freddie opened the door. "Go on in. Don't mind the guys; we're in the middle of a quest."

      Amanda and I stood just inside the door on a bit of faux-brick linoleum that served as an entryway before the green, shag carpet took over. At one end of the room, a group of old farts were huddled over a giant piece of redwood burl that swerved as a living room table. One of them was toking on a bong. Worse, some of them were wearing only swim trunks. I couldn't help staring because I wasn't used to seventy-year-old potheads.

      There wasn't much light except for a big amber glass globe that hung from a chain in the corner, but I could see the rest of the group was focused on the many-sided dice strewn about the table. None of the players even looked up. As Freddie stepped by us, I heard Amanda start.

      "What is it?" I whispered.

      She secretly slipped off my bracelet and handed it to me. "Here, you've got to see this."

      I worked at getting it on while Freddie told us to come on in. He pointed to the barstools next to the counter of a tiny kitchen. "You want something to drink? A beer?"

      "Beer's good," Amanda said.

      I got the bracelet clasped and looked up. Five little men in pointy red hats were seated around Freddie's table. They occupied all of Freddie's couch and one of his chairs. It was the hats that helped me identify them—gnomes. The only reason I knew that was because lawn gnomes were not uncommon. Something about this bunch was off, though. Then, I figured it out. Instead of being dressed in their long, colorful shirts with their wide belts and their pants tucked into their boots, these guys wore shorts and flip flops. Most were shirtless, meaning their little bellies were hanging out. One of them had a ceramic bong that looked like a twisted tree. It was nearly as big as he was, and he was holding it like an oboe except with the bottom end held in place by his feet. He lit the bowl and put the other end to his mouth. As he drew the smoke in, he exhaled a steady stream through his ears. "Holy shit," I said.

      "Eew," Amanda said leaning over, "I think I preferred seeing the little guys with the hats."

      "Gnomes," I corrected.

      "You serious?"

      "Pardon?" Freddie said as he handed us each a Miller.

      "What? Oh, nothing. Thanks. You guys get together to play often?"

      Freddie reached above his refrigerator and took down a bottle of whiskey. He poured himself a small glass. "You guys good?"

      We both nodded.

      "Most weekends," he said. "These old farts are the best I've ever played with. They never get tired; I guess they don't need as much sleep at their age."

      "I bet."

      He gave me a curious look.

      "I mean, they seem so intense," I added.

      He nodded. "It's an intense game. You want to watch?"

      Amanda and I looked at each other. Only if I couldn't go to the dentist instead. "Sure."

      We pulled our barstools closer, so we could see the "action." The gnomes were passing around the bong, loading it from the buds in a plastic baggie sitting on the D & D Players Handbook. Freddie took the empty chair and reached for the bong. I swear one of the gnomes growled at him, but Freddie didn't seem to hear it. After he took a big hit, he passed it along and looked our way.

      "Oh, hey, sorry about being all paranoid earlier. The neighbor got busted for dealing last week. One of his customers narced on him. I wanted to make sure you weren't working for the cops. You're not working for the cops, are you?"

      "Absolutely not," I said.

      "I'll take a hit," Amanda blurted out. Obviously, she wanted to reassure Freddie. Obviously.

      "Oh, shit. Sorry. Barney, be a good host and pass the bong to our guests." The gnome holding the tree bong stuck his tongue out at Freddie but hopped off the couch and brought Amanda the bong. Then, he tottered off to the kitchen where he jumped on the counter to fetch something out of the cupboard. He returned with a bag of Chips Ahoy cookies.

      "Dude," Freddie said, "I completely forgot I had those. Cool."

      Barney answered in a voice that was like two rocks sliding over each other. "Gottcha, my man."

      Amanda took a hit. "Your turn?" she said, turning to me.

      I hesitated. Remember what the dormouse said, feed your head… Somehow following Grace Slick’s excellent advice seemed wise.  "No, really, I wanted to know more about the game.

      Freddie looked as if he had forgotten why we were there. It had been like, 30 seconds. "So, first thing," he began, "you create a character. You could be a dwarf, elf, half-elf, orc, half-orc, human, gnome…"

      One of the gnomes clapped. Freddie went on, "And then you pick your class. You could be a bard, a wizard, a barbarian, a ranger, a sorcerer, a paladin, a cleric, a monk, a fighter, a druid, a…"

      "Uh, what kind of powers do these characters have?" I asked.

      He hesitated. "What do you mean? Oh, well, it depends. See, one character might have higher defensive hit points or attack points. Whatever. You get a value at the beginning and as the game goes on, you acquire experience points and artifacts and you become more powerful."

      "Would you, like um, have certain spells?"

      Freddie reached for a cookie. One of the other gnomes made to slap his hand away, but Barney elbowed him. "Share," he said.

      Freddie took a bite. "Sure, if you're a wizard or a sorcerer. Not if you're a barbarian."

      "Okay, so, how would a character say, travel with magic. I mean, like simply appear."

      "You mean, like teleportation. Yeah, lots of magic creatures can do that. Sorcerers, too. Sometimes they create a portal--"

      "Yeah, like that," I interrupted, "like um, what was that book? Amanda, remember that book we read in fifth grade, the one with the closet?"

      Amanda had just taken another hit and was holding her breath. She exhaled and said, "The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe."

      "That's it.” I realized the bong had made its way back to Amanda a little too quickly. “Amanda, you doing all right?”

      She waved through a cloud of smoke. “Oh yeah.”

      Several gnomes nodded their heads in solidarity. I was pretty sure the bastards were trying to get her completely wasted. I suddenly got a little paranoid. “Hey, sorry Freddie, we should probably get going. Think we could stop by another time for you to explain the game?”

      “What? Sure, yeah, okay.”

      I reached over a few grumbling gnomes and pulled Amanda to her feet. “We’ll be back another time.”

      Freddie nodded absently, but Barney was right next to me, in front of me. Suddenly, it was almost as if there was no one else in the room, like we were under a spotlight and everything else was pitch black. He reached out and took my braceleted wrist in his tiny hand.

      "You can't fool us," Barney said. "We saw right through its magic.”

      I jerked my arm away. “Let go.”

      “You’re fishing for something, sister. It’s obvious you need some info. Here’s how it works, though. You have to pay.”

      I reached for Amanda.

      “Relax. The boys didn’t mean any harm. Now, we like Puna bud. That's our favorite."

      "You're kidding."

      He put his hands on his hips. “It’s the price of admission.”

      "Admission to, never mind. You're saying you can tell us what we want to know? Okay, cool so how—"

      "Nada, sister. Not until you pay. Comprende?"

      "You know that sounds weird, right? The Spanish thing?"

      He rattled off what I was sure were at least a dozen languages. "Did you think gnomes were stupid?"

      "Um, I hadn't really thought about it one way or the other. Okay, so, how do I reach you?"

      "If you come at night, we're not hard to find. Weekends we're usually here with Freddie; he gets the best shit. Otherwise, we're around the park. Just ask for me."

      "You mean ask the other gnomes."

      "As long as you've got the bracelet."

      "Why not during the day?"

      He looked at me like I was an idiot. "You planning on having a conversation with somebody's lawn ornament?"

      "Oh, gotcha."

      In a blink, the interview was over. Barney was back on the couch lighting the bowl of the ridiculously long bong between his feet.

      “Come on, Amanda. So, we’ll be seeing you, Freddie. Thanks, we’ll let ourselves out.” Freddie didn’t reply because he had drifted off to sleep. Now that we were leaving, the gnomes seemed to have forgotten about us.

      Amanda began to protest. “We just got here.”

      "Shh, it's fine. We don’t want to be here right now." Fortunately, her tolerance for pot was relatively high and she seemed to understand that we had to go. She waved on the way out. "Well, nice meeting you all."

      I looked for a final knowing sign from Barney, but he was busy picking his nose.
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      Whatever the gnomes were smoking was potent enough to knock Amanda for a loop, so I folded her into the passenger's seat and drove to her house. I wanted to process what had happened with her, but it would have to wait because she dozed all the way home. That left me alone to think things through.

      I was disappointed that we didn't learn anything about Fraggle Rock, or how he popped into my backyard. On the other hand, just having Amanda to talk to about what was happening was a good thing. Not so much at that particular moment, but still.

      Then, there was Barney and the gnomes. They potentially could tell me a lot, but I didn't trust them. I had a good gut when it came to knowing who to trust and who not to, and I didn't trust Barney and his pervert buddies at all. Not to mention the fact that I didn't have the money to purchase their information. I decided that I would try Freddie again during daylight hours.

      Everyone at Amanda's house was already asleep except her little brother. A flickering blue light escaped from under his closed door. No doubt he was up playing video games on the new television he'd gotten for his last birthday. We quietly slipped by. Amanda was beginning to get her legs back under her.

      "Hey, you want to sleep over?" she asked when we were in her room. "You can sleep in Jeff's room. The folks won't care."

      "Naw. I don't want to leave Mom alone all night. I don't think anything is going to happen to her, but I'll feel better being home, anyway. You going to be all right?"

      She nodded. "Yeah, just as soon as I see what leftovers are in the fridge. No, scratch that. I'm getting some cereal. You want some?"

      "No, thanks. I'm heading out. Listen, registration for BC begins tomorrow. If we get there early, we have a better choice of classes. Can you take us, or do you have to work?"

      "I don't work tomorrow. What time?"

      "Early. Andrea said it was a cluster last year and that we should get in line early. Can you be ready at eight?"

      She frowned, "Eight? Yeah, where's my alarm clock?"

      Big Ben could go off right next to her, and Amanda would sleep through it. "I'll come by at seven to get you up, okay?"

      "Seven? How's that better?"

      "It's better because you'll actually get up. Go eat your cereal and get some sleep. I'll be by early."

      She flopped back on her bed and covered her face with her arm. "Go ahead and shoot me."

      "I thought you were getting cereal?"

      She shook her head. "Hit the light on your way out."

      Before I left, I stopped by Archie's room and knocked softly on his door. The blue light instantly disappeared.

      "Archie," I called softly, "it's me. Open up a minute."

      He cracked his door. "You woke me up."

      "No, I didn't. You were playing video games. I've got to get Amanda up tomorrow to register at BC. Can you listen for me around seven? She won't hear me even if I beat the door down."

      "Yeah, I guess. Why don't you just come in the front door?"

      "I'm afraid your folks will lock it when they leave for work."

      "Oh, yeah, they do that. I'll go unlock the back door. They won't check it."

      "You could just open up when I knock," I suggested.

      "Forget that. I'm not waking up at seven. I'll unlock the door before I go to bed."

      "Don't forget. Thanks."

      As I walked away from Amanda's, most of the houses were dark, the street was quiet. It wasn't especially eerie until I thought of the owl woman. That made me shiver, so I hurried home under a big, fat, nearly full moon. That made me think of Trev. What was he doing right then under the same moon? Was it like the movies and comics? Did that make him a monster? Or, was Amanda wrong?

      Just before I reached my house, I stopped to prowl around my own yard, just to make sure Fraggle Rock wasn't hiding or waiting for a chance to steal back his bracelet. The weight of his ultimatum hit me. What would he do if I didn't give it back? I thought about his offer of a car. Part of me wanted one so badly that I seriously played with the idea of doing what he wanted and leaving the bracelet in the doghouse. Of course, there was nothing to say he'd keep his word, or maybe he would, but the car would be the biggest piece of shit he could find. Even if I believed he would deliver, my connection to this other world would be lost and, more importantly, so would my chance to retrieve my silver frog.

      I opened the gate and slipped into the backyard. The bright moon cast enough of a glow for me to see the doghouse squatting in the middle of the dead grass. I once asked my mother why we didn’t keep a bushy, green lawn like everybody else, especially with her love of plants. She said she could hear the grass scream when it got cut. I shrugged and moved on—I was eight. Later, when I thought about it, I figured she was joking. Now, not so much.

      Despite the quiet and the moon and the threat of a screeching bird woman causing me ruination, I approached the doghouse. It drew me forward like the edge of a tall building, and even though my fight with Fraggle Rock was still fresh in my mind, and, like at any minute, he could jump out and surprise me, I knelt in front of its opening. The boards that made up its floor were as solid as ever. I grimaced while I checked, half expecting a spindly hand to reach out and grab me, or worse, to feel a spider's leg dance across my skin. When I was satisfied that nothing was going to happen, I went to bed.
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      Mom knew what day it was. She made sure I got up despite the rough night I'd had.

      "Coffee's ready, Jenny-girl," she said toggling my toes. “Big day ahead. My baby’s going to college.”

      "It’s a high school with ashtrays," I said wearily. "What time is it?"

      "A little after six. I thought you said you wanted to be at the college by eight. You'll have to hurry to catch the buses."

      I sat up and rubbed at my eyes. "Amanda's going to drive us, but I still need to get over to her house by seven." I immediately went for a shower.

      As I was lathering up, the pressure dipped a bit. That meant Mom was watering the plants. She might skip breakfast, but she made sure her plants had water. When I stepped out to dry off, my coffee cup was on the sink waiting for me along with a ten-dollar bill underneath. I smiled to myself.

      "Thanks, Mom."

      She poked her head into the bathroom. "Get lunch for yourself and Amanda. I'm working in Arvin today, so I've got to get going. Love you, and good luck getting your classes."

      "Bye, love you, too."

      I hurried around, dressing quickly in a pair of modest jean shorts and a t-shirt. I didn't bother looking outside. From April to November was shorts weather. I finished my coffee on our patio. Mom's hanging plants dripped from their watering. I watched the doghouse. My stomach was a little queasy this morning, ruling out any breakfast, and I couldn't say whether it was because I was nervous about registering for school or worried about what Fraggle Rock might do. It didn't matter either way. Besides, I needed to get going.

      Turns out, I didn't need Archie to leave a door open for me. Rachael hadn't left yet, but she was on her way out when I walked up. "Hey, you're still home," I said coming up the driveway.

      "Big day," she said. "I stuck around to rouse Amanda. Damn, that child is hard to get up. She's just like her father. Anyway, she's in the shower now. Got to run. Good luck." She hurried to her car.

      I went in to wait. Distantly, I could hear the shower running. Rachael had done me a big favor getting Amanda moving. I passed the bathroom door and opened it a crack. "You need anything?" I said into the steam.

      "I hate you. Go away."

      I shut the door. She'd be human in about fifteen minutes. I sat on her bed and took out the hand-written schedule from my purse. I'd met with a counselor at the beginning of summer to put it together, but that didn't mean I'd get all the classes I wanted. I had a couple of alternatives written down as well.

      Before long, Amanda came in. She was wrapped in a towel which she casually hung over her door. "What the hell did I smoke last night?"

      "Something potent, I'm sure. It knocked you on your ass."

      She grabbed a pair of panties from her drawer and slipped them on. "So, tell me. Was it the weed, or did we meet real, live garden gnomes?"

      "And satyrs and demons and werewolves, oh my."

      She put some deodorant under her arms and fished a shirt out of her closet. "What are you going to do?"

      "I'm going to get my schedule for the first term and take you to lunch. Mom gave me money for us.”

      “Cool. Hey, think we’ll actually be done by lunch?”

      “We should be done way early.”

      We weren’t.
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      Registration was being held in the gym on the side of campus next to University Avenue. I hadn’t been to a lot of colleges, but for a junior college, BC seemed enormous to me. It took up about a half mile on each side except where it followed Panama Drive, so the shape of the campus was like a postage stamp with one corner bent under. There were two large parking lots nearby, and we were able to park near the front since we’d come so early. Despite that, there was already a small line waiting for the gym doors to open. We joined the queue, seeing mostly kids who looked like us with the occasional parent or possibly older student. Not wanting to attract strange looks, Amanda and I talked about normal things, like the classes we wanted, or what this person or that person was up to.

      The doors to the gym opened promptly at nine. At one end, tables were in place with the alphabet divided between them. Amanda and I split up, with her going to the A-E section while I went to the G-L table. There were only six people ahead of me. There was also a severe-looking woman in heels and a tight bun directing people to a longer line if they had not pre-registered. I had my tentative schedule in front of me.

      I handed my paper to the counselor at the table when it was my turn. He was a heavy-ish, middle-aged guy with glasses. He began going through a box of manila folders. After his second attempt, I began to worry.

      "Do you have a driver’s license?” he asked.

      “Sure.” I took it from my purse. “What's wrong?”

      “Just a second.” He compared it to a list of names I assumed to be those who had pre-registered. “Hmm, that’s weird. I can’t find you.”

      “What do you mean? You’ve got the paper with the schedule the counselor helped me fill out.”

      “Have you completed your financial aid?”

      “Of course, I have. I should be all set.”

      He waved to the woman directing those without paperwork. She clicked her way over. “What’s the problem, Mr. Howard?”

      “Dr. Whipple, this young lady has her pre-registration signed by Mr. Thorn but is not on my list to register. I also don’t have a file on her.”

      “Did you complete your financial aid, miss?”

      “He already asked me that, and yes, I had it done before I met with, who did you say it was? Thorn. Yeah, it’s been done for over a month.”

      She took my registration paper. “Let me see if there’s been an error. Please stand aside for now until I get back.”

      Some of the people in line behind me were grumbling, but I didn’t care “She should be right back. Go ahead and step out of line for now and as soon as she returns, you can cut back in.”

      I glowered at him but stood aside. I watched Dr. Whipple leave the gym with my paper in hand. I didn't see the guy who signed my form. I restlessly watched the lines grow longer. The largest was the one for those who had not pre-registered. It was already stretching out of the gym’s front doors.

      Maybe fifteen minutes later, the woman returned with nothing but my paper in hand. “Did you find anything out?” I asked anxiously.

      She held up her hand for me to wait a minute. When Mr. Howard finished with the guy he was working with, she stepped in front of the next person in line. “One minute, please.” She then waved me closer.

      “Mr. Thorn was in and didn’t have any recollection of filling this out…”

      “Are you saying I made it up?”

      “No, he agreed that it is his signature. He pre-approved hundreds of high school students so he probably wouldn’t remember this one in particular. The issue that we are having is that you do not have any paperwork on record.”

      “I told you, I had it done before I graduated.”

      “Unfortunately, until we can get proof, or you redo it, you cannot officially be registered.”

      “What? What do you mean? You're telling me I can’t attend…”

      She held up her hand like I was a toddler. “No, I’m saying you cannot officially register. You can be slotted for your classes, tentatively. However, if you do not redo your financial aid then you will be responsible for paying for classes, and you won’t be eligible for any grants or loans.”

      I held up my list of classes. “So, for now, he can sign me up with this?”

      “He can put you in your classes, if they are open, pending the rest of your paperwork. However,” If she said ‘however’ one more time I was going to clock her, she pointed to the longer line, “you’ll need to get in that line and complete all the entrance forms. You will also have to check with your parents to re-accomplish your financial aid.”

      “Great. Thanks,” I said flatly. She walked off to put out another fire, and I handed my classes to Mr. Howard. He flipped through a long list of courses and wrote my name next to the ones I’d identified.

      “The pre-calculus has a prerequisite. You can’t…”

      “I passed trig my senior year. My high school counselor had to sign off on my original paperwork.”

      “Okay, good. Here you go. You’re all set.” He handed me back my original.

      “Except now I get in that monstrosity,” I said pointing to the long line out the door.

      “Yeah, sorry, hon. Got to get you into the system. Good luck.”

      I stopped to find Amanda before I joined the line. She was next to see her own admissions counselor. “Hey, you’re already done?”

      “Nope. They lost my paperwork.”

      “You’re shitting me?”

      An older woman in front of us gave us a dirty look. “Mind your own fucking business,” I said. She turned around angrily.

      “So, you couldn’t register?”

      “No, I get a tentative schedule, but now I have to get in that line and redo all the rest of the forms, and I have to reapply for financial aid.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “Yeah, it is. Listen, there’s no need for you to hang around when you finish. I’ll catch the bus.”

      “As if. You promised me lunch, right?”

      I handed her the ten. “Go without me.”

      “Not happening. Go get in line, and I’ll wait with you. It looks like it’s moving.”

      “You sure?”

      “Go.”

      I spent the next two hours creeping along and another half hour filling out forms right there. There was nothing I could do about the financial aid, though. I’d have to take it home and have Mom fill it out with her taxes, again. Amanda left at one point and brought us both back a couple of Big Gulps. As it turned out, we finished right about lunchtime.

      Standing for close to four hours in total had made me hungry, so we stopped at the first Mickey D’s we spotted. Our ten dollars went a long way there. Afterwards, Amanda and I discussed how the school could have lost my paperwork as we drove home.

      “Just unlucky,” Amanda said.

      Wait a minute. No, that rat-faced bastard couldn’t have. Could he? I had my answer when Amanda stopped in front of my house.

      Mom’s Chevy Chevette was in the driveway. “She’s way early,” I said. I jumped out of the car, and Amanda hurried after me. I was almost to the front door when Amanda called me back.

      “Hey, look.”

      The front right-side bumper of Mom’s car was smashed in. “Shit.”

      I ran into the house. Mom was sitting at the dinette with a bottle of vodka. “Mom, are you all right?”

      “Fine. I’m fine. You saw the car?”

      Amanda appeared, “Did someone hit you?”

      “Obviously, but it happened when I was parked. Somebody must have hit me and took off, didn’t even leave a note. I was able to limp it home but couldn’t finish my route.”

      “We’ve got insurance,” I said.

      She took a long drink and poured herself another one. “And a $500 deductible. That will wipe us out.”

      “Shit. I’m sorry, Mom.”

      “Not your fault. Funny thing, though, it was parked with the front end toward a building. I don’t know how in the hell someone was able to run into it. Maybe it was a motorcycle or, I just don’t know. Insurance is sending over a tow this afternoon. Hopefully, they can fix it. If it’s totaled, we’re sunk.”

      “What about your job?” Mom needed a vehicle to set up her displays for Nabisco.

      “The office secretary, Barbara, said I can use hers. She’ll get me tomorrow, and we’ll carpool in together. She’s fine with letting me use the car to restock my stores. It’ll mean getting home a little later most nights until ours gets fixed, but it’ll all work out.” She took a sip of her drink. “How’d registration go? You get all the classes you wanted?”

      “Yeah, yeah I did. I have some more forms to fill out, but that can wait until later.” I looked at the vodka bottle; the financial aid could wait for now. “I’m going to walk Amanda out. I’ll be right back.”

      In the drive, next to the injured car, I stopped. “That bastard. That thieving bastard did this.”

      “Who, you mean the one who stole your jewelry box?”

      “He said bad things would happen if I didn’t give him back his bracelet.”

      “Is it possible that it's all a coincidence?” Amanda suggested.

      “I seriously doubt it. I got suspicious when the school lost my paperwork, but now, this confirms it.”

      Amanda knelt next to the damage. “You know, it doesn’t really look like another car smashed into it. It sort of looks like--”

      “Like someone beat the shit out of it with a sledgehammer,” I said. “Can you run me around? I’ve got a couple of ideas.”

      Amanda looked worried. “Why don’t you give back the bracelet?”

      It was a legitimate question. I had thought about it, especially if I could guarantee I’d get a car. However, my silver frog meant a lot to me, more than I could explain even to myself. If that wasn’t enough, now I was just pissed. “Not now. How about it?”

      I had to leave Mom alone. Even drinking, normally I would have stuck around, but I had to trust that she’d be okay until I stopped being Fraggle Rock’s punching bag. The first place Amanda took me was the bank where I had to take out some of my hard-earned savings. Nothing I could do about it, and what I withdrew wasn’t going to get me a car anyway. Next, we ran to the hardware store before returning home.

      The car was gone by the time I got back. I sincerely hoped the repairs wouldn’t be too extensive. It was my fault, so if I had to take out the rest of my savings to help us get through, I would. Meanwhile, Amanda and I had to wait for Mom while she watered her plants. I watched from the side of the house where she couldn’t see me. By now, she was listing a little. I heard her talking to her pets. Sometimes it was cute; sometimes it was sad.

      When she finished, Amanda and I snuck into the yard and unwrapped twelve rat traps. I had explained my idea to her on the way. She very carefully set each one and handed it to me, and I very carefully placed them inside and just outside the entrance of the doghouse. If the rat bastard came back, he’d be in for a surprise.

      “Think it will work?”

      “Not forever, but maybe he’ll think twice before coming back. Hopefully, this will give me a little time.”

      “Okay, so what’s next?” Amanda asked.

      “Is it too late for us to pick up some weed tonight?”

      “Whoa girl, I don’t think that’s the answer.”

      “Not for me, for some yard ornaments.”
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      Amanda’s source didn’t allow people to show up unannounced at her house. That meant Amanda had to keep trying her house phone. The woman had a pager like any reputable drug dealer, but if she didn’t recognize the number, Amanda said she wouldn’t return the call, and we were using a payphone. We decided to kill some time at Taco Bell. They had a payphone in the parking lot, too.

      As evening arrived, Amanda finally reached her connection. She was the most unlikely drug-dealer I’d ever heard of. A grandmother of six, she worked as a waitress at the Stalking Tiger. She was a sweet, tiny Chicano lady who happened to sell a lot of dope. Normally, she dealt at work, preferring to keep her side job away from her home, but Amanda had been buying from her for a few years, and the woman relaxed a bit for her regulars.

      We drove into a nice neighborhood of large Spanish-style homes with stucco walls and fancy wrought-iron railing. Esmeralda’s house had a huge, covered boat parked in the driveway. Amanda parked on the street. “You better wait here.”

      I didn’t argue. Although I knew Esmeralda, I’d never bought drugs from her. She was already doing us a favor, so I didn’t want to weird her out.

      “How much do you want?”

      “I have no idea. What do you think, a quarter?”

      “Maybe a half ounce. Those little bastards look like they could smoke Bob Marley under the table.” I handed her over most of my cash.

      “That should cover it. I can’t promise she’s got Puna, though.”

      “Just make sure it’s not skunk weed,” I said. “I don’t think they’ll turn down anything decent.”

      Amanda quickly returned. She pulled out a plastic bag from beneath her shirt. "Let's go. We're all set."

      "That was quick."

      "She was waiting for me. Had it ready. She wasn't too happy with me."

      "It’s not that late."

      "She’s getting a little paranoid lately, worried about getting busted. She sells a lot of pot."

      I looked at her house with its fancy Spanish roof tiles and its stucco arches and its two-car garage door and the big boat in the drive. "Victim of her own success?"

      "She keeps saying she's going to quit, but I don't think she will until she's caught. So, where're we taking our premium Acapulco Gold? Back to Freddie's?"

      "Yeah. We'll see if Barney's there first."

      It didn’t take long to get to the trailer park, though it felt like it did. Amanda drove just below the speed limit; she was always a little paranoid when carrying drugs. When she finally parked the car, I jumped out. "I'm going to walk around and see if I can find Barney. You want to stay or come with me?"

      She slid the weed back under her shirt. "I'm coming."

      Freddie wasn’t home, so apparently the D & D gang were not scheduled to play tonight. That meant searching the trailer park. I wasn’t exactly sure how dark it had to be to allow the gnomes to come alive, but the sun had dipped sufficiently so that the only light was a squashed bit of twilight, all orange, red, and yellow. We hadn't gotten far when I caught something moving in the burgeoning darkness, next to a big, double-wide trailer home. At first, I thought it might be someone's cat. I put my arm up to stop Amanda. "Hang on a sec." Then I pointed to a concrete parking slab next to the house.

      I watched as the gnome drug a plastic kiddie pool from the yard to where a hose was wrapped around a water faucet poking out of the ground. He was stripped down to his tighty-whities, although he still wore his pointy red hat. He was having trouble reaching the knob on the faucet. "Here, let me get that," I said, sneaking up on him.

      The gnome flipped out and fell on his tiny butt. "What the fuck? Who are you?" he demanded.

      "Sorry. I didn't mean to scare you…"

      He quickly got to his feet. In that gravelly voice that they all seemed to have, he said, "You didn't scare shit. You startled me, that's all. What do you want?"

      I reached past him and turned on the hose before handing it to him. "I'm a friend of Barney's. Can you tell me where I can find him?"

      "Can't help you. Don't know any Barneys." He turned his back on me to fill up the small, purple octopus-shaped pool. I looked to Amanda who had come closer.

      "Don't ask me," she said. "All I see is you talking to a cat."

      The gnome set the hose into the pool and turned around. In the weak light, I couldn't see his face too clearly, but he seemed to be sniffing the air. Before I realized it, he was standing right next to Amanda. "Whatcha got there, sister?"

      "Something for Barney," I said. "Now, maybe…"

      The gnome reached up and snatched the bag of pot from beneath Amanda's shirt. The little bastard was so fast that he was already sprinting off the patio before either of us realized what he was doing. "Come on. He's ripping us off," I yelled.

      I didn't wait for Amanda. I sped after the gnome. Thankfully, his white undies and red hat reflected just enough light to keep him in sight. I saw him turn past a trailer across the gravel street and then start running down another row. It was like chasing a rabid toddler. Despite my huge leg length advantage, he was getting way ahead of me. I was watching my bribe disappear, and with it, a good chunk of my hard-earned money.

      As he slipped further and further away, I knew I was going to lose him. A sudden thought popped into my head. I reached down to the packed gravel that made up the trailer park's streets and grabbed a handful of small rocks. That delay meant the gnome was getting further away, but I had to risk it. Amanda caught up at that moment. "Go, go, that way," I pointed. "Try and cut him off."

      Amanda didn't argue and ran where I had pointed while I redoubled my efforts to catch him. The gnome had gone left at a dead end. Not only was he fast, but he knew the park, and he was so small that there were dozens of places he could hide if he wanted. Still, I caught sight of him as he zipped between two older houses. I rounded the same corner and nearly slammed into a short chain-link fence. The gnome was already to the other side of the yard and about to climb over the fence. Only, he didn’t climb it; he sprang over it, like in one bound. I felt my hopes die; I wasn't going to catch him at this rate.

      Suddenly, a porch light turned on, and it must have caught the gnome off guard because he momentarily froze. At that same moment, with the dazzled gnome illuminated by the light, I took a shot and let one of my rocks fly. Shit! I missed. I wanted to peg him, but instead, I knocked off his conical, red hat. Then, to my utter surprise, the creep didn't grab his hat and run. In fact, he didn't move at all.

      I jumped the fence and hurried across the yard to where the gnome was striking a modified Heisman pose, only his face was turned upward toward the single high-watt bulb beneath the trailer's eve. I approached warily, expecting a trick, or at the very least, the house’s inhabitant to come out and yell at me for sneaking around his property.

      Neither happened. I picked up the hat, and I swear it zapped me, like a static shock. I dropped it immediately. Still, the gnome didn't move. I ran my hand in front of his face and got nothing except his look of twisted incredulity. I must have surprised the shit out of him. I knocked on his bald head and heard a tink, like I was tapping on a piece of china. Whoa!

      Amanda was calling my name. I didn't want to yell back and alert the neighbors, so I took another chance and reached for the hat. This time, it didn't shock me. It had a felt-type consistency, and I stuffed it partly into my pocket. Then, I picked up the gnome; he was surprisingly light. I pried the pot from his clenched hand. Then, I tapped him again on his forehead. "Ha, gotcha.

      I found Amanda roaming up and down the next row of trailer homes. "You're carrying around a dead cat?”

      "It's a gnome. I took his hat. Here, hold this would you?" I passed her the pot and tucked the gnome under my arm. I now had the red hat in my hand. I was about to place it back on the thieving gnome when I hesitated. "Wait, not yet. Can you take this, too?" I handed the hat to Amanda.

      "How come it's not moving?"

      "The hat, I think. Come on. I've got an idea." I led us back to where we’d found the gnome in the first place, back to his make-shift Jacuzzi. I was also careful how I grabbed him because he was only in his undies and kind of disgusting.

      When we reached the pool, I set him down and began wrapping him with the water hose so that he looked like an itty-bitty Michelin man. I didn't cover his head, though. “I’m going to put the hat back on,” I told Amanda.

      “Wait a sec,” Amanda said. She grabbed a small garden shovel that lay against the house. “In case he tries to rip us off again.”

      I nodded and placed the gnome's cap back on. The effect was instantaneous. “Fuck you. Who told you you could--”

      I pulled one part of the hose over his mouth. “Shh. Now you listen. You tried to rip us off, not the other way around. If you don’t know Barney that’s fine. I’ll find someone who does, but don’t try that stunt again.”

      His little cheeks were bright red and his eyes were drilling holes through us, but I pulled the hose out of his mouth. “Let me go.”

      “Where’s Barney?”

      He didn’t immediately answer. Then, his eyes narrowed. “I’ll trade you. You give me half of the weed and--”

      “No deal, but I'll tell you what, wait a sec. Amanda, hand me the pot, please.” She did, and I took out one large, sticky bud. I held it under his nose. “I’ll give you this one, though.”

      A sort of glazed look crossed his face. “Barney’s place is along the last row of trailers. It’s the one with the toilet planters out front.”

      “Toilets for yard ornaments. You’re shittin’ me.”

      “Ha, you’re funny. Now, let me go and give me my weed.”

      “I will, but first…” I took away his cap, and he instantly refroze. “Just in case you’re lying to me. We’ll be right back.”

      "How'd you know to do that?" Amanda asked.

      I shrugged. "Not sure. I guessed when I saw what happened when the hat fell off. It must be the source of his magic, or life force. Whatever, I don't know. Hey, it worked, right?"

      I took off the bracelet and handed it to Amanda. “Why’re you giving it to me?”

      “Because you need to see what's really going on, too. See the gnome now?”

      She nodded. “Ugly little shit. Okay, I see him. You want this back?”

      “Not yet.” I pointed to what now looked like a cat being tortured. “We’ll see if his info is good and locate Barney. He said to try the last row of trailers. Look for the one with toilets for planters.”

      “That’s classy.”

      “One man’s commode--anyway, if we find him, you can give me back the bracelet then.”

      Our hostage was not lying. We walked past several rows until we located the rear of the trailer park. It was bordered by a six-foot wooden fence that looked new. This must have been the oldest part of the park because these homes looked as if they'd been here for years. A lot of them had little chain-link fences surrounding small yards like the one where I'd caught the gnome. Some had good-sized decks built next to their houses. Others had attempted to set up some gardens. Most had cars that may or may not ever run again. From somewhere, I heard Quiet Riot’s Come on Feel the Noise.

      “There,” Amanda pointed. About midway along the row was a house with all kinds of stuff in the yard. The toilets were there along with two, claw-footed tubs and a least a dozen tires with small shrubs planted in them.

      As we got closer, the music got louder, but underneath it, I heard some laughter and the popping of beer cans. “You hear that?” I asked Amanda.

      "You should see all this," Amanda said.

      "I, I can," I replied. Suddenly, I saw five, no six gnomes gathered together. One was holding a large funnel with a long tube attached. Another one was filling it with beer.

      Amanda quickly turned my way. "But I thought without this," she pointed to the bracelet, "that you were like blind to all the freaky stuff?"

      Before I could reply, I watched a shirtless gnome hold his funnel steady while his buddy poured a fresh can of Coors into it. Another pair close by was busy pulling out chips and dip from a grocery bag. They were dressed like the bunch we met at Freddie's, flip flops and shorts. They all had their pointy, red hats.

      I was grappling with the fact that I could see them all without the aid of the bracelet. How was that? What had changed? I realized Amanda was waiting for me to answer her question. “Um, I've got no clue. Hey, listen Amanda, since I’m seeing them like you, do me a favor and slip off the bracelet. Tell me what they look like."

      Amanda did. "They're the same bunch of half-dressed, old farts we saw at Freddie’s. Oh, God, they're like, really hairy. Were they that bad the other night? Can I please put the bracelet back on?"

      "Yeah, thanks."

      "Hey, look," Amanda said nudging me, "it's our guy over there."

      I saw the shopping cart first. It seemed to be moving along on its own, until I saw a shirtless gnome pushing it. It was piled high with more groceries. "Where'd he get all those?" I asked Amanda. “Oh, wait. There's an Albertson's about a mile from here. You think he went all that way? Wouldn't someone notice a rogue shopping cart full of groceries?"

      I approached the gnome pushing the cart. He did look somewhat familiar; though to be honest, it was hard for me to tell the gnomes apart. "Barney?"

      "Who wants to know? Oh, it's you." He wiped a stubby arm across his forehead. "Hey, one of you clowns get over here and unload these groceries." Two came over, and one climbed into the cart. He handed down bags to the one on the ground. The gnome who was pouring beer into the beer bong came to help as well. They carried the groceries into the trailer house.

      "Is this your place?" I asked.

      Barney answered in that same rock-grating voice. "One of them. We're in negotiations for two more units."

      "But I thought…"

      "You thought all we did was sit around looking pretty in people's yards. Stereotypical bullshit."

      "But don't you sit around in people's yards?" asked Amanda.

      "Surveillance, sister, surveillance. That's one of our specialties."

      "So, at night…"

      "We party, or we work, sometimes, but mostly, we like to party. When it's hot, like this time of year, we take it outside. What do you want? Oh wait, is that weed I'm smelling? Yes, it is, isn't it?” He inched closer. His stubby nose tested the space between us. “Acapulco Gold. I thought I told you Puna Bud."

      "It's what was available. You still willing to deal?"

      He shrugged. "Let's see it."

      "Uh-uh, not after that last bastard tried to steal it from us."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "A gnome back toward the entrance, near Freddie's place. He ran off with our weed."

      Barney peered closer. "He ran off with it? How’d you get it back?”

      “I caught him.”

      "You caught him?"

      "Are you going to repeat everything I say. It wasn't easy…"

      "We had to take his hat," Amanda said as she held it up.

      All gnome activity stopped. One of them dropped his bag of groceries. The one sucking down the suds pulled the hose prematurely and splash himself with beer. Suddenly, we were surrounded by a pack of snarling, little bearded men with sharp, pointy teeth.
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      "What the fuck?" Amanda yipped.

      I automatically pushed her behind me. "Whoa, what's going on?"

      "No one takes a brother's hat," Barney said tightly. "That's a cardinal rule, sister."

      The circle of little men grew tighter, effectively cutting off our retreat. I didn't think we could get away before they'd be all over us. We had to try diplomacy. "Look, fellas, we didn't know. We told him we wanted to find Barney, that the weed was for him…"

      Barney put up an arm. "Hold up, boys. You told Russell the weed was for me?"

      Russell, really? Okay. “Yes, absolutely. And we were just lucky to get his hat off him…"

      "You better stop lying," Barney said. "No human, no ordinary human can take a hat off a gnome, not without some magic."

      Their circle got tighter still. "I didn't use any magic. I swear. I was chasing him and hit his hat with a rock. I wasn't even trying to hit the hat, but when it fell off, he froze. We intended to give it back. I promised him I would after we talked to you."

      Barney thought over what I'd said. He sniffed, and then he reached out and grabbed Amanda's wrist, the one with the bracelet. She screamed.

      "This, this I smell," he said as he pointed to the bracelet; however, he didn't touch it. "This lets you see us. You had it on the other night; now, she’s wearing it. So, how come you don't need it anymore?"

      "I have no clue," I said. "Honestly."

      "Give me back my arm, asshole," Amanda said as she tried to pull away.

      Barney let go and held up a finger and pointed at me. "I believe you, but that doesn't explain the hat."

      "I don't understand."

      "Ain't you listening, sister? Magic. Magic is the only way to get a hat off a gnome. Something fishy is going on, or you're lying to me."

      "Well, I'm not, so get over it, or let us go."

      Barney smiled. "All right, sister. You've got stones. Give me Russell's hat, and we can parley."

      I nodded to Amanda.

      "You sure?" she asked.

      "We were always going to give it back. Yeah, give it to him."

      Amanda passed it over. Barney took it and tucked it into a pocket in his shorts. The gnomes relaxed, though they still had us surrounded. "Stand down, boys," he ordered. "Crisis averted. George, go get Russell." One of the gnomes ran off while the rest went back to their previous doings.

      Barney pointed to a picnic table. "Take a load off, ladies."

      "Come on," I said to Amanda.

      Barney brought over a twelve-pack of Coors and set it on the table. He patted the cardboard case. Then, he handed over a can for each of us. "All right. We're all friends again. So, what's this all about?"

      Amanda took the can, which was covered with a thin, white frost, and wiped it across her forehead before popping it open. I took a swig of my own. It was ice cold despite the warm night. I guessed these guys provided their own refrigeration because I didn't see an ice chest.

      "Someone, one of you guys, broke into my house and stole something from me."

      "Like us, a gnome?"

      "No, sorry. I mean something non-human. He was small with long, white hair and a face like a weasel."

      Barney took a swig and burped. "So, nothing like a gnome. Yeah, okay. Go on."

      "Anyway, I got into a wrestling match with the guy, and he dropped his bracelet. Then, he disappeared. He shows up…"

      "Disappeared, how?" he interrupted.

      "By jumping into my doghouse. It's like a portal or something."

      Barney slapped the table. "Excellent. You hear that boys? Go on."

      "What am I missing?" I asked.

      "Nothing. Go ahead."

      I looked to Amanda who was fending off one of the gnomes who had sidled up to her. She pushed him off the bench and looked my way. "What?"

      "Nothing." I returned to Barney. "You got a leash for these guys?"

      Barney shrugged. "They're harmless. You were saying."

      "I soon discovered that there were other magic creatures out there, all kinds. Then, that guy shows up later, disguised as a human and demanding his bracelet back. He gave me an ultimatum, return the bracelet or else bad things would start happening. Bad things have started happening."

      A pair of the gnomes interrupted us by arguing over a bottle of booze. Before I knew it, one of them smashed the other in the face with a bag of Doritos. It exploded between them and they started wrestling on the grass. The one with the bottle was attempting to clock the other over the head with it. "Excuse me," Barney said. He spun around and hopped off the bench, landing neatly between the combatants. He yanked the bottle away from the one wielding it and kicked him in the head. Immediately, he rolled off the other who stopped when he saw who had broken up the fight. Barney leaned down to the stunned gnome. "This is a bottle of Macallan, you dumb ass. Yogi, come here."

      A different gnome trotted over. "Take this back inside and lock it up." As the gnome dutifully obeyed, Barney looked around for a second and located a long-handled grill scraper on the ground. He placed it in the hand of the gnome he'd disabled and walked away.

      Seemingly recovered, the gnome renewed his attack on the other who by now had secured his own weapons, a pair of rocks used to edge one of the planters around the house, each the size of a softball. The two went back at it while Barney returned to the table.

      "You're not going to stop them?"

      He looked at me like I was nuts. "Why?"

      "Uh, because they might kill each other."

      Barney laughed and shook up a beer which he then proceeded to spray on the fighting gnomes. "Yeehaw, boys!"

      I watched as the one with the scraper slashed the other across his cheek. In response, he threw one of his rocks square into the scraper-wielding gnome’s face. After that, it got ugly. I couldn't watch anymore.

      "They're killing each other," I repeated.

      "Just blowing off some steam, sister. They aren't going to do any real damage."

      Eventually, he seemed to understand how uncomfortable the whole thing was making Amanda and me. He frowned and placed two fingers into his mouth and whistled. It was a sharp, piercing noise that stopped the two fighters instantly.

      "What's up, boss?" the one with the remaining rock asked.

      Barney tossed each of them a beer. "Take a break, boys. You're upsetting the delicate ladies."

      The one with the remaining rock scratched his chin. "Really, boss?"

      "You heard me. Go get some bean dip and chill out for a while. You can knock each other around later."

      Their shoulders slumped and they dropped their weapons. A different one brought the beer bong over to cheer them up.

      "There, better?" Barney asked. "So, what can I do for you?"

      "I want something to keep this guy from screwing with me, some way to protect myself."

      Barney belched, and then said, "Give him back his bracelet."

      "Exactly," Amanda agreed.

      "Not unless he returns my property,” I said stubbornly.

      "Did you ask him for it?"

      "Of course, I did. He refused."

      "He didn't offer you anything?"

      "A car," Amanda said. I gave her a dirty look.

      "He offered you a car?"

      Still glowering at Amanda, I answered Barney, "He offered to get me enough money for a car."

      "Sounds like a fair offer to me. What'd he take?"

      "It doesn't matter. It was important to me, and after I saw what the bracelet showed me…"

      "You got hooked," Barney said. "Sister, if I was you, I'd give it back and walk away. Take the money if he pays but walk away."

      "Yeah," Amanda agreed, "especially if you don't need the bracelet now, anyway."

      I stopped to consider what she said. Everything had happened so fast that I hadn't had time to consider that, much less to figure out why I could now see through their illusions. I also began to wonder about what Barney had said about taking a gnome's hat. I had no explanation for either.

      "Listen to your friend here," Barney said. "She makes sense."

      "Not without my silver frog," I said stubbornly.

      "Silver frog?" Barney asked.

      "Doesn’t matter. I'm not giving it back until he returns what's mine."

      "Even if he hurts your mom?" Amanda said.

      "That's why we're here. Barney, what about it? Is there someone or something that can help me to keep us safe?"

      Barney finished his beer and took out another. "Might be. Might not. How much weed did you bring?"

      I nodded to Amanda who took out the baggy. She unrolled it but was careful not to let go of it. Barney scratched his beard. "Half ounce? You want me to get involved with this shit for a lousy half ounce of weed?"

      "It's good weed," I said. It sounded lame the minute it came out of my mouth.

      He laughed, "It could be sweet mother's milk from Hera's left tit for all I give a shit."

      That was an ugly picture. "Look…"

      "Maybe if you kick in a bit more. What about that bracelet she's got on there?"

      I got the feeling that Barney was trying to screw me over, and even though I was desperate, I answered, "Not a chance. You told me you could get me answers for good bud. I thought we had a deal."

      He scrunched up his face. "It wasn't really a deal. Advice isn't the same as scavenging."

      "Okay, forget the whole thing. Thanks for the beer. Let's go, Amanda."

      "Cool your jets," he said. "Sit back down."

      We hadn’t even gotten up. "Well?"

      "All the weed, and I'll come up with something."

      "You'll find something? And in the meantime, this guy sneaks into my yard…"

      "We can do something about that."

      We were interrupted by George who didn't seem bothered by carrying around another underwear clad gnome. He stood him up next to the table. "Anything else, boss?"

      "No. Wait. Grab me some guacamole and chips. You two hungry?"

      "We're good."

      While George went to fetch Barney his snack, he pulled out Russell's red hat. He straightened it out and sat it atop the frozen gnome's head. I suddenly thought of Frosty the Snowman. "Happy Birthday!" But instead he exclaimed, "You fucking bitches. I'm going to…"

      "Cool it, Russell," Barney said.

      "But Boss, they took my hat!"

      "And you tried to rip them off, even after they told you they were looking for me."

      Russell was immediately cowed. "It wasn't exactly like that boss."

      Barney spun around on his seat and kicked Russell right in the balls—that was if they had balls. I'm assuming they did, though, because Russell dropped immediately to the ground where he moaned in misery. Meanwhile, George returned with the chips and dip. He looked down at the fallen gnome and shook his head. "Damn, Russell, you in the shit again?"

      "Piss off, George," Russell groaned.

      Barney turned back around. "Excuse me." He popped the lid off the guac and scooped some out with a chip. He pointed to the snacks. "You sure?"

      "I'm good," I said.

      "Me, too," Amanda added.

      "All right, so here's the deal," Barney began. "I'll post one of my guys outside the portal to keep an eye out for your friend until I come up with a better fix."

      "How's that supposed to help?"

      Barney grinned to some of his fellow gnomes. "Well, we've sort of got a reputation for making things difficult if you get on the wrong side of us. I don't think your guy will try anything with one of us around."

      "Okay, I'll have to take your word for that, but how does that help us during the day? You can only move around at night, right?"

      "True. We can watch in daylight, but we can't do anything."

      "We do have the rat traps," Amanda said.

      "What rat traps?" Barney said.

      I explained about our deterrent.

      "Oh, that's good,” he chuckled. “I think we're going to be friends. Give me a few days to think, and I'll get back to you."

      "A few days?"

      "Hey, that's fast."

      "I'm sure it is. I just thought that--"

      "What, that we'd pick up the phone and call information? We're old school, like the pony express. See, I'll send Russell here, or a couple of the boys, off to another trailer park to inquire after anything that might counter any bad luck spells or some such shit. The word will spread to another trailer park boss and so on. Before you know it, we're tapped into our nationwide network."

      "You all just help each other out?" Amanda asked. "Won't they want to know why?"

      Barney finished off the last of his beer. "It's sort of a reciprocal arrangement. We do these little favors, no questions asked."

      "So, you won't have to share your weed with anyone else?"

      "Just my boys here." He threw a chip at Russell. "Even this greedy bastard."

      "Wow, you guys are like a union," Amanda said.

      "More like an army," Barney said cracking open another beer. "A disgraced army that ended up on the wrong side."

      I waited to see if he was going to tell us about it, but he didn't. Instead, he said, "Russell, get your ass up. You're on guard duty tonight. Oh, and go into the house and get the map. I want to add this portal."

      Russell looked like he wanted to argue but did as he was told. He returned with a large road atlas. Barney opened it up to central California. In one section, there was a blown-up map of Bakersfield. "Okay, where is it?"

      I wasn't too sure about divulging my address for their map, but they were going to know where I lived anyway. I showed him my neighborhood's general area.

      "What good is it, though? When I tried it, it didn't work for me."

      Barney smiled benevolently. "No offense, sister, but you're not us. If you're in agreement with the arrangement, hand over the weed, and I'll get the word out. Russell will go with you."

      "I'm not going to take him. He's got a serious ax to grind."

      "Russell is going to be on his best behavior. Isn't that right, Russell?"

      "Whatever you say boss. But boss…"

      "What is it?"

      "She promised me one of the buds if I told her where you were. We had a deal."

      Barney turned to us. "You made that deal with him?"

      "Yes, and I intended to keep it and give him back his hat. What is it with the hats, anyway?"

      Barney ate a couple more guacamole laden chips. "That's where we keep our magic. Without them, well, you've seen what can happen. That’s why it's almost impossible to take them off us.” He stopped chewing. “Without magic, anyway."

      "She did something sneaky, boss," Russell complained.

      Barney reached for the Acapulco Gold. "I'll make sure he gets his share when he gets back. Do we have a deal?"

      "We do."
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      We didn’t shake on it, so I guessed a verbal agreement was sufficient with gnomes. When we returned to the VW, I rode shotgun and Russell sat in the back. For the first few blocks, he didn’t say a word which was fine with me. Then, he began to sing in the most horrible voice imaginable, a bunch of disgusting limericks. I tried to drown him out with the radio, but it magically stopped working. Amanda cut her eyes his way.

      “I know he did it,” I whispered back.

      Then, Amanda stifled a scream. I checked the back seat, but now I could only see a disreputable alley cat in the backseat, with one leg arched over its head, scratching itself. It hissed at me. “What's wrong?” I asked Amanda.

      “Oh, God,” she groaned, pointing in the rearview mirror, “the little fucker is fondling himself. Can’t you see it?”

      “I can’t. He’s back to looking like a cat again. I’m back to normal, I guess.”

      “Well, count yourself lucky; I’ll never be able to unsee that.” She reached back and slapped at the gnome. The car jerked a little to the left. “Knock that shit off, you creep. Throw him out,” Amanda said. “Toss his perve-ass out, right now!”

      “Can’t. We need him. Russell quit jerking off, or I’ll tell Barney.” I hoped the cat would listen. Amanda fiddled with the bracelet while trying to keep straight on the road. She finally took it off and handed it over.

      “I can’t look anymore; I’m going to vomit.”

      Russell, who was Russell again, seemed to be enjoying himself more and more, his grating laughter got louder and louder. “There’s nothing in your agreement with the boss that says I can’t, p-l-e-a-s-u-r-e myself. In fact, why don’t we pull over, and you can get a little more for your money. Hey, sister, looky here. Guess who I’m thinking of.”

      I looked around the floorboard for an emergency flare or something. Amanda glanced sideways at me and then pointed to the glovebox. I opened it but looked confused. “Keep looking,” she mouthed at me.

      I dug a second before finding the can of Aqua Net. I held it surreptitiously, and Amanda smiled. I popped the lid off and turned very slowly. Meanwhile, Russell was calling out random female names, probably hoping ours would be among them.

      I shot him right in the face with a steady stream of hairspray. “Take that, you sick, fucking bastard!”

      “Stop, stop!” Russell screamed while attempting to shield himself from the offending aerosol spray. “I’m going to fucking kill… achoo.”

      He launched into a fit that alternated between sneezing and coughing. I didn’t stop until the hairspray was all used up. I rolled down the windows because it was even choking us. Russell rolled back and forth on the backseat, obviously in extreme distress. I decided to buy myself a couple of cans in case I had more trouble with these guys.

      When the fog in the car started to clear out, and Russell began to catch his breath, the creature in the back didn’t much resemble a cutesy, smiling yard decoration, not that I would have ever called him cute. Instead of rosy cheeks and a poochy belly, Russell sported tiny fangs and was all hunched over like he was going to pounce. “Listen, you fuck,” I yelled, “I got your hat away from you once; cool it, or I'll take it permanently."

      That seemed to faze him.

      "You got lucky."

      "You willing to take the risk?"

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Watch me. And then we go right back to your boss and tell him how you freaked out. Or maybe, we see if you turn to porcelain, and I break into a thousand pieces.” That seemed to do the trick. Russell didn’t say anything more the rest of the way, and he stopped playing with himself. After a while, though, he did begin eating his own boogers. When he caught me looking, he opened his mouth as wide as he could.

      Amanda pulled in front of my house. I got out and opened the door for Russell. "The doghouse is in the back." I put my arm in front of him before he stepped out. "How will you let me know if he shows up? I don't want you coming into my house."

      "I'm not going in your fucking house. If he shows, I'll do this," he mimicked a fire truck siren perfectly.

      "Shh! Jesus, you'll wake the whole neighborhood. That's great." I moved to let him by.

      Amanda reached over. "Do you want me to stay over? You know, in case…"

      I did. I wasn't comfortable with a perverted gnome keeping watch over me, but Amanda had been hauling me around all day, and she looked it. I didn’t imagine I looked much better. "No, thanks. Go home. I'll be fine."

      Even though I had a gremlin, troll-thingy after me, and even though my protector was a vicious yard ornament who hated my guts, I passed out almost as soon as my head hit the pillow. Sometime in the middle of the night, though, I heard a wild scream, like that of an injured animal. Either Russell had accidently tripped one of the traps, or Fraggle Rock had. I smiled and went right back to sleep.

      Mom was gone by the time I dragged myself up the next morning. Her friend from work had to pick her up early, and I had no idea what time it was. I threw on a pair of running shorts and went to check the backyard. I didn't see Russell until I walked to the rear of the doghouse. He was locked in a pose with one foot stuck in the air, like he’d been frozen while inspecting his feet—some protector. I bent down and flipped him off and felt stupid for doing it. He at least had stuck to his part of the bargain.

      Next, I inspected the traps and sure enough, two were missing, not tripped but missing. Hopefully, Fraggle Rock would think twice before he came back. I doubted, however, that it would keep him away for long. I still slid the remaining traps around to cover the area vacated by the missing pair.

      After my coffee, I got dressed and decided to try and locate my wayward boyfriend. I had all the band members’ phone numbers in my address book. I thought Ronnie would be the most likely to know where Trevor was. As I was about to start calling, I thought I’d better check our messages in case Trev had reached out. Sure enough, the little, red light was blinking on the machine in Mom’s bedroom. One of the messages was from the insurance people. I needed to tell Mom about it. Another one was from Trev. Apparently, he and his dad had a last-minute job in Tehachapi, repairing some pipe or something for a start-up well. He said he’d be back by the weekend. Normally, that would have forestalled my worrying, probably my curiosity, too. Now, not so much.

      Amanda had to take her brother somewhere but thought she’d be free that night. With no ride, I spent much of the rest of the day re-accomplishing my financial aid paperwork so that all Mom had to do was sign. It helped that I paid attention when she and I attended the counselor’s briefing on getting into college. Unfortunately, it meant digging out the taxes again.

      Late in the afternoon, I began to go stir crazy in the house. I wasn’t one to sit still under the best of circumstances. Tired of stewing over the many mysteries in my life, and feeling more than a little bored, I took out the bracelet and tried to make some magic, but it didn’t do anything at all.

      After the worst of the heat was over, and I had exhausted every magic phase I knew such as “alakazam” and “presto” and “abracadabra” I decided to get out for a run. I thought it was safe to return to the high school track during the day. I didn’t push it, but by the time I was done, I was in a much better mood.

      When I got home, my mother was still nowhere around. There was no note, but I saw that she had left a phone message. She and Barbara were going out for a bite. She’d bring me something home. After I showered and dressed, I checked the backyard. The sun was starting to hang low in the sky and a lengthening shadow from the house was stretching across the yard. I wondered when Russell would become animated again. I wanted to ask what he saw last night, if he saw Fraggle Rock.

      In the meantime, I thought I’d water Mom’s plants, not that she’d forget, but I was bored. I had barely turned on the hose when I caught something moving in my peripheral vision. A moment later, I was staring at the gnome on my patio. It was the first time I’d seen one dressed like he was supposed to be, in a belted smock, stockings, and boots, along with the all-essential red, conical hat. I figured it must have been the work uniform. Moments later, Russell joined him. He was as disreputable as ever, still in his tiny skivvies.

      It was very hard for me to tell them apart, actually, but I knew the new one wasn’t Barney, who was sort of husky and had rounder cheeks beneath his white beard. This one’s beard was thinner, too, and he didn’t have Russell’s beady, little eyes.

      “Boss says we found something that might help you,” the new one said in that gnome-like baritone.

      “He did?” I turned to Russell. “Did you know anything about it?”

      “Thppt, I’ve been here, dummy.”

      “Oh, yeah, did you catch the intruder last night?”

      Russell absently scratched at himself, making me avert my eyes. “Nope, but he sure did scream. By the time I went to investigate, he was already gone.”

      “Okay, fine. So,” I turned to the new gnome, “what did you guys find out?”

      “I’ve got to talk to Russell for a minute.”

      “Why?”

      “Boss says to.” He grabbed Russell’s arm and jerked him away.

      The pair quickly returned. It was Russell who now did the talking. He started by pointing to the doghouse. “Barney knows where that portal leads.”

      “Okay? Good?”

      “Yeah, so here’s the deal. It leads to a small town in Pennsylvania. There's a magician who lives there, runs a school close to town. He’s a collector. Barney says you need to steal this.” He snapped his fingers and the other gnome produced a hand-drawn picture.

      “It’s a horseshoe,” I said.

      The pair nodded. “A horseshoe,” I repeated. “Are you kidding me? What’s a horseshoe going to do?”

      “It’s for luck.”

      “That’s a silly superstition,” I said.

      “The boss said you’d say that,” the new gnome answered. “He told me to tell you it’s the very one St. Dunstan hammered on the Devil himself. No bad luck will happen to anyone where it’s hung, as long as he sleeps there that night.”

      “Who, the Devil?”

      “What, are you stupid?” Russell said. “No, whoever you want protected from a bad luck spell.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I meant like the real-deal Devil, Satan and all that?”

      Russell shrugged, “I don’t know. I wasn’t there.”

      “And I’m supposed to steal it? Why aren’t you going to?”

      Russell was clearly going to be the pair’s spokesman. He said, “Because we aren’t going to break into a magician’s house for a half-ounce of weed, but we’ll take you there.”

      “That's crazy. How am I supposed to steal something from, what’d you call him, a magician?”

      “Mage, wizard, whatever you want to call him. Place is crawling with ‘em, but don’t worry. We’ll get you into the house. We have this.” He took out a small wrapped package which he carefully opened before showing me an ornate-looking key attached to a long chain. I went to touch it, but he pulled it back.

      “Uh-uh, this is an ever-open key. Too valuable. I’ll let you in with it, and then, you’re on your own.”

      “You guys are insane. I’m not going wandering around some wizard’s house looking for a magic horseshoe. I won’t have a clue where I’m going. And what if I’m caught?”

      Russell snapped his fingers again and the other gnome passed over a new sheet of paper. This one had a rough sketch of the interior of a house. It showed what looked to be multiple floors with an area circled and labeled basement. It might have been drawn in crayon by a three-year-old.

      "You're fucking kidding me, right?"

      “Turn it over,” Russell said.

      On the other side were several equally crudely drawn items. “And these are?” I asked.

      “Barney says since you’re going to be there anyway, take as many of those things as you can find, along with the horseshoe.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?”

      “He’ll pay you.”

      “With what?”

      “Show her,” Russell said.

      The other gnome pulled out a Polaroid of a 1968 Z28 Camaro, bright red with the two white stripes going down the middle. It was my dream car, but I had no idea how Barney knew that. It kind of freaked me out.

      “How?” I asked.

      He looked confused.

      "How did he know?"

      “We listen.”

      “That is so fucked up. Okay, putting aside the stalking aspect, whose car is it?”

      The other gnome shrugged, but Russell was quick to answer. “We’re just the messengers. It’s legit, though. Bring back the items on the paper, and it’s all yours, free and clear.”

      “And legal?”

      “What do you mean by that?” Russell said.

      “Legal, like I wouldn’t be driving a stolen car.”

      The pair looked at each other and shrugged. “Is that important?” Russell asked.

      “Yeah. I don’t want to get caught with a stolen car.”

      The pair huddled for a second. “Yeah, it’s probably legal,” Russell said.

      The whole idea was insane, but if I was going to steal some sort of lucky horseshoe anyway… Then, I snapped back to reality because I’d hadn’t made up my mind that I was going to break into the guy’s house in the first place. At best, I was a petty thief, stealing a book from the mall was nothing like breaking and entering. And I had serious doubts that these guys could come up with a car, a legal one, anyway. However, Russell’s next statement forced my hand.

      “Either way, we’re done babysitting. No security tonight.”

      Dammit. “Fine. So, how does this work?”

      Russell explained how the portal worked while the other one began moving the rat traps. When he finished, I asked him his name.

      “Jerry.”

      “Jerry? You all have pretty ordinary, you know, human names.”

      He scoffed. “That’s not my real name. My real name is Xcvatchetyj.”

      It sounded like someone driving over gravel. I couldn’t begin to pronounce it. He knew it, too.

      “Most of us picked our names from Saturday morning cartoons. I like the mouse.”

      I mentally went through my list of cartoons that I remembered watching as a kid. Tom and Jerry, obviously. Barney, oh, the Flintstones, but that wasn’t on Saturday mornings, still… and Russell? Where did, oh wait, I think there was a Russell on Fat Albert. I wasn’t sure anymore because my days of eating cereal in front of the TV for hours on end were behind me.

      Jerry was about to crawl inside when I stopped him. “Wait, wait. Hold on. If you two are going with me, no one’s going to be here to look after my mom. Can you get someone else?”

      “Listen,” Russell said, “we’re not your own personal babysitting service. That wasn’t part of the deal. You in or what?”

      “Fine, but I can’t leave yet. Wait here.”

      I ran into the house and called Amanda. Fortunately, she was home.

      “Hey, I need a big favor.”

      “Sure, what?”

      I didn’t want to tell her exactly what I was planning on doing for obvious reasons. “I’m running an errand for the gnomes in exchange for some protection. There won’t be anyone to look after Mom while I’m gone. She’ll be back soon. Can you come on over, and help me out?”

      The gnomes weren’t happy about the delay, but that was tough shit. I told them to hide somewhere until Amanda and my mother got there. Russell called me a few names, but they went and hid in the neighbor’s yard where they could still see the doghouse.

      I went stir crazy, again, waiting for Amanda. When she finally arrived, I was guarded about what I was going to do.

      "You're going off with them? Where?" she asked.

      Fortunately, Mom came home before I had to explain too much. She was in a good mood but frowned when she saw Amanda.

      “Sorry, sweetheart,” she said holding up a small bag with my dinner in it. “I’d have gotten you something if I knew you were coming over.”

      “Oh, that’s fine,” Amanda said. “I’m not hungry.”

      “Me either,” I said.

      “Okay. I got you a burger. I’ll stick it in the fridge.” She then went outside to water her babies. Almost immediately, I heard her call me.

      I ran out to the porch, expecting trouble. "What? What is it?"

      She pointed to the running hose. "You trying to flood the whole neighborhood?"

      I'd completely forgotten to turn off the faucet. "Oh, shoot. Sorry, um, I was going to water for you, and the phone rang. Sorry."

      She frowned disapprovingly and reached for the hose.

      "So, um, anyway, Amanda and I are going for a walk. She's probably going to stay over too, okay?"

      "What's wrong with you? Since when do you ask if Amanda can stay over?"

      "Just trying to be considerate. Okay, well, we're going. Bye." I felt her eyes on me as I returned inside. I knew I was acting weird.

      “Listen,” I told Amanda once I dragged her out front. “I don't think I'll be gone that long. Can you hide out here and keep an eye on the doghouse? If anything comes through other than me or--”

      “Other than you? You are not following them into the doghouse, are you?”

      “Yeah. It’ll be okay. So, wait, you can’t see the gnomes as they are. Hang on. Russell, Jerry,” I called.

      The pair joined us. “What do you see?”

      Amanda stared at them. “Two sorry-looking Tabbies.”

      “Okay, so, don’t do anything if you see them. I’ll still be me, okay?”

      She shook her head. “What’s going on? You’re not telling me the whole story.”

      “No time. I’ll fill you in when we get back. Come on you two. Let’s get this over with.”
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      Russell climbed into the doghouse first. After bumping about for a few seconds, there was a bright flash, and he was gone. Jerry followed, but once inside, he turned around and faced me.

      “You’ll have to climb in with me.”

      I looked at him dubiously. Maybe he wasn't the pervert Russell was, but I still wasn't thrilled by squeezing next to him. Neither was I remotely over my aversion to eight-legged killers. “You see any spiders in there?”

      He shook his head and gestured impatiently for me to hurry up. Although I had decided to go with them, I wavered. It wasn't too late. I could call the whole thing off and do what everybody told me—give back the bracelet. I knew I wasn't going to do that.

      Once I got in, he drew something on the floor, a symbol that I couldn’t easily follow. Immediately, I was slapped with vertigo and blinded by a dazzling light. In that split second, I questioned my decision. What if something happened, and I couldn't get back? What if…fortunately, the trip was over almost before it started, lasting barely a second or two; however, I must have landed awkwardly on the other side because something was poking my butt. I looked around and shifted at the same time, just as Russell pulled his hand out from under me. I didn’t even think about it but backhanded him as hard as I could. It was like slapping a mound of clay. “Ow!” I yelled.

      Russell roared with merriment. “Oops, my sincere apologies.”

      I was so pissed, I couldn’t speak. When I finally could get the words out, I hissed between clenched teeth, “Touch me again, accidently or not, and I don’t give a shit what deal I have with Barney. You’re dead.”

      Russell’s cackle quickly changed into a dangerous sneer. “I’m not sure you and I are going to be friends.”

      Before I could get into it with the gnome, my new surroundings caught my attention. I was sitting in the front seat of a car and not a very nice one, either. It was more like a beat-up compact. The interior was a dark brown or grey. It was hard to tell because it was so old. There wasn't much room. The windows were smudged with dirt and grime, so I couldn’t see clearly. Even if they weren’t, it’d still be dark because it was now nighttime. That confused me a bit because the sun was still out back home. Then, I realized that if I’d traveled all the way across the country, I’d lose a few hours.

      Momentarily forgetting about the gnomes, I opened the door on my side and found that I could see well enough. Light poles were on duty, and I discovered that I was in a large, gravel parking lot. As I stepped out and away from the car, I looked back at it. My guess was close because it was an old Datsun, a run-down hatchback. I slowly turned around in a circle. It certainly didn’t look like Bakersfield or anywhere in California that I’d been. "Toto, I've a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore," I whispered to myself.

      On the other side of the parking lot, a set of railroad tracks bordered a road, maybe even a highway, and beyond that, a dark shadow blocking the ambient light cast by a town or a city, hinted at a mountain. I could see some homes up there glowing among the trees. In the other direction, I heard rushing water. I couldn’t help walking toward it, through a patch of unkempt bushes and a copse of trees, until I stood at the top of a shallow gorge where a wide, rowdy river ran beneath a shining moon. Beyond it, on the other side, a dirt road was cut into the forested mountain, or maybe it was a hill. Living in Bakersfield, everything was a mountain to me. To my left, I could see where a bridge crossed the river.

      “It’s gorgeous," I murmured. "Where are…" My question hung unfinished because neither gnome was with me. I returned to the car. “What are you two waiting for?”

      “What do you mean?” Russell asked. 

      “What do I mean? We’re here to steal some things, remember?”

      “No,” Russell said, “you are here to steal some things.”

      “Okay, fine, whatever. You’re supposed to take me there. What time is it here?” 

      The pair shrugged. “How the fuck do we know? Does it look like I punch a time clock? Jerry, give me the picture.”

      Jerry passed another polaroid over from the backseat. “Boss says he wants this back.”

      Russell took it and held up the picture of a house. “This is the one you’re looking for. If you follow the tracks that way to the depot, you can cross the road there. Walk uphill for a block, and you’ll see the house. It overlooks the road and the tracks.”

      “That wasn’t the deal,” I protested. “You’re supposed to guide me. I’m not breaking in on my own.”

      “Key,” Russell said, and Jerry produced a small package, placing on the front seat.

      “Boss says he wants--”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it.” I didn’t move.

      “Go on,” Russell said. “It’s magical. It will open most any door. Leave the wrapping.”

      I unfolded the paper and picked it up. The pair of gnomes nodded to each other. The key looked old, about as large as my index finger. On one end was a sort of infinity symbol. “Even if this works like you say, I’m not going into a magician’s house by myself.”

      “No one's home. Barney had it checked out.”

      “So, this guy keeps a whole collection of valuable, magical heirlooms, and there’s no security for them? Bullshit.”

      The gnomes whispered together. "Minimal security," Russell said.

      “What does that mean?” I demanded.

      Russell pointed to my bracelet. “That’s your insurance. You can see through illusions. Any security will probably just be illusion spells and regular locks. You should be fine.”

      “Why can’t you go with me?”

      Russell didn’t answer right away. Finally, he replied, “The longer we wait here, the longer your house is unguarded. Unless you think the other broad can really keep your mother safe. Your choice.”

      He didn’t answer my question, but he was right about Fraggle Rock. He might come back tonight, and a stupid golf club wasn’t going to help Amanda much if he did. If this was all on the up-and-up, then maybe I could quickly slip in and out. I didn’t like it, but I knew that I wasn’t going to get any extra help from this pair. If I didn’t get going, I was going to lose my nerve.

      “Let me see the picture of the house again.”

      Reluctantly, I turned to leave. Before I took a step, the gnomes threw a sort of large canvas sack at me. Obviously, I was supposed to fill it with stolen magical items. "Thanks," I said without meaning it. Then, I wondered where it had come from. Who knew? Probably the same place Jerry kept everything else, maybe up his tiny gnome ass. Oh, I wish I hadn’t thought that.

      I needn't have worried about missing the house; even at night, there was no way I'd miss it. I followed the tracks the short walk to the depot, like I was told, and crossed the highway. I immediately saw that the town was basically a main street that traveled uphill with smaller streets branching off. 

      As I began to hike uphill, I was immediately struck by some of the cutest Victorian-style buildings I'd ever seen, even prettier than many in San Francisco. They were tall, thin, brick buildings, most standing three or four stories. The street lights showed that some of the walls were painted and some were left with exposed brick. Ornate and brightly colored, decorative wood trim surrounded doors and windows and porches. They were painted in bold colors: blues, yellows, purples, greens, and reds. Some had towers and turrets, with steep pitched roofs. Several had big, bay windows, and some of those windows were made of stained glass.

      A few people were about, but all of the first-floor mom-and-pop shops, antique places, and coffeehouses were closed. Maybe there was a bar or two open somewhere. I stared up and down the block before I realized that I was standing in the street. I wasn't sure if I was intentionally stalling or if the town's beauty had put a spell on me, but I knew I had to get a move on.

      The house I was looking for was perched above town and stood out like a sore thumb, albeit a very pretty and strange sore thumb. "Holy shit!" I exclaimed aloud. "It looks like Disney's Haunted House."

      From where I stood, the house glared down on me like an angry, old neighbor. As pretty as it was, I didn't get a sense of welcome from it, more like a "get off my lawn" kind of vibe. It was three stories tall, made of brick, and partially covered in ivy. It had a turret and a tower and super fancy windows. Arches supported its porch and hid the door. And all of its lights were on.

      Looks like where a wizard might live.

      I found the flagstone steps that led to the house from the sidewalk . My poorly drawn directions showed to walk around to the side of the house, past the iron railing that reminded me of a church, or a cemetery, to another smaller patio off the backdoor. Hidden behind the house, I produced the chain and the attached key. I wasn’t about to barge in without making sure no one was home, so I rang the doorbell. I heard faint chimes within the house. When no one answered, I gave the door a good rap.

      The door had a modern, ordinary lock. My key looked like it was a hundred years old. I shrugged and tried to insert it. It didn’t fit. Okay, fieldtrip over. I started to turn to leave when I felt the key shift in my hand. It no longer appeared as an antique, but instead was small and now a silver color. I tried it again, and this time it was a perfect fit. If I didn't have a jewelry box that stole things and a bracelet that showed me elves and goblins, I would have probably been more impressed.

      I took a deep breath and stepped through the threshold where I stopped to see if I was going to get turned into a toad or something unnatural. When I remained unzapped, I followed my lousy map through a hallway to the kitchen. It, like the house, was pretty grand. I found the pantry and the door next to it. It led downstairs; so instead of being a three-story house, it was four, counting the basement. Unlike every other room I’d encountered, it was dark which made me check my map again. It was clear that this was the way to go, so I searched for a switch until I found one on the wall. Looking a little less sinister, I descended the narrow stairs.

      At the bottom, I found myself in a great room with high ceilings. The floor was wood but covered with Persian rugs. Several leather chairs were clustered about small round tables. There was a pool table. It smelled like tobacco and… mint. Weird.

      The second my foot hit the basement floor, something changed. A figure appeared in one of the chairs where there was no one before. In the muted light, I couldn’t see them clearly. It spoke, “You are trespassing. The authorities are on their way.”

      “I, I uh, I’m sorry?” I began to back away, to retreat to the stairs. As soon as I was on them, the figure vanished. “Hello? Where’d you go?”

      I stepped forward again, and the figure reappeared with the same message. Cute. That didn’t mean that people weren’t on their way, though. I needed to hurry. I looked at my drawing. A spot was marked that should be along the wall. I moved in that direction. Suddenly, the thing in the chair stood up and turned my way. Its eyes, or where it was supposed to have eyes, glowed an angry red. The rest of it was hazy, like it was made of smoke. I didn’t know if it was a man or a woman or something else entirely. It suddenly opened its mouth impossibly wide and screamed at me. I dropped my bag and the paper and covered my ears. Then, it flew at me. I had no time to turn, much less run. I screamed as it hit me. Only it didn't; I never felt a thing. I had unconsciously closed my eyes. When I opened them, nothing was there. Whatever the thing was, it had vanished.

      It was all for show, an illusion. Either that or the bracelet had done something; but given what Russell said about illusions, it was probably a trick meant to scare off burglars. Still, it left me panting and trembling. I was very tempted to cut my losses and scram out of there, but I didn’t. I retrieved my dropped items and quickly went to the wall. It was covered in enormous paintings, like those in a museum. They looked old; maybe they were even real. The paper I carried had Napoleon written on it. Although I wasn’t a history buff, I thought I could recognize him. I soon found a painting of the French general all wrapped up against the cold, climbing a mountain in a storm. I peered around the painting. The map didn’t say what to do. Gingerly, I pulled on the picture’s frame and it swung free revealing a floor-to-ceiling safe. I looked at my key wondering how it was supposed to work. The metal door before me had no keyhole. It did have a metal dial and a small wheel to spin once the correct combo was entered. Tick tock. How much time did I have left?

      I was stumped. With no keyhole, I had no idea what to do next. I was going to give up, but instead, I looked at my key. Russell's instructions about it opening any door came to mind. Safe or not, a safe was still a door. But without a place for a key, how would it work?

      The key had returned to its original vintage shape though I hadn't noticed it. I held it by its chain as I tried to figure out what to do with it. Then, I pinched it between two fingers and sort of poked it at the safe which was completely pointless. It didn't change after jabbing it at the safe. Then, I tried holding it against the door. Something happened. It slipped from my fingers. Not because it fell, but because it had transformed. It was now a wheel identical to the one meant to open the safe. I reached out, and it turned smoothly in my hands. It opened right up. Eureka! That's the state motto for California.

      A weak interior light allowed me to see that the room was maybe fifteen feet deep and six or so feet wide. The ceiling was lower than the rest of the basement. Several items were either hung on the walls or placed on narrow shelves. Some things were obviously weapons, like swords or knives, but others, I couldn't begin to guess their purpose. Some had impossibly large jewels attached to them. As beautiful as some of them were, I didn't want to touch anything for fear of, like, dying from King Tut’s curse. Using the reverse side of my map, I tried to match the crudely-drawn items to the dazzling artifacts on the walls. Then, I saw the horseshoe, and it snapped me into motion. I began pulling everything off the wall that would fit into my bag instead of wasting time selecting individual items. That didn't mean that each time I touched something, I didn't think that I was going to be smited, or smote, or whatever the correct term was for death by magic.

      When my bag was full, even though I had left the majority of items on the wall, I exited the vault, and closed it behind me. The wheel disappeared, and the key dropped to the floor along with its chain. I picked it up, and when I turned around to go, there was a man standing in the middle of the room. For a second, I wondered if he was another illusion, but upon further inspection, he appeared completely solid. He made some awkward motion like he was going to hit me with an imaginary snowball. When nothing happened, he seemed completely befuddled. I used his confusion to make for the door. He, however, recovered enough to try and cut me off.

      Fortunately, he wasn't a big guy, and I shoved right past him. I bolted up the stairs with my bag full of stolen treasure. In hindsight, I should have dropped it, but I clung to it even as a second man appeared at the top of the stairs. He, too, looked like he was trying to hex me with some mumbo-jumbo, but was equally surprised when his actions had zero effect. I swung the bag at him, which was heavy with all the things inside, some of which were metal. I connected with his legs, and he yelled as I knocked him out of my way. 

      I heard other voices in the direction of the back door once I was on the first floor. Thinking my exit was blocked, I went the opposite way. I entered a fancy room full of antique furniture, mirrors and a giant chandelier hanging from the ceiling. I ran to a window thinking I might have a way out but saw people outside. I could hear more voices, but it was difficult to tell where they were coming from. It was a big house, and I suspected that people were moving through its many rooms, undoubtedly looking for me.

      Moving on to another room, I found it similarly decorated to the last, though the colors and furniture were different. The whole place reminded me of an antique store or a cluttered museum. Around one corner, I found the foyer with a staircase leading up. At that moment, a man and woman entered through the front door. I ducked back into the previous room. From a grand, golden mirror above a marble fireplace, I could see them. They split up. One went upstairs and the other went into a different room on the floor we shared.

      I thought I now had a chance. I started for the front door, but as I was reaching for it, it began to open. I was dead; only I wasn't. The door paused midway through its sweep. Someone was talking right outside. I didn't want to return to where I'd been because whoever was at the threshold would have been able to see me. With little choice, I climbed the stairs. My steps were muffled by the heavy carpet runner on the wooden steps, and I listened as I ascended.

      The fancy hallway where I emerged was empty of people. It, like everywhere else, was cluttered up with more ornate antiques. Golden, gilded chairs were paired next to decorative wooden tables outside of closed doors. With no choice, I tried the first one. I poked my head in and saw it was empty. There was a canopied bed and an antique table with more chairs, but more importantly, another window. Slipping in, I quietly closed the door and went to the window. From my vantage point, it looked like I was at the side of the mansion. I recognized some bushes from when I was out front. I set my haul down and opened the window. Beneath me was the covering over the patio, and I didn't see anyone about. I climbed out and reached back for my stolen items. I closed the window and tiptoed to the side of the house. The drop to the ground wouldn't break anything, but it was enough to make me think twice. I tossed my bundle onto the bush below and then eased over the edge where I hung as far down as I could. I had to hang onto the guttering and hoped it would not break away from the house. It didn't. Getting as close to level ground as possible, I dropped. The shock sent a bolt of pain up my legs, but it only lasted a few seconds. I shook it off.

      At that moment, more cars arrived, and again, I was surprised that nobody had called the cops. For that, I was thankful because my magic bracelet wasn't going to stop bullets, not that these people didn't own guns. Maybe they did, and maybe they'd be even more inclined to shoot me than the police. Then, it occurred to me that the two men inside were not armed, and in fact, they had tried to zap me somehow, and had been dumbfounded that their spells, or whatever, hadn't worked. There was only one explanation—the bracelet. All of a sudden, it hit me why Fraggle Rock wanted it so badly. I had been confused about why it was such a big deal to him. Obviously, he could still do magic without it, and obviously he could still detect magic and illusions. Maybe it was some sort of magic shield, too. If that was true, I could see why he would want it back. Barney might have been right—I should have gotten rid of it.

      While I was discovering yet another of the bracelet's mysteries, people began getting out of their cars. Almost immediately, they started for the house. They hadn't seen me yet because I was squatting behind the bush, and it was still night despite the mansion’s being all lit up like Christmas.

      The new arrivals were an eclectic-looking bunch. Some dressed in suits, some in jeans, the women in slacks and dresses. One went directly to the front porch. She lit a cigarette. People came to her before running off again, some went inside, some fanned out over the mansion's property. She had to be in charge and, for some reason, that surprised me. As if realizing that I was thinking about her, she turned my way. I thought I was busted. I was sure she saw me. I sure as hell saw her. She was older, maybe late fifties, and tall. She had strands of white and silver running through her dark hair. She wore a woman's business suit with a lavender shirt underneath. She had a strong chin and a prominent nose, and yet her face maintained its femininity. I couldn't see her eyes clearly.

      I didn't dare move, not even to crouch lower. I watched her lift her cigarette. It glowed like a lighthouse in the fog. As the orange light moved it seemed to swell before my eyes. Dammit. She was trying to get into my head. What was it with these creeps? Well, I knew that song. I looked around for a way to escape. The road I'd walked up was now blocked with several cars. Getting to the parking lot the way I'd come was out of the question.

      The woman must have known that she had me. I thought I saw her smile. That changed when I stood up and flipped her off. Before she could call everyone over, I jumped up, grabbed the bag lodged in the bush, and leapt down to the sidewalk below. A guy stationed with the cars tried to grab me, but he was far too slow. I ducked his arms and didn't even look back. The street in front of the house ran two directions and they'd neglected to sufficiently block the other way. I sprinted uphill. I knew they were right behind me, but I was a runner and, even with the bag of booty slung over my shoulder, they couldn't keep up.

      Pounding away, I frantically looked for an out. Both sides of the road were covered with bushes and trees. The road itself was cut into the mountain. Leaving it in either direction, up or down, looked to be a difficult, maybe dangerous, climb. All I could do was keep running ahead. I risked a quick glance back and saw they'd given up chasing me and were running back to get into their cars. If I didn't find a way off the street soon, they'd nab me for sure.

      About that time, I turned a corner and discovered that I was now on a residential street. I'd reached a plateau of sorts and found myself in a neighborhood. Many of the homes were already tucked in for the night. I kept going. I heard the cars behind me. I cut through a yard, then another. I jumped a short fence and emerged on a different street. I saw a car turn around to come back toward me. I looked the other way. Another car. They were boxing me in, and I had no clue where I was or how to get where I was going.

      I crossed the street and ran through another yard, between some pretty, two-story houses, past their trash cans, and past a dog doing his late-night business. At one point, I got snarled in a clothesline. I finally emerged on a road bordering a cemetery. The streetlights illuminated a low rock wall that surrounded it, but cast little light onto the grounds. I was beginning to think I'd fallen into a B-rated horror flick, especially when I saw that my pursuers had blocked both sides of the street, placing me in a vice between them. They wasted no time getting out.

      With no other way open, I ran straight into the cemetery grounds. Unfortunately, the graveyard wasn't even one with giant tombstones or crypts that I could hide behind; it was mostly an open grassy area with a few knee-high memorials. The moon kept me from tripping over them, but also made it easier for the people chasing me. I saw them space themselves out, seemingly in no hurry. "You've got nowhere to run," someone called.

      He was wrong. On the other side of the cemetery was a wall of trees stretching in both directions, and the neutral moon made them look both eerie and welcoming. If I could hide among them, and if it wasn't part of a steep mountain, and if I didn't get lost, and…I was fucked.

      Suddenly, the wind kicked up something awful. Dirt and leaves swirled about me, like I'd walked into a dust devil. I raised one arm above my eyes to block the flying debris. I stumbled about for a second and tripped over a small obelisk meant to mark somebody's passing. My fumbling about allowed them to reach me. Someone grabbed me, getting hold of my arm. They reached for the bag I carried. I blindly kicked out and connected. Someone yelled. I grabbed the bag with two hands and yanked. I fell on my butt and some of the items in the bag spilled out. I scooped them back in while I scrambled backward until I bumped into a different set of legs. Still fighting to see, I desperately groped for something to hit the stranger with. Just as two hands grabbed my shoulders, I grabbed something heavy from my bag. I didn't know what it was, but it had some heft to it. I swung it and whoosh, nothing, nada. I completely missed, which was impossible unless these people could turn into air.

      They couldn't, but I could. I didn't feel the wind anymore. I could see its effects, but all the flying debris passed me by, or went through me. I didn't know which. I looked at the thing in my hand. It was sort of shaped like a small tennis racquet, only it was made from bronze. Instead of catgut, however, it was strung with fine wires, looped in haphazard swirls. Without being pelted by debris, I also saw that I was surrounded by a dozen men and women. The wind still nagged at them even though they clearly saw me. Several reached for me and managed to clutch at nothing but air. The scene got crazier as they began yelling over the storm and each other.

      I wasn't going to get another chance. I tried to grab the items I dropped to put them back into my bag, but my hand slipped right through them. I could still get away, though, if I was willing to leave everything. That meant all this was for nothing. I took a chance. I set the racquet down and quickly shoved items back into the bag. I had just enough time before a woman tried to grab me. A split second before she touched me, I snatched up the racquet again. It still worked because she missed me completely.

      With bag in hand, I stood up and walked through them, like I whooshed right through one guy, and made for the trees. Almost immediately, the crazy wind stopped. I hazarded a quick glance to see that they had rallied around their leader, the woman from earlier. She gestured my way, and I ran.

      Straight through the trees. Not in-between them. Straight through them. Not having to dodge my way blindly through the forest was a big advantage because I was soon able to outdistance the people chasing me. Unfortunately, the spell, or whatever that was on the racquet, finally quit working, and I tripped over an unruly root. I landed hard, but not as hard as I might have if I’d crashed headlong into an oak tree. I quickly got up and retrieved the bag. I had managed not to drop the racquet and stuffed in with all the rest of the magical trinkets. That’s when I heard the dogs.

      Where the hell they came from, I had no idea. From their barks, they couldn’t have been more than a few hundred yards away. The heavy canopy of trees overhead blocked much of the moon’s light, but I could still see their darker shapes well enough to avoid running into one, or walking into one anyway. Unfortunately, I was pretty sure dogs could see better than me in the dark, especially big, snarling Omen kind of dogs. Once again, I thought about dropping the bag in the hopes they'd let me go. Then, I decided that I’d caused them enough trouble that I was going to get it no matter what. In for a penny…

      I had only gone a few yards when I blundered onto a trail, what used to be a railroad line from the looks of it. It was wide enough for a train and there were some discarded wooden ties pushed to the side so people wouldn’t trip on them. Stupid me had been running parallel without knowing it. With no idea where it led and no trees to block me, I bolted, my panicked feet responding to the barking of hounds all around me. 

      After a mile or more, the trail abruptly ended at a two-laned highway. I skidded to a halt because I was now faced with a decision on which way to go, more or less back the way I’d come or on ahead to the unknown, even farther away from the gnomes and the Datsun.

      A crashing in the brush behind me decided my next action, and I took off in the direction away from the things chasing me. After only a short distance on the road, I knew I was a sitting duck if I stayed on it. At any point, I could have sprinted back into the forest because it grew right up to either side of the highway, but I was worried about getting lost and getting torn apart by the vicious hounds. Fortunately, within a few hundred yards, I saw a break in the trees where a small dirt road had been cut into the forest. Without a thought, I took it. Very soon, it split, and I saw a marked trail, most likely a continuation of the one I was just on, though this section looked a lot narrower. Again, I was faced with a decision about which way to go: continue on the dirt road or try the trail. Ultimately, I chose the road because it was wider and less likely to loop back on itself; lots of trails did that.

      It didn’t take me long to figure out that the road was going the wrong way, but I wasn’t hearing the dogs as clearly now. I thought they might have missed me, and either taken the highway or the trail. If not, maybe I could slip right by my pursuers and get back to the gnomes. Once I decided, I shoved aside my doubts and picked up my speed. If they did cut me off, maybe my best option was to cut right through them.

      There was no way to know how far or how long I ran. The forest squeezed the road, like a dark vice, allowing only a thin ribbon of moonlight above me, but it was enough to keep me from stumbling. Although it wasn’t exactly a straight shot, I felt like I was generally going in one direction.

      At some point, I saw some lights ahead, then a parking lot and a good-sized building. I thought it might be a house, but as I got closer, I saw it was a public building, maybe a bar or lodge. I also discovered that I had reached the top of a hill and the trees had been cut back, so I could finally see where I was. The river was below me along with the parking lot where the gnomes hopefully waited. The highway I crossed from the parking lot into town was at the bottom of the mountain. I could see where it led back to Jim Thorpe and my escape. There was also about a quarter mile of dense forest on a steeply falling decline between us. I might break my neck getting down, but I certainly couldn’t go back the way I’d come. Knowing what I had to do, I had only taken a step or two when someone emerged from the building.

      It was the woman I'd seen on the mansion porch. How she had beaten me here, I had no idea. I guess it was explainable since I was on foot, and she might have driven, though I didn’t see any cars. What bothered me was that she had found me at all. I had no time to puzzle over it, though. When she saw me, she didn’t look at all surprised. In fact, she looked like the cat who swallowed the mouse. Her mouth pulled in a smirk. Then, she threw a wall of fire at me, more like she lobbed it really. She contorted her tall, elegant body a bit, and the next thing I knew, a bright ball of flame soared over my head and exploded behind me, cutting me off from returning the way I'd come. Before I could decide which way to run around her, she tossed another to my right. I moved before she could finish boxing me in and sprinted left. Unfortunately, she was faster than I thought, and that direction was now blocked with the magic flames. Suddenly, I had no way to go but toward her.

      "Now,” she said as she gestured around, “you can see that our chase has come to an end. Trying to escape is futile, so set the bag down and approach with your hands out."

      Up to now, the bracelet had protected me. I hoped it would do so again. Besides, I figured that even if the bracelet didn't work, I could punch right through the fire, and if I ended up all ablaze, well, I would do what they taught every elementary kid in school—stop, drop, and roll.

      I ran straight at the flames that were maybe ten or twelve feet high. I was encouraged when I didn’t actually feel any heat as I approached. They vanished as soon as I touched them. I’d had a small suspicion that they would. I suddenly wondered if the dogs had been an illusion as well. Whatever magic these people had seemed to be based on tricks as much as anything. Of course, it was possible that it was all real and the bracelet was what was protecting me. Either way, it didn't matter.

      I didn't stop to see what the woman would do next. I ran straight for the forest ahead. Barely a few dozen feet in, I realized I might have made a terrible mistake. I could hardly see a thing, and the ground descended much more steeply than I had thought. The result meant I was sliding wildly, grasping branches and bushes to slow myself down. Making it worse, I only had one free hand and the bag of items kept me further off-balance, so I was careening out of control. I struck two, three, four trees, getting bounced around like a pinball. Once, I grabbed hold of a big branch and stopped myself from taking a tumble over a twenty-foot drop. I clung to the tree like it was a piece of driftwood and tried to catch my breath. I took the momentary reprieve to look both up and down. There was no way to know how much farther. I eased myself away from the drop below me, where I might have fallen to my death, and instantly began skidding again.

      Miraculously, I reached the bottom with all my limbs intact, though I felt like I'd taken a turn in our dryer. I'd even managed to hang onto the stolen items in my bag. Still hidden in the trees, I crept forward until I could see the highway where the occasional car whizzed by. I knew I couldn't stay, and the only way home was to find the gnomes.

      Every car that passed me was filled with potential enemies, and each time one drove by I felt relieved. I walked quickly along the road’s shoulder, trying as much as possible to blend into the shadows. I could see the lights of the town. Running, I thought, might draw too much attention and to be honest, I wasn't sure if I had any more gas in the tank. Plus, I hurt everywhere.

      The road ran above and parallel to the river. When there weren't any cars passing by, I could hear it even though it was at the bottom of the gorge. I momentarily played with the idea of hiking down and following it to avoid being caught, but the parking lot where I needed to be wasn't too far now.

      When I reached it, I was relieved to see that the Datsun hadn’t moved. I briefly wondered if it ever did. As a portal, maybe it was magically protected, just an abandoned car that probably needed to be hauled away and yet, never was. Seeing no one around, I hurried to the junker.

      About that time, a car pulled into the lot. I ducked behind a trashcan barrel as its lights swept past me. It eased by and approached my getaway car. My heart was in my throat. I watched it stop abreast of the beater. After a minute, it rolled on. I waited until it was several hundred yards away before I ran, hunched over to the Datsun.

      I pulled open the car door. "We've got to get out…" It was empty. I poked my head in to make sure, but the gnomes were gone. I quickly looked up and saw that the car from moments ago was still heading away from me. I climbed into the back seat of the Datsun and shut the door. It was too dark to see much. Still, I looked for a note, or a sign, or anything. Not finding any help, I hit the seat in frustration, kicking up a bunch of dirt and dust. It made me cough. Then, that got me thinking about how I got here. Jerry had drawn something on the floor of the doghouse. I closed my eyes, trying to remember it. It was sort of like a "Z" shape, but with a swirl. I thought I could recreate it, maybe draw it in the dust like Jerry had in the doghouse. Then, it dawned on me. So fucking what? I wasn't a gnome. Reproducing a shape wasn't going to get me back home. Or, would it?

      Meanwhile, the people in the car must have finished inspecting the rest of the lot because they had turned around. A pair of headlights were now coming my way as the car eased along like a cat stalking its prey. I drew what I thought was the figure from memory. Nothing happened. I looked at it carefully; it wasn’t quite right. Close, but it had to be perfect, or it wouldn't work. Hell, even then, it might not work. I tried again, making a slight change at the top of the figure. Same result. The car crept closer. I began to panic, drawing the shape over and over until I was running out of dirty spots to try.

      By now, the Datsun was fully engulfed in the car’s lights. I hoped they couldn’t see me through the dirty windows; I was still crouched down. I thought I heard a door open. I definitely heard a car door shut. Breathe, breathe. Now, think. I closed my eyes again and really focused on what Jerry did. What was I missing?  

      Someone tried opening the car door. I heard them pull at the door handle, but I'd locked it. I tried to ignore what was happening. What had Russel done exactly? He finished the loop…suddenly, the door locks shot up. How'd they do that? It was locked! Magic, stupid. The door began to open. Come on, think. Wait, Russel had moved after he'd drawn the symbol. I thought he was shifting his weight but maybe it was on purpose. I looked at what I'd drawn; it looked right. Then, just as a face appeared in the car, I slammed my hand down on the seat and closed my eyes.
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      I didn’t open them right away. I waited for them to yell at me, “Gotcha, punk,” and then to yank me out of the car. It didn’t happen. My hands were firmly planted on the rough, wood floor of the doghouse. I’d done it. I was home. I felt something tickle my nose and flicked it. A spider scurried away. I screamed and backed my ass out as quickly as I could.

      Right away, I knew things weren’t right. The porch light was on and beer cans were spread all over the place. No sign of Amanda, but I did see some tiny legs sticking out from under a patio chair.

      “Ahem,” I cleared my throat. “Hey, what’s going on here?”

      “Shh,” one of them said.

      I pushed the chair aside, revealing the pair of gnomes ogling a bunch of Hustlers and Penthouse magazines. Jerry saw me and quickly tried to hide his behind his back. Russell, however, flipped his around and flashed me with some woman baring it so wide it’d make a gynecologist blush.

      “Hey, asshole. I’ve got my own thanks.”

      They thought that was hilarious, but Jerry stopped laughing when he saw I wasn’t amused.

      “Where’d you get those, and the beer?”

      Jerry sat up and pointed to my neighbor’s house behind me. “Garbage, I mean garage, in a box. Not the beer. Beer was in a fridge.”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “What’s it look like?” Russell said.

      “It looks like you bailed out on me and left me to fend for myself,” I answered.

      Jerry turned to Russell. “She’s not supposed to be back. You said she’d get--”

      “What?” I yelled.

      “Shut up, Jerry.”

      “What’s going on? Why did you leave me?”

      Russell moved some beer cans out of his way and climbed to his feet. He listed slightly as he spoke. “Couldn’t be helped. You made too much of a ruckus, wizards were crawling all over the place. They would have known we were there.”

      “So, you just left me? What if I got caught?”

      “Supposed to--”

      Russell kicked the other gnome. “Shut up, Jerry.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s nothing. He’s drunk.”

      “Supposed to--”

      Russell kicked Jerry again. “And stupid--”

      “Supposed to,” I repeated. “You motherfuckers. You what, wanted me to get caught? Why, oh wait, now I see. If I got caught, then you could try and rip the place off yourselves. That’s it, isn’t it? The whole thing was a set-up, a diversion.”

      “She’s preddy smart,” Jerry slurred.

      Russell had had enough of his buddy spilling the beans. He jumped on Jerry. It was so quick, I almost missed it. I don't know what I expected, but if I thought that they'd roll around like roughhousing toddlers, I was dead wrong. They were like two feral, alley cats getting after it. They were locked together for a few seconds, each with the other's clothes gripped in their small fists, while they attempted to rip the other's throats out with their razor-like fangs. At the same time, I could tell they were fighting for leverage.

      They began knocking pots over and were making a huge racket. I hissed at them to stop, but I sure didn’t want to get between them. When Russell rolled free and smashed Jerry with a patio chair, I ran for the hose. I sprayed them down as Russell was slamming Jerry’s head against the concrete. They finally stopped when I had blasted them with enough water.

      At that moment, Amanda appeared at the sliding glass door with a golf club in hand. She slid it open. “What the hell? Jen, what are you doing to those cats? Oh, wait. It’s them, isn’t it? Keep hosing the creeps.”

      But Russell rolled away from Jerry. “Enough," he sputtered. The water had sobered both gnomes. Jerry stood up as well. "Boss is going--"

      I threw the hose down. "I don't give a shit about your boss."

      "Jen, your mom."

      My mother now appeared at the doorway. "What in the hell is happening out here. It sounds like World War Three."

      For a second, I froze. "Cats, these cats got into it on the porch, and I was trying to separate them before they broke all your plants."

      I followed her eyes around the patio. Two chairs were knocked over; one was in the yard. A pot full of hostas was tipped over, but fortunately not broken. The hose was still running on the ground and Amanda stood with a golf club at the ready to swat two unruly cats.

      "Next time," my mother said, "Let them fight it out; they'd make less of a mess."

      Still in her nightgown, she eased Amanda over and before Jerry could move, scooped him up under his arms. "You're a little brute, aren't you? He's the heaviest cat I've ever seen. They're both probably just hungry. Are you hungry?" she cooed.

      Jerry nodded, his red hat bobbing up and down.

      "Here, Mom, let me take him. He's getting you all wet."

      She passed him over and said she would get a couple of dishes of milk. I held Jerry out while my mother ducked back inside. Jerry smiled broadly and reached out like a toddler for a cookie.

      "Knock it off. Amanda, can you turn off the hose, please?"

      She went to take care of it, and I turned to Russell, but he was gone and so was my stolen bag.
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      Before I could lose it, Mom returned with two saucers of milk. "Where did the other one go?"

      "Ran back home, I guess."

      "Well, here." She placed both dishes on the ground. My mother was waiting for me to drop the cat; I didn't want to lose the gnome, so I hung on to him.

      “What are you doing?” Mom asked. “Put him down. Let him drink.”

      I reluctantly set Jerry down. “Don’t you run away,” I whispered.

      "How's 'bout a steak?" he said before plopping to the ground where he fished around for any unopened beer cans, completely ignoring the milk.

      Fortunately, all anyone but me heard were meows.

      Mom knelt and took an empty can away from Jerry. "These belong to you girls?"

      "Not us." I made a show of looking around. "I bet they dragged over a neighbor's trash bag." My mother eyed me suspiciously. She knew I occasionally drank a little, but if Amanda and I had downed a whole twelve-pack we'd be wasted.

      Jerry was now heading for the magazines near my mother's feet. Amanda dropped the chair that she was returning from the yard on top of the porno mags. Amanda caught my eye, and I mouthed "thank you."

      Then, Mom noticed the condition of some of her plants. “Who knocked over my hostas?”

      "We'll clean this all up, Mom. I know you’ve got to get up early tomorrow."

      Fortunately, the pot containing her beloved plant was not broken, and I was able to scoop most of the soil back inside. Mom knelt next to me to help scoop up the remaining dirt. I think she lingered to ensure that she didn't smell alcohol.

      "All right, girls,” she said as she stood back up, “I don't exactly know what's going on, but I can take a hint. Make sure all my babies are all right. I'm going to bed."

      She returned to the house. Jerry had found an unopened beer and was chugging it. "What happened here?" I asked Amanda. "I thought you were watching."

      "I was. I sat out here for over an hour, fighting all kinds of bugs by the way, and then, those two scraggly excuses for cats came out of the doghouse. Not knowing what else to do, I started talking to them. They were all over me, in and out of my legs like they were in heat. I kicked one of them half-way across the yard, but they were persistent, so I went inside and waited in your room. They must have found the beer and the mags then. I'm sorry."

      Jerry had finished his beer and stood next to Amanda. He reached over and began stroking her calf. She kicked at him. "Stop it! See."

      Before he could even fake like he was sorry, I ripped off his red hat. The gnome instantly froze in place. Amanda bent down and inspected the now-exposed lawn ornament.

      "A second ago, all I saw was a tom cat rubbing against my leg.” She poked Jerry in the eye.

      “Think he felt that?”

      “Doubt it.”

      “Little creep. Sorry, but I’m glad I went inside."

      "Yeah, me, too."

      "Why'd you swipe his hat?"

      "I didn't want him to get away.”

      “What happened to you? Where’d you go?”

      “Pennsylvania, a place called Jim Thorpe.”

      “Wait, like, I’ve heard that name somewhere.”

      “Yeah, I think it was named after a guy who was in the Olympics or something. Anyway,” I pointed to the doghouse, “the other side comes out there, in a car next to a river at the edge of town. The gnomes waited there because the creeps refused to take me to the house I was supposed to rip off. Place was pretty freaky with all kinds of magical alarms, and then the wizards showed up.”

      "Whoa, hold on a second. You broke into a house? A wizard's house? Are you crazy? What if you'd gotten caught? At best you'd be in jail--"

      “There weren't any cops.”

      "And that's supposed to make it alright? You're unbelievable. Why didn't you tell me all this?"

      "I tried to but didn't have time. I didn't think--"

      "Yeah, exactly. You didn't think." She began picking up discarded beer cans.

      Of course, she was right. I bent to help her. "Sorry, I had no idea what I was getting myself into. I was only trying to protect Mom and myself. It was stupid, and I should have told you all about it before I left."

      "You're just lucky. At least you didn't get caught."

      "It was close. Thankfully, they didn't call the cops."

      She picked up one of the dirty magazines. "Did you know this about your neighbors?"

      I shrugged. "The Playboys aren’t bad. Haven't you ever read them?"

      "I've got brothers, remember. Sure, I have. You hiding something?"

      "Not hardly. Trev has bunches at his house. I like the articles. The girls aren't real; no one looks like that in real life. Well, almost no one," I said, looking at her with a smirk.

      "Thanks, I think. No, I mean the raunchier ones, like this." She held up a disturbing spread of a woman tied to a bed frame.

      "To each his own, I guess. Might have belonged to their son, though. He moved out a couple of years ago."

      Between us, we got all the magazines stuffed back into the torn trash bags. "You going to try and return these?" Amanda asked.

      I didn't think I could go up to the Morrises and say, "Hey, look what the cat dragged in." I'd be too embarrassed, and I'm sure they would be, too. Come to think of it, Mr. Morris did spend a lot of time in his garage with the door down.

      "No. Let's throw everything away. It's not like anyone is likely to come asking." I didn't think I'd ever look at Mr. Morris the same again. 

      "So, why didn't they call the cops?"

      "What? Oh," Amanda drug my mind out of the gutter, "I think they keep it to themselves, their own magic police force, maybe. I escaped from the house and ended up getting chased through a forest.”

      “You said they were magicians?”

      “Yeah, I saw some weird things, mostly illusions. In fact, I think everything they threw at me was an illusion of some sort. When I finally made it back to the car with my bag of stolen things, the gnomes had vanished. The people after me spotted me in the car. I thought I was toast.”

      “How’d you get back here?”

      I shrugged. “Luck. I remembered what this one drew on the floor of the doghouse, and finally, I got the drawing right and poof, I was back here.”

      Amanda looked worried. “What?” I asked.

      “Don’t you think it’s weird that you could do that? You know, ’poof,’ and here you are?”

      I shrugged to hide my own suspicions. Of course, I thought it was weird. I wasn’t sure why it worked, why anything worked. But it didn’t have to mean anything significant. Maybe the key to using this magic stuff was like using a cookbook or something. Maybe. “I don’t know. I need to pay a visit to the gnome's head honcho. You willing to take me?”

      Amanda stopped moving.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She sat on one of the chairs. “Maybe you need to stop and think this all through some.”

      “You don’t have to go,” I said. “Loan me your car--”

      “It’s not my car. It’s Jeff’s, remember. It’s not that. I think you just need to slow down and consider all this before running into, shit, I don’t even know where to start. This all seems to be getting out of hand, gnomes, werewolves, wizards, elves, stealing from houses, bad luck curses, I mean, how bad is this all going to get? Maybe you should get out while you can. I know you want your jewelry box back and all--”

      “It’s more than that,” I snapped. “I’m sorry. I get what you’re saying. The frog is, well, it’s like it’s a part of me, and if I let it go, I give that part up. It’s like, I’m missing something, like an itch I can’t get at. I need to find out what it is.”

      “Is that it? That’s the only reason?”

      I shook my head. Amanda was closer to me than anyone. Sometimes, I think she knew what I was thinking before I did. “Imagine if you snuck into Disneyland after the gates had closed and discovered that all the characters were real, and that they had a whole secret life right under your nose. That’s what this feels like to me. I wouldn’t be able to leave the park and never go back. What about you? After seeing all this, would you want to pretend it doesn’t exist?”

      “I haven’t seen everything you have, but yeah, I’m fairly sure I could go right back to ignorant bliss.”

      “Well, I can’t. I have to see where this all leads. I understand if you want off the crazy train, really. I do need a ride to the trailer park, though. You can totally stay in the car and wait for me, or better yet, drop me off. I’ll call you when it’s all over.”

      “Not if you’re dead, or hurt, or kidnapped or something. You suck. You know I can’t let you go without me.”

      “You don’t have to go,” I repeated lamely.

      “Like I didn’t have to act like a human shield so you could steal that book, like I didn’t have to lie to your mom when you snuck out with Trevor, like I didn’t have to--”

      “Forget it. It’s not that far. Forget the car; I can ride my bike.”

      “Don’t be stupid. I’m coming with you, and I’m not waiting in the car.” She began picking up the beer cans. After a minute, I helped her.

      Amanda carried Jerry, still petrified, to the car to wait for me after we cleaned the mess the rowdy gnomes had made. Mom's light was still on in her room. “Hey, Mom, Amanda and I got everything tidied up. We’re going for some Taco Bell or something.”

      She laid her romance novel down and patted the bed next to her. “Is there something going on you want to talk about?”

      “Err, no, why?”

      She propped herself up. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      That wasn’t true; I was a great liar, but I didn’t say anything.

      “There’ve been some strange goings-on lately.” My heart skipped a beat. Did she suspect what was really happening?

      “Is there something going on with Trevor, or work? You haven’t gone in days. Did you get fired?”

      My heart settled down. “No, nothing. Well, Trevor kind of disappeared without letting me know, but I think he and his dad had a job pop up. It’s probably nothing. As for work, no, I still have a job. I’ll be back on the schedule next week. Everything’s okay. A lot is going on, though, with school about to start. Plus, the glitch with my financial aid. I’m more worried about you, having to bum a ride every day and the money to repair the car. It’s money we don’t have.”

      She reached out and took my hand to pull me closer. I sat on the bed next to her. “You know, we’ll never be rich, but somehow we’ve always managed. It’s like the universe is watching over us because no matter how bad it gets, there always seems to be a little windfall or some help when we need it most.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It might seem crazy, but like that summer when you hurt your leg and had to be in a cast. My medical was for crap, but they paid all the bills anyway, and then, don’t you remember how someone put that bike out with the free sign on it as I brought you home from getting the cast removed. I’ve always felt like someone was looking out for us.”

      I frowned at that. “You mean, like my father?”

      As soon as I said it, I regretted it. Like the past, she didn't talk about my father. She didn't say anything; she didn't move.

      "Mom?"

      “What?” she finally said.

      “You were saying someone was looking out for us.” She had that lost and confused look on her face, just like she had when I asked about the silver frog. Of course, I had asked about my father before, but at some point, I stopped. Now, I remembered why. I hadn't thought about it in a long time, but this was always the response I got. I asked, and then mom shut down. Being little, I bet I didn't dwell on it. Again, I thought about the drinking, but that didn't make much sense. Why was this the only thing to cause this reaction? That made me think that there was some sort of emotional trauma or mental block she couldn’t snap out of.

      Soon, she seemed to come back to herself. “Yeah, I do feel like someone is helping us. Or, maybe it’s just karma.”

      “Oh, I hope not,” I whispered.

      “Huh?”

      “Nothing. Amanda’s waiting for me, so I’m going to head out. I might end up at her house.”

      “You be careful.”

      “Will do.” I hugged her and left.

      When I climbed into Amanda’s bug, she asked if everything was okay. “It’s fine,” I said. “Mom wanted to talk a few minutes. She had me worried that she suspected something.”

      “Did she?”

      “Yeah, but she was off the mark. Hey, where’d you put Jerry?”

      “In the trunk. I didn’t want to be alone with him if he woke up.”

      I held up the red hat. “No chance. He’s not going anywhere as long as we have this. You ready?”

      “Do I still have some hairspray?”

      “Not in the glovebox. I used that all up.”

      “Check under your seat.”

      I felt around producing some hair ties, a bag of fast food trash, a nail file, a bottle of suntan lotion and a flare. “I don’t see any.”

      “Try the back floorboard?”

      I huffed but climbed backwards so I could check in the back. "You're going to have to take this to the carwash before Jeff gets back." Before Amanda answered, I found more hairspray. I shook the Aqua Net to see how full it was. “We’re golden, Ponyboy.”

      “That’s not how the line goes.”

      “Oh, you mean: Nature’s first green is gold.” I spread my arms wide. “Her hardest hue to hold.” I wrapped my arms around Amanda. “Her early leaf’s a flower.” I made a little bouquet with my hands. Before I could finish pantomiming the entire Robert Frost poem from The Outsiders, Amanda started the car and cranked up the radio.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “But only so an hour,” I continued.

      “Enough already. I’ll never question your bastardization of movie lines again.” I was a little disappointed that I didn’t get to the end when “…Eden sank to grief,” because I was going to totally do that Ally Sheedy ending to The Breakfast Club dance.
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      By now, we knew our way around the trailer park well enough to quickly find the gnomes. Power lines were hidden in the sky above us, connecting to telephone poles. Affixed to them were the only lights in the park, meaning that if individual houses didn't have their porch lights on, it was sort of gloomy and dark. As we slowly rolled along the gravel road, we slipped into and out of shadows. Only a few people were out walking. Two guys were working on a car, the mechanic's light dangling from the open hood.

      Amanda finally asked the obvious question, "What are you going to do?"

      "Just keep going. Let's see what they're doing." I was stalling. Amanda knew it, too, but nodded and did what I asked. We eased by the gnome's trailer. The lights were on. No one was outside. When we reached the T-intersection at the end of the road, Amanda asked which way.

      "Point us toward the exit and park." There wasn't any point in procrastinating longer. Amanda did as I asked, and we sat in silence. Finally, I got out and opened the misplaced trunk—silly Germans. Jerry had not moved. Amanda came to stand next to me and I pulled out Jerry's red hat.

      "You remember how pissed they got the last time you took one of those off them, right?" Amanda asked.

      "Yeah, I thought they were going to scalp us." I admitted.

      "Then, how smart do you think it is to show up with our little buddy like this?"

      I sighed. "I know, but what else do we have? Nothing."

      "Then, we should have hid him someplace and tried to make a trade or something," Amanda said.

      "What, like kidnap him? Ransom him? Oh, that's not going to piss them off."

      "Okay, so you have any better ideas?"

      I didn't want a war with the gnomes. After watching them fight each other, I didn't think they’d have any compunction against killing us. Still, I figured, at worst, they wouldn't give me what they promised. That would suck, but they'd have no real reason to, like, kill us.

      "Grab the hairspray, would you?" I asked.

      I pulled the immobilized gnome closer to the front of the trunk, careful not to touch him with his hat. When Amanda rejoined me, I told her to be ready to spray Jerry.

      "You sure about this?" She asked.

      "Absolutely not. You ready?"

      She pulled the plastic cap off and prepared to zap Jerry. I slipped the hat on his head. Jerry immediately shot out of the car. It was so quick, Amanda had no chance at spraying him. He landed on the ground next to us, and instead of hightailing it to the house, he began to look around like he was lost. Then, he dropped on his butt and began chewing the side of his thumb.

      "You see this?" I asked Amanda.

      "Um, he's a cat again. He's licking a paw. Why, what do you see?"

      "Not what I thought I'd see." Where was the vicious, snarling critter that I expected?

      "Um, Jerry, what's going on?"

      He seemed to get more agitated. "You can't say anything? Promise?"

      "About what?"

      "My hat. You stole it right off my head. I can't let the boys know you did that to me. It was bad enough how you got Russell’s off his head, but you just snatched it off me. They’ll never let me live it down." His small eyes looked imploringly at me.

      "Are you still drunk?"

      "Uh-uh."

      "You serious? But I knocked Russell's off him. That was no big deal."

      He shook his head vigorously. "Oh, no. You're wrong. It was a big deal, a very big deal. Boss was furious."

      "I don't understand. I got lucky with a rock throw."

      "Maybe, maybe not. It shouldn't have happened, and if he finds out you took mine right off my head, I'll be in deep shit."

      "Okay, listen, Jerry, here's what we'll do."
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      I handed the bracelet over to Amanda and hoped what happened before wasn't a fluke. Fortunately, Jerry did not transform into a cat; he remained the nervous gnome. For whatever reason, that part of the bracelet's power lingered with me. I hoped it would last long enough this time for what I had in mind. Meanwhile, Amanda said something to Jerry.

      "You can see him now?" I confirmed.

      "Crystal," Amanda said.

      "My name's Jerry."

      "We know, dumbass," Amanda answered. "Crystal means… never mind. I'm ready."

      "Good," I said. "Keep that hairspray close just in case, though."

      "Wait," Amanda said. She ducked into her car and brought out the flare. "Couldn't hurt, right?"

      I shrugged. "Why not? More firepower." Literally.

      We all approached the trailer house together. Amanda and I  waited at the bottom of the steps to the deck attached to the trailer while Jerry went in.

      "This might not work," Amanda said.

      "It's our only shot. You ready?"

      She held up her two weapons. Given the speed of these guys, if it came to a fight, we were screwed, but maybe she could set something ablaze so we could escape if we had to. I was about to suggest that to Amanda when the door opened. Out piled the gnomes, almost tumbling over each other. Although none wore the stereotypical yard ornament attire, they also weren’t in their swimsuits, I noticed. They wore shorts and various t-shirts. Barney was the last out.

      "You smell that?" Amanda asked.

      I did. The pungent stink of good pot hung in the air.

      "No barbeque tonight?" I said.

      Barney smiled. "No barbeque. We're baking tonight." He chuckled at his own joke because none of the others got it. "Besides," he said as he put his finger in his mouth and then held it aloft, "it's gonna rain."

      I looked at the clear, black sky. "If you say so."

      Barney came down the steps with no hesitation despite looking high as a kite. When his buddies began to follow, he motioned them to stay put. "Jerry says you're unsatisfied with the deal."

      "Of course, I'm unsatisfied with the deal. You set me up. Your two delivery boys were waiting for me to get caught, and then they were going to rip off the house. Tell me I'm wrong."

      He shrugged. "Contingency plans, sister, only if you got caught, which you didn't. So, the deal's still on. Where's the haul?"

      "You know damn well where it is. Russell stole it from me."

      Barney frowned. "Well, that's unfortunate, but if you don't have the goods, we don't have a deal." He started to turn around. Before he took a step, I snatched away his cap. He froze with one leg perched for the next step. The moment sort of hung there. Luckily, the gnomes were good and truly baked, and their responses dulled. Before any of them moved, I said, "Amanda, light the flare. Now!"

      This wasn't part of the plan. I was improvising. She stared at me like I was insane, so I grabbed it from her. A road flare is like a big match. Mom could never afford new tires, so we always had to know how to change her lousy retreads. That meant knowing how to place a flare. I took off the plastic top, and popped the end off, then I struck it against the tip of the flare. Immediately, I had a nice three-inch flame. "Here," I said to Amanda, handing her Barney's red hat, "give me the spray. Amanda!"

      She snapped out of it and passed me the Aqua Net. By now, even the most stoned gnomes understood that I had taken their leader's hat. The growls and tiny fangs appeared, but before they pounced, I produced a large jet of flame at those closest to us. They scattered. Already, some were jumping off the deck to surround us. The flare was a cheap one. Maybe it'd burn 15 minutes; the spray would run out long before that. It didn't matter. If we weren't out of this mess in a couple of minutes, we were screwed.

      "Get back, all of you." I twisted and shot another ball of flame at a gnome who appeared on the roof. "Back up, or I'll torch your boss." They hesitated.

      "Jerry," I yelled.

      He came forward. He looked panicked and for good reason. This wasn't what we'd planned. I was going to try and argue with Barney to get at least the horseshoe. Russell was his man which meant I'd delivered on my end. It seemed fair and logical, but the way Barney was going with our negotiations, I didn't think it was going to work.

      "Jerry, tell Russell I want the stuff I stole."

      He didn't move. I lowered my voice a bit and said, "Jerry, do you want me to tell them? They don't know how I knew I could take Barney's hat. What do you want me to say about that?"

      Jerry was on the slow side, but I could see that he finally understood what I was threatening. For a second, I could see hurt on his face. I felt like a heel, but his feelings weren't as important as our lives. "Get him!" I repeated.

      He grabbed two gnomes next to him. "Come one, you heard her. She'll fry Barney."

      Reluctantly, the pair followed him as he dashed into the trailer. The rest shifted continuously, like a pack of wolves waiting for an opening. I had to waste a good bit of spray when one sneaky bastard tried to grab at my foot from under the deck stairs. He howled like a banshee when his stubby fingers got fried.

      There was a commotion from inside the house. A few seconds later, the two gnomes dragged a struggling Russell out, followed immediately by Jerry who held the bag full of stolen magical items. "You bitches are dead!" Russell screamed. He meant it. Amanda took a step back, and I pulled her closer.

      "It's going to be all right," I whispered even though my own hair was standing on end.

      "Jerry, bring the bag over here." The gnomes all turned his way. He looked about, clearly confused about what I was doing. He slowly approached with the bag of stolen items. He glowered at me as he set it down and returned to his friends.

      "Amanda, reach in there and find something that looks like a kid's tennis racquet. It's made of metal." She knelt and found it right away.

      "Here, switch with me." I handed her the make-shift flamethrower and took the racquet. Amanda startled me with her scream.

      "What?"

      "You're all wispy, like a ghost."

      The gnomes must have been startled, too, because several backed away. I looked at myself and saw that she was right. Good. This was going to be super tricky, though. Remembering what I did in the graveyard, I needed to be touching everything before I grabbed the racquet, or I'd slip right through. Therefore, I put it down, and dug into the bag for the horseshoe. I held it out to Amanda.

      "What are you doing?" she asked. "I've got all this," indicating the can and flare.

      "Here, tuck it under your arm. Trust me."

      She awkwardly did as I asked. Meanwhile, I pulled Barney's hat free.

      "You're not going to put that back on him?" Amanda asked in a panic.

      I lowered my voice, "When I do, I want you to shoot a ball of flame at him."

      "You're serious?"

      "He'll be fine. These guys are like lightning fast. Ready? Now."

      As soon as I put Barney's hat back on him, a lot of things happened at once. Barney came to life. He spun so quickly that I didn't think Amanda would fire the spray off before he tore into us, but she did. Barney did the most acrobatic backflip I'd ever seen to avoid being doused with flame. As soon as he landed, he lurched forward, but not before I reached over to touch Amanda and pick up the racquet. Barney flew right through us and landed on the ground.

      "You've made a serious mistake, sister," Barney said. His voice was full of menace now.

      "No," I answered, "it was you who traded unfairly. I kept my part of the bargain, and you tried to cheat me. New terms, or I'll torch everything in this bag."

      "Then you'll die."

      "Oh, I don't think so. With this racquet, you can't touch us. And, I'll burn down your fucking house, too."

      As if on cue, Amanda shot a short burst of flames at the deck. It caught fire and one of the gnomes began to stomp it out.

      Barney cocked his head to one side, and slowly began to smile. "I've seriously underestimated you, sister. What do you want?"

      "Like I said, new terms. I'm keeping the horseshoe, and you'll show me how to use it. I'm also keeping this racquet thingy. You can have all the rest."

      He stroked his beard. "How about," he said, "we let you leave here alive. I'll even let you keep the horseshoe."

      "You were going to give me a car. Remember? Forget that now. I'm keeping the racquet, too, for protection. You might renege on your part."

      Barney took a step closer. I nodded to Amanda, but before she fired off another shot, Barney said, "Ease up, ladies. Well played. We've got a deal."

      "Not just yet," I said. "You swear to show me how to use the horseshoe and to leave us alone; no retribution."

      He didn't say anything. The pack shifted around us. I might have overplayed the whole thing. Amanda looked like she was going to pee herself. Finally, Barney spoke. "Just one thing," he said, quietly. "How'd you get my hat?"

      How the hell did I know? "That's my secret. Do we have a deal?"

      "You're a much more powerful witch than I took you for."

      "I'm not a witch." Was I? Wouldn't I know if I was?

      "Sister, I don't think you have a clue who or what you are, but if you want to find out, maybe we could parley about it."

      What did he know? Was he just stalling? "Another time." My mother was still at home with no one looking out for her. I'd have to get answers another time. "Do we have a deal?"

      "You got a deal. I'll send one of the boys to show you what to do with the horseshoe."

      "Not Russell."

      "Not Russell," Barney agreed.

      "Send Jerry."

      "You think that's a good idea?"

      "Yeah, yeah, I do."

      "Done. I'll write it down for him. You want to drink on it?"

      "Raincheck. We'll wait for Jerry in our car."

      I pushed the bag forward with my foot to avoid tripping on it, but of course, my foot passed cleanly through. Barney noticed my mistake and smirked. "You want my advice? It's not too late to walk away."

      "Let me worry about that," I said angrily. "Come on, Amanda." Still keeping her under my protection, or the racquet's protection, we left, careful not to get too close to Barney who seemed to grow more amused by the second.

      "We keep our bargains, sister," he said. "But next time, I'll know who I'm dealing with."

      Once we got away, I removed my hand from Amanda so we could walk normally. "What was all that witch stuff about?"

      "You know as much as I do about it."

      We climbed into the car, and Amanda started the engine. She didn't look at me. "You could have gotten us killed."

      "I know. I'm sorry. It didn't go down like I thought it would. Barney--"

      "Barney, nothing," Amanda said angrily. "You went batshit crazy back there. They were going to kill us." Tears began to slide down her cheeks. I made to comfort her, but she jerked away. "You crossed a line tonight."

      I knew I had. I thought I was doing the right thing at the time, but she wasn't wrong. I wanted to say something to make it better for us. There just wasn't anything I could say right now. Jerry showed up a few minutes later and startled me with a loud knock on my window. I opened the door and pulled the seat forward to let him in. He sat back with his arms crossed against his chest, refusing to look my way.

      Amanda glanced at her mirror. "I know how you feel."

      Great, I get to ride with two pissed-off people.

      Jerry didn't answer her, either. Amanda slowly drove out of the park, the crunch of gravel louder in the silence of the car. Before we reached my house, I asked Amanda to run me by Trevor’s.

      “You're a piece of work, you know that?”

      “It’s not to see Trev. There’s something there I need.”

      Amanda complied, but I knew I was skating on thin ice. I couldn’t remember ever making her this angry before. “I’ll be right back,” I told Amanda as I ran into the backyard for the garage key. Trev sometimes kept a reserve stash of weed in a coffee can on one of the shelves. His dad knew he smoked but didn’t like it in the house. Trev often kept some around for after rehearsal.

      I got lucky and found a dime bag tightly rolled up. I opened it and took a sniff. It was a bit stale, nothing like the potent stuff we’d bought for the gnomes, but it would work. I stuffed it into a pocket and returned to the car. Given Amanda's freaky sense of smell, I was sure she'd comment on the pot. She didn't. Instead she eyed me angrily.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She pulled alongside the curb in front of my house. I got out and held the door for Jerry. “I’ll meet you on the back patio,” I told him.

      He glared at me and stomped off. I turned back to Amanda. “I really am sorry. I put you in a hell of a terrible situation.” She didn’t respond. “Okay, well, I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know how it works out.”

      Still, she didn’t say anything. I shut the door and turned to leave. Before I reached the house, she rolled down the passenger-side window and called me back. “You forgetting something?”

      “Oh shit.”

      Amanda passed the horseshoe and the racquet out the window. I took the horseshoe first. “Look after your mom."

      I didn't like the way she said it, like it was final or something. "I will," I whispered.

      She drove off. There was a lot I wanted to talk to her about. Barney’s witch accusation not the least of it; however, I knew now wasn’t the time.

      Jerry was waiting for me in the backyard like I’d asked. He sat on one of the wooden chairs with a piece of paper spread out before him.

      “What's that?” I asked.

      “What’s it look like?”

      “It looks like a piece of paper. Is it the instructions for using the horseshoe?”

      He held it out to me. I set the racquet down so I could take it. “That’s it?”

      He shrugged. The paper said to hang it anywhere on the house, ends up. “Where’s the spell or incantation? There has to be more to it.”

      “Boss said to tell you it’s already enchanted. All you have to do is hang it.”

      “He couldn’t have told me that?”

      Jerry rolled his eyes and looked away. “Okay, enough of the hurt feelings bullshit. You guys tried to screw me over, and I did the best that I could. I’m sorry I had to threaten to tell about your hat. How can I make it up to you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m apologizing. I owe you one.”

      Jerry scratched at his tiny beard, then he began to drop his britches.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Jerry put his hands on his hips and pointed at his aroused penis.

      “Oh my God, put that away!” I covered my eyes, but it was too late. His donkey-sized appendage would forever be burned in my memory.

      “You said you owed me.”

      “I’ll never owe you that much. Here.” I threw the pot at him.

      He caught the baggie and sniffed at it. “Pull up your pants, please,” I asked.

      Jerry covered himself up and tucked the pot away. Then, he eyed me suspiciously. “Okay, so what do you want?”

      “Nothing. Like I said, I’m sorry. It’s a peace offering.” I began looking for a spot to hang the horseshoe.

      “What are you doing?” Jerry asked.

      I told him. He held out his hand. “Give it here.”

      I hesitated. Would I, like, violate some obscure terms of the agreement if I voluntarily handed it over. I wasn’t sure. I passed it over on faith. Jerry, like the rest of his kind, might have a different set of morals, but I didn’t think he was going to screw me over. He didn’t touch the horseshoe directly but grasped it by using his shirt. I was about to ask him why, but he quickly walked off with it. “Hey…” I ran after him. He stopped in front of the house before bounding into the air. He caught the guttering one handed and flipped himself on the roof, all the while gingerly holding onto the horseshoe within his shirt. The next thing I knew, he walked up to the peak and fixed the horseshoe at the highest spot. Without a word, he dropped back to the ground. I peered up to see how he’d made it stick. He must have hung it on the nails that were there to string Christmas lights; not our Christmas lights, but the people before us.

      “It works better the higher you put it,” Jerry said.

      I took a second look at the instructions and saw that was right. I'd missed it the first time I looked. “Well, thanks,” I said, and then he trotted off without a word. I watched him disappear around the block. Only after he left did I remember to ask why he wouldn’t touch the horseshoe.

      I suddenly felt very alone. I looked up at the horseshoe, hoping it would do the trick because I was running out of friends and allies. As I went to retrieve the racquet, I remembered that I didn't have the bracelet. Oh, no. I’d left it with Amanda. I had a moment of panic because not only had it allowed me to see through illusions, but it seemed to have protected me from magic as well. Then, I remembered that I had the racquet, so nothing could touch me. I wasn't sure about spells, though. Maybe it wouldn't matter anyway, if the horseshoe did its job. At least there should be no more bad luck.

      Of course, without the bracelet I was worried that I'd lose the ability to see through the magic. Then, I began to fret whether Fraggle Rock would be able to sense where it was and go after Amanda. Would it protect her, too? I couldn’t decide if she’d be safer with it or without it. I decided to leave it with her for now because I didn't think anything else would happen tonight. I hoped not because I was wiped out.

      I stole into the house and checked in on my mother. Assured she was safe, I went to bed with the racquet tucked under my pillow.
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      “Tap, tap.”

      I’m pretty sure I swatted the sound away. “Tap, tap.” Damn birds. I pulled my pillow out from under my head to block the noise and bumped into something hard. Damn, what now? It took me a few seconds to realize what I was laying on. I pushed up and started to grab the magic racquet to fling it at the closet, but the tapping got my attention again. It became more insistent.

      I went to my window and drew back the curtains to frighten away the critter disturbing my sleep. A different sort of critter was standing there. Different, but not unfamiliar. I recognized the thin, weasel-like face immediately. I slid the window open.

      “What do you want?”

      Fraggle Rock looked pissed. His bushy eyebrows were pulled tightly together. “Now, you’ve gone and done it, haven’t you? Brought the whole damn bunch down on yourself.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I warned you,” he continued as if I hadn’t said anything. “I tried to get you to give back my bracelet and everything would be hunky dory, but no, you go off and stir up a hornet’s nest full of trouble. Well, what are you waiting for? You’ve got to get out of here.”

      My foggy brain was not tracking. I saw that it was light out. Ignoring the scowling Muppet, I glanced at my clock. It was after nine. Mom would have already left. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re talking about?” I asked.

      “No time. Did you or did you not, follow those no-good gnomes across the country and rip off a wizard’s house?”

      “How do you even know about it?”

      “Ah-ha, so you did. Damn, damn, damn…” He began walking in a tight circle, stomping his foot every few steps. On instinct, I reached for the racquet in case he tried anything. That flipped him out.

      “See, see! That’s what I’m talking about. They’ll want that back.”

      He couldn’t have seen the actual racquet from where he stood, but I realized I had that haziness about me. Emboldened because I knew he couldn’t touch me, I said, “Look, you can’t screw with me, or my mom. I hung the horseshoe on the roof’s peak last night. You can’t cause us any more bad luck.”

      That stopped him. “Stupid.” He turned and spoke to no one. “I didn’t sign on to this. I can’t fix stupid.” I peered up in case he was really talking to someone, but he wasn’t.

      “Who are you talking to?”

      He spun around. “No one. That wasn’t any old wizard’s house you ripped off. Oh, no, it belongs to the head magician, the head of the college. She’s coming after you.”

      “I got away. If they were going to follow me, they would have used the doghouse last night.”

      “They can’t use the portals, stupid--”

      “Quit calling me stupid. How the fuck should I know what they can and can’t do? All I know is that you got my mom’s car smashed, and you stole my silver frog. If you hadn’t showed up, then none of this would have happened.”

      I thought for a minute. “If they can’t use the portal, how can they find me?”

      He placed his stick-like hands on his hips. “Because the gnomes told them.”

      “What? Hang on. I’m coming out.”

      “You better hurry. They’ll be here soon.”

      I reached for my chest of drawers with my free hand which passed right through. I set the racquet on top and grabbed a pair of shorts out of a drawer and pulled them on. I still wore the t-shirt I’d slept in. I took up the racquet again, squeezed my eyes shut and walked through my bedroom wall. When I opened my eyes, Fraggle was waiting on the porch. I noticed he was talking to my mother’s plants.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Clarifying a few things here. Never mind. You got a place you can hide?”

      “I’m not hiding anywhere until you tell me what’s going on. Start with what you were saying about the gnomes.”

      “Did you think you could waltz right in and steal a bunch of magical talismans from those wizards? It was a setup, right from the beginning. Once the gnomes saw that you could manipulate my bracelet, they contacted the wizards.”

      “I don’t understand--”

      He suddenly sprinted off. I moved to follow him, but he was already straddling my back fence. “Run, hide,” he yelled. “I’ll find you later.”

      I went to the side of the house for a look. A car was pulling along the curb. I didn’t wait to see who was getting out. I ducked back inside to grab my tennis shoes, again skipping the door. I ran into trouble because I couldn’t actually touch them. On the third attempt, I dropped the racquet and got them on. I frantically looked for my purse and found it on the living room table. Someone was at the door. They knocked loudly. With my purse in hand, I snatched up the racquet again. I had to remember to grab whatever I wanted to carry before touching the racquet.

      I slipped out through the patio and passed Mom’s sunning plants. I thought I heard someone coming to the side of the house. I went the other way through the side fence into the neighbor’s yard.

      About that time, Mrs. Hernandez’s ankle-biting chihuahua discovered me trespassing and went on the attack. His loud yips raised the alarm. I didn’t want to try and explain why I was hiding, so I made to leave even as Chewbacca went for my left heel. He, however, only got air because of the racquet. I left the bewildered dog and walked right through the gate to the driveway.

      I turned and saw that Fraggle wasn’t lying about the wizards. I thought I recognized one of them. He might have been the guy from the stairs. I definitely recognized the woman as soon as she got out of the car. She looked remarkably put-together considering that she had to have caught a redeye flight to get here this early. Her dark hair was coiled tightly into a bun and she wore a modest skirt and blouse. Despite our front door being locked, she walked right in, not through it like I’d done, but like she had a magic key or whatever. Bitch. One guy remained on the front steps. I wasn’t sure if he was the person I’d heard in my backyard or if there were three of them. Even two would have been two too many.

      The fellow out front was scanning up and down the street. When he looked my way, I ducked flat behind Mrs. Hernandez’s car. I tried to see from underneath but couldn’t. A banging on glass behind me got my attention. Mrs. Hernandez was standing at her living room window, with Chewbacca in her arms, glowering at me. I waved and pretended like I was looking for something. Mrs. Hernandez was a nice lady, but she probably wanted to know what I was doing around her car. A second later, she opened her front door and called to me, “Jen, what are you doing? Were you in the backyard, too?”

      I got to my knees. “I lost something, a, um, a hat. The wind caught it and swept it off my head.”

      She stepped out and looked about. There was no wind. “Not today,” I offered lamely. “Last night when I was watering Mom’s plants. I couldn’t see it in the dark.”

      Chewbacca was growling at me which was not something he did when he was safely tucked in Mr. Hernandez’s arms.

      “What is it Bebe? Jen… Is there something wrong with my eyes this morning?”

      Uh-oh. I quickly set the racquet down. Mrs. Hernandez rubbed her eyes with her free hand. “Oh, that’s better. For a minute, Jen, you looked all crazy.”

      Our conversation had gotten the attention of the guard at my door. He was trying to figure out who Mrs. Hernandez was speaking to.

      “Okay, well, it’s not here,” I said, still on my knees.

      “Who’s that at your house?” she asked.

      “Hmm, oh, um, shh,” I said as I crawled closer. “I think they’re from the cable company.”

      “You stealing cable again?”

      “Not now. I disconnected it as soon as my mom figured it out. I didn't think it was, like, really illegal, anyway."

      “How could you not know it’s illegal?" She looked up like she was asking the angels for guidance.

      "Listen, I don’t want them to catch me. I’m going to go.”

      “You should talk to them. Maybe they will work with you.”

      “Now’s not a good time.” I popped my head high enough to look over the trunk of her car. The woman had now stepped back out on the porch. I grabbed the racquet again; I’d have to risk looking like a ghost. “Gotta go, Mrs. Hernandez,” I said, and I jogged away bent double until I thought it was safe to straighten up and bolt.

      The one big advantage I had in avoiding the wizards was that I knew my neighborhood. Once I put a few houses between us, I was confident that I would lose them. Unfortunately, there was no easy way to get to Amanda’s without backtracking and possibly getting caught. For a second, I contemplated just running through objects, like any walls or houses, but I would for sure be seen, and I didn’t want to freak out my whole neighborhood. Then, I thought if I could get to Trevor’s place, I could use his phone and call Amanda. Maybe she’d had enough time to cool off and would come get me, or at least bring the bracelet.

      About midway down my block, I could see the wizards getting back into their vehicle. I hesitated to see if they’d turn around which would allow me to go the direction I really wanted to go. They didn’t. Instead, they crept along, apparently intent on searching block by block.

      I was standing next to a prickly rose bush alongside Mr. Freeman’s driveway. He’d done his best to kill off the bush since his wife died a few years ago, but it kept coming back. I think it was Mrs. Freeman’s final revenge on him. I was about to skirt it when I remembered I was now incorporeal. I waved a blurry hand through the bush, half expecting to be skewered by a nasty thorn but instead, my hand passed right through. Cool. I walked right into the middle of it and turned around. I considered squatting and hiding, but the plant wasn’t very tall and didn’t provide much cover.

      Since the racquet was still doing its job, I decided to risk dashing through a few yards, especially since I wouldn’t have to clamber over the tops of people’s fences. I bolted through Mr. Freeman’s garage, his patio barbeque, and right through the wooden fence he shared with his backyard neighbor. Each time that I moved through something substantial, I couldn’t help but wince. It didn’t take me long to escape from my neighborhood. 

      I think I freaked a guy out as he waited for his bus when I walked right through a cinder block wall that surrounded our subdivision. He ran off as the bus approached. On a whim, I decided to climb aboard only to realize I had no money. I tucked the racquet under my arm to make a pointless check of my shorts as the bus stopped and its driver opened the door. She must have seen me fumbling for change. “Look,” the driver said, “either you got the fair or a pass, or you got no ride.”

      “I, um, shoot. I have a student pass. Only, I must have left it.”

      The woman began pulling the door closed. “Sorry, nobody rides for free,” she said, clearly annoyed at me.

      At that moment, I saw the car with the wizards waiting to leave my neighborhood and pull into traffic. If the bus drove off without me, I had nowhere to hide. I took a step back, realizing that when I stopped holding the racquet, I was completely solid again. I guess that’s why the driver didn’t react. As the bus turned on its signal and started to merge, I regripped the racquet in my hand and ran to the rear of the bus. Then, I closed my eyes and stepped into it. I was poking halfway through the floor. Luckily, the few riders were facing forward. The bus began to pick up speed, and I had to run to keep up. I tried to reach out and pull myself up the rest of the way but only succeeded in flailing my arms around. I almost tossed the racquet on the floor but stopped myself. What if I suddenly became solid? I might be impaled by the bus. That sent a shiver through me. I might have just killed myself. Barney's warning came to mind; this stuff was dangerous.

      I was straining to remain hidden in the bus but within a few yards, it began to pull away. Even at a full sprint, it left me standing in the middle of a busy street. A car behind me hit its breaks and skidded about a foot too late. Fortunately, I was untouchable. Unfortunately, a quick chain reaction happened, and several cars slammed on their breaks. The result was predictable and before I could do a thing, there were two or three minor accidents.

      On the plus side, while I was trying to get on the bus, the car carrying the wizards had passed by. They were already well ahead before I created the small pileup. There was a chance that they’d missed the whole thing. Meanwhile, a big, fat guy climbed out of his pickup, which had been rear ended, and he was heading my way. He was glaring at me. In fact, several people started in on me. I didn’t have time to apologize or even see if everyone was okay. I took off.

      I had run for a while when I discovered that the racquet wasn't making me fuzzy anymore. I slowed enough to check for sure. My body and arms appeared completely solid. I shifted the racquet around to see if it had something to do with the way I was holding it. It didn't. I even searched for a spot to put batteries. I didn't find anything and felt sort of stupid for looking. That got me wondering about a few things, like why I didn't freak out anyone involved in the fender benders, and how come, if I was nothing but air, I didn't sink into the ground? For that matter, if a stout wind came along, would I simply blow away?

      I didn't have an answer for any of it. From the first, I was able to use the racquet without sinking into the ground. I could only guess that whoever made it, put some rules on it. If I got it working again, I'd have to experiment.

      All around me, heavy, morning traffic buzzed by, but no one paid attention to a lone girl walking on the sidewalk. Most importantly, the car carrying my pursuers was nowhere in sight. Now that I had a minute to think, I began to wonder why Fraggle had tried to warn me. Why, unless, maybe he was worried he wouldn't get his bracelet back if the magicians caught me? How had he known they were after me or that they'd come across the country to find me? And he said the gnomes tipped them off. That might explain a few things—bastards. They sort of double-double-crossed me. I wondered what the gnomes gained by working with them.

      There were a lot of unknowns. My immediate concern was finding a safe spot so I could figure out what to do next. I didn't think it was safe to return to my neighborhood just then. I still thought my best bet was to try Trevor's house. It wasn't too far away now. I decided to walk because I didn't know how much running I was going to have to do later. I also noticed that my laces were loose and the shoestrings were flopping around with each step. It was a miracle that I hadn't taken a nosedive already. I knelt to tie them. Before I finished, I looked up and saw the car full of my pursuers drive by on the opposite side of the road. They whizzed past, seemingly missing me while I was crouched down. I saw that I was somewhat obscured by the shade of a nearby tree. I couldn't believe my luck.

      Luck. The horseshoe. Maybe? I waited a few seconds before rising. The easiest way to Trevor's was to keep going on the same street for almost another mile. I didn't want to risk being seen, however, even if I was somehow protected by a streak of luck. I took a smaller street at the next corner. The new direction would add an extra twenty minutes by foot, but I thought it was worth it. Away from the busier street, I felt calmer. My mind returned to the many unanswered questions. Suddenly, I thought of my mother. Whatever I did, I had to keep her from the house. I had no idea how I was going to do that. I began to hurry.
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      Before I reached Trevor's, I lagged a few houses away to make sure the woman and her associates weren't waiting for me. It was a stupid thought, but there were grounds for my paranoia. They weren't there, but Trevor was, at least his dad's truck was. I hurried to the house and knocked on the front door. No one answered. I went to the window and peered in. No lights; no movement. I rang the doorbell and again got no reply. I stood on the stoop wondering what was going on. I guessed it was possible that they had gotten home and then left again. Trevor's car hadn't moved from where he'd parked it days ago, though, so if they weren't home, someone must have given them a ride. I decided to go in anyway.

      Rex greeted me at the back of the house. I saw that he had fresh water. The swamp cooler was also still dripping after being hosed down. "Hey, buddy, where's everybody?”

      Rex lifted a spotted paw for me to shake. "That's a good boy," I cooed. Obviously encouraged by my baby-talk, he laid back and exposed his belly for me to scratch. I spent a couple of seconds petting the old dog. "Go on, boy. Go lay down." He lumbered off, and I retrieved the garage key.

      I needn't have bothered because it was open, as was the door into the house. I put the key back. The guys didn't always lock up the house, especially if they weren't going to be away long. It appeared that I might have just missed them, so maybe they'd be back soon. I was somewhat hesitant about the meeting. Hey, so, why didn't you tell me you were a werewolf? Or...guess what? I've been hanging with some dopehead gnomes, and they sold me out to a bunch of evil wizards! What if Amanda had been wrong and Trevor and his dad weren't werewolves? They might want to have me committed.

      As it turned out, all my worries were for nothing. I got myself a Coke from the fridge and sat down a minute to think. The cooler was moving the evaporated air around well enough to cool me off. When I popped open my drink, I thought I heard a noise above the droning fan of the cooler. I set my Coke on the table and grabbed my racquet. The kitchen was only dimly lit from the morning light seeping through the living room window, but I could see that I remained solid. Maybe the object's magic was used up for good. Who knew? Anyway, it was solid enough to hit an intruder. I tip-toed down the hall until I stood in front of Trevor's closed bedroom door. I eased it open a few inches at a time. It was darker in there than in the hall, making it hard to see if someone was waiting to jump me. When my eyes adjusted, I saw someone on the bed. "Trev?" I whispered.

      "He won't hear you."

      I almost shit myself. I spun around and completely forgot I was supposed to whack any would-be attackers with my racquet. That was a good thing because it was Charlie, Trevor's dad. "Oh my God," I said. "You scared the hell out of me."

      He pointed to the racquet. "You taking up badminton?"

      "What? Oh, no, it's… never mind. What's going on?"

      "Come on. We'll talk in the kitchen."

      I started to shut the door, but he said to leave it open. "It'll let in more cool air, and like I said, he won't hear us."

      Charlie led the way, and I reluctantly followed. I took one last concerned look at my comatose boyfriend. Charlie retrieved a cold beer. Another unusual thing because I never saw him drink in the morning. He looked like he might need it. His normal rough stubble was now the beginnings of a full beard. His eyes were bloodshot.

      "You look like hell," I said.

      He ran a tired hand over his face. "Missed a few night's sleep."

      "Chasing the moon?" I said.

      His eyes narrowed. "What?"

      I took a deep breath. "I have recently discovered that magic is real: gnomes are real; elves are real; goblins are real; and werewolves are real; at least wereskunks are real, so all indications are that werewolves are real, too."

      Charlie took a long swig of his beer. "Yeah…"

      "Yeah? Really? Not, ‘holy shit for real,’ or ‘you're fucking crazy’?"

      He sighed. "Why don't you tell me what's been going on?"

      "First, what's wrong with Trev? Is he all right?"

      Charlie put his strong forearms on the table as if to steady himself. “He’s fine. He’s worn out. That’s all.”

      “Like you?”

      He shook his head. “I’m used to it. It’s harder when you’re young.”

      “‘It’ being?” I asked.

      “The change.”

      He took another drink of his beer. It was clear he didn’t like talking about it, so I greased the conversation. “What I said about seeing a wereskunk wasn’t a joke. At the mall, one changed right in front of me.”

      “The mall? Really? Huh. Which way was the transformation?”

      “Um, one minute he was a little critter, and the next, he was a guy.”

      “Interesting. That’s not how it is for us.” He snapped his finger. “We don’t just change. In that, it’s like the movies. It’s ugly and brutal and painful.”

      “So, how come it wasn’t like that with the skunk man, err, boy?”

      He shrugged. “Different species; different rules. If nobody noticed, though, they had to have crossed over recently.”

      “What are you saying? Crossed over from where?”

      “The people you’ve seen, elves, goblins, all the rest, they come from another world. Their magic is stronger at first.”

      “You’re from another world?”

      “No, not me, or Trevor. Our ancestors were. Well, mine were.”

      “I’m getting lost. Can you take it from the top? What world?”

      “There’s another world--very different from ours--a world with an entirely different set of rules, a place where magic is as natural as, say, gravity. For a long time, people passed easily between them. The magic folk did, anyway. The rulers of the other world, however, put a stop to it, at least for the wizards. They stopped crossing hundreds of years ago. But not the rest of us. Our magic was different; we were different. We could still cross.”

      “I don’t understand. Elves, werewolves, wizards, aren’t they all magical creatures?”

      “No. We’re different. The wizards can manipulate the world and people, but they aren’t made of magic. Well, that’s not quite right. Look, I’m not an authority. All I have are stories, passed down through generations. Most of us, those who are human enough or who can appear human, often end up marrying regular folk. Over generations, the abilities, sometimes even magic, fades.”

      “But you’re still a werewolf, right?”

      “Yeah. My great-grandfather ’pierced the veil‘ they like to call it. He married a normal woman, as did their two children and so on. Each generation was more human than the last. I feel the pull of the moon, but…”

      “But?”

      A deep shadow covered his face. “I stopped changing not long after Trevor’s mother left.”

      “She was human? She knew?” I asked.

      “No, I mean she wasn’t human. She was pureblood. Her parents were first generation immigrants. She ran under the stars and, for a while, I ran with her, but like I said, as I got older, I found it harder to change.”

      “So, no turning into a werewolf because you get bit?”

      He grinned. “No, that’s pure Hollywood. You can get an infection, though.”

      “So, no wolf-man either?”

      “One or the other, man or wolf. Big, intelligent wolves, but still wolves.”

      Something occurred to me. “Then, Trevor is more like his mom?” Charlie nodded. “What happened to her?”

      “After he was born, we fought a lot; that’s an understatement. She would leave. She stayed away longer and longer, until one day, she didn’t come back. For a lot of years, I went looking for her, I’m ashamed to say. Back then, I could still become a wolf, sometimes. I’ve run every forest in California at one time or another. Never a sign. Now, I take Trev. He searches for her.”

      “Sounds like you’re using him as a bloodhound.”

      “No, not for me. I finally gave up. Trevor didn’t, though. He never has. Regardless, his bloodline is so strong, he can’t fight the change yet. We have to go away when it’s upon him, and he still wants to find her. So, every full moon we go on a camping trip.”

      “Where’d you go this time?”

      “Washington State, close to the Canadian border. No luck,” he said sadly.

      I think he was fooling himself because he didn’t look like he was over her, or ever would be. I decided to change the subject. “You know about the rest of the magic beings, the wizards, too?”

      “Not a lot, especially about trolls and elves and such. I know they're like us, displaced people, and funny as it might sound, they marry regular people, too.”

      I pictured the gross-looking, frog things from Red Lion’s kitchen and the way they flirted with some of the waitresses. “Not so strange,” I admitted. He raised an eyebrow, but I didn’t want to get into it. “And the wizards?”

      “That’s a different story. They keep their secrets closer to the vest. This much I know, they are the masters where they come from. It’s why most of us, including my ancestors, left. Another thing, they’ve wanted to do the same here, right from the start, but their magic isn’t as strong here.”

      “Then, they leave you alone?”

      “Mostly, though not always. They still have power, don’t get me wrong, but not enough to put us under their thumbs, like in the other world. Now, why don’t you tell me what’s going on with you?”

      I hesitated. Somehow or other, I was connected to these people, the magicians anyway; I had to be, otherwise how come all their stuff worked for me? Or, as with the bracelet, how come its magic kept working even after I didn’t have it? Then, there was Amanda, the bracelet worked for her, too. It didn’t after she took it off, though. I thought about her extraordinary sense of smell. I bet somewhere in her family tree, there was a witch, or maybe even a werewolf.

      “Do you have an overdeveloped sense of smell, even when you’re not, you know?”

      “Walking on all fours?” he smirked. “Sure. Not quite as good as old Rex out there but close. I could tell you what was on the hamburger you ate yesterday by your breath.”

      “That’s disgusting. Amanda’s isn’t that strong,” I thought out loud.

      “Your friend? Oh, she’s got some werewolf in her all right, from way, way back, I bet. It’s got to be almost bred out of her line now, but the strong sense of smell is the last to go.”

      “Wait,” I said, “like Smitty, Trev’s cousin? Amanda thought he was a werewolf. You too for that matter.”

      “Did she now? Good for her. She’s half right anyway. Smitty is on my side, less werewolf than even I am. He doesn’t transform.”

      “He’s got the good hair, though.”

      Charlie spit out some of his beer. “Sorry,” he said, “that’s funny. I’ll have to share that one.”

      “It’s true. You all have great hair and teeth.”

      He pulled his lips back. “Never had a single cavity.”

      “Hmm, that’s interesting. Anyway, so here’s what happened a couple of nights ago.” I told him about everything, even stealing Trev’s birthday present, which I’d have to replace when the day came because his dad would know that I stole it. Charlie asked a few questions but mostly listened. Clearly, some of the things I told him bothered him, especially when I said how I followed the gnomes through the doghouse. He studied me for a long time. 

      “You know, the first time Trevor brought you around, I liked you, even before you said a single thing. You had this smell about you, like a garden, like a great big bouquet of flowers. It wasn’t a perfume, and I used to wonder where it came from. The first time I met your mom, I knew; it came from her.”

      “She does love her plants,” I said. “Maybe, you know with your advanced nose, you smell them on us, like the pollen, maybe?”

      He shook his head. “Nope, not it. I can smell fresh dirt under your nails if you dug in the ground, even after you wash them. This is deeper than that. The smell comes from you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. It means you and your mom are unique. Possibly some magical creatures in your closet as well. Got to be something special there, though, if what you’re telling me is true.”

      “Can you do magic?” I asked.

      “Not me, or even Trev, though I guess some folks might think so. We can sniff out anything, see almost perfectly at night, and never get lost.” He smiled, “And we have great hair.” He sobered a bit. “But if you can, I don’t know where that comes from. What do you know about your dad?”

      “Nothing, absolutely nothing. Mom kind of spaces out whenever I bring him up. Oh my God, Mom. I’ve got to warn her. They’ve already been to my house. Can I use your phone? I can leave a message for her at work. She usually checks in during the day in case her itinerary changes.”

      “Sure, absolutely. You can use Trev’s; he won’t wake up. Or use the one in here.”

      I nodded and reached for the nearby kitchen phone. Charlie waited while I dialed. I was about to call Barbara, the office secretary, when I hesitated. What was I going to say? Please tell my mom not to go home because angry wizards are looking for me. I cradled the receiver in the crook of my arm and the dial tone began to beep.

      “What’s wrong?” Charlie asked.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to say. I’m not sure what we’re going to do.”

      “Hang up a sec. Maybe you need to slow down a bit and think everything through.”

      “I’ve done nothing but think. I guess the only way to keep my mom and me safe is to give everything back even…”

      “Even, what?” Charlie asked.

      “Even that bracelet to Fraggle Rock.”

      “Who?”

      “It’s the name I gave the guy who stole my frog. I guess I could have stopped all this right at the beginning if I’d given it back. I just…” I didn’t feel like airing my reasons out in the open again. Against what was happening, they seem completely lame.

      Charlie let me off the hook. “Okay, first, why don’t you see if your mom will come here after work. It should be safe, and you can tell her what’s going on. She’s a smart woman, and she’s your mom, so she can help you figure out what to do.”

      Of course, that seemed like good advice, but Charlie’s words about us being unique worried me. If there was something from our past, likely as not, Mom would totally blank on it; worse, she might drift away to la-la land. “I told you,” I said. “Whenever I ask about our past or my father, Mom shuts down. I mean, she doesn’t only avoid talking about it, she literally shuts down. I’m afraid if I lay this on her, that’s the response I’ll get.”

      He remained silent for a bit. “Then,” he finally said, “let's try and think this thing out and come up with another alternative.”

      I hung up the phone.
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      We spent the rest of the day making preparations. Charlie was a saint, and I was incredibly grateful for his help. Up to then, I’d had to rely on myself or Amanda. As much as I hated to admit it, having an actual adult help me figure things out made me feel better. The first thing I did was call Barbara and make sure that Mom stayed put at her office when she was done.

      “Well, how’s that going to work?” Barbara asked. “I hadn’t planned on waiting around tonight. I have choir practice at seven and I need to cook--”

      I cut her off. “It’s okay, Barbara. I’ll get her a ride home.”

      Something about that must have set her radar off; Barbara always was a little nosey. “What do you have planned? Something special, I hope. Your Mom could surely use something to take her mind off everything.”

      “Definitely special,” I said, “and a surprise. Can you make sure she stays put for me?”

      “It would be easier if you let me in on it,” she said.

      When I didn’t say anything, she sighed, actually sighed, “Well, then, okay if that’s the way it’s going to be. I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thanks, Barbara.”

      My next mission was to retrieve the bracelet. Charlie offered to drive me, but he still looked like he was one step ahead of passing out. “Can I use Trev’s car or the truck?”

      That seemed to worry him, so I quickly added, “I’ll be super careful.”

      He waved off my concern. “It’s not the vehicles I’m worried about. It’s you out there alone again.”

      “I’ll go straight to Amanda’s. She might even come back with me.”

      His eyes reflected the question in his head.

      “She’s very mad at me right now because of the way things went down last night, not that I can blame her. It's why I think I need to talk to her in person instead of just calling.”

      “Okay, get the bracelet and get back as quickly as you can. Take Trevor’s car. An extra key is by the phone.”

      “You should go lay down while I’m gone,” I suggested.

      “I’ll sleep when I’m dead. We’re going to need some help, I think. I’ll call in a few favors. But don’t worry about me.”

      I gave him a big hug and left. Trevor had left the convertible top up fortunately, so I didn’t have to mess with it. I didn’t want to risk being seen cruising around town with the top down. By car, it would only take a few minutes to Amanda’s. Unfortunately, her house was close to mine. I hoped no one was patrolling my neighborhood.

      As it turned out, no one was home, not even Archie. That wasn’t good. I didn’t have a hidden key to get in, either. Even if her brother had been home, I didn’t think I'd find the bracelet laying around. Amanda wouldn't leave it unattended. I hoped she wouldn’t anyway. She knew how valuable it was no matter how angry she was with me. As for her whereabouts, my best guess was that she was at work. I quickly returned to the car and left my neighborhood.

      Albertsons wasn’t very far either. I was anxious, though, that Amanda wouldn’t be there, and also a little anxious that she would be. After walking around the store a bit, I found her stacking bananas in the produce section. She didn’t stop when she saw me, not a good sign.

      “Hey, you weren’t home.”

      She sat a small bunch of green bananas down. “I’m working. What do you need?” Ouch.

      I’d already apologized, so groveling wasn’t going to help. Time was my only ally, but I didn’t have any. “Um, I need the bracelet back.”

      I was about to explain why, but the look she gave me was so frigid, my explanation died on my tongue. She pulled the bracelet out of her pocket. “Here, I didn’t think it was smart to leave it at my house.”

      I took it.

      “Well?” she asked. “Is that it?”

      Again, I hesitated. I wanted to tell her about the morning and about talking to Charlie and about how I was going to try and set everything right. Instead, I said, “Yeah, pretty much. Thanks.”

      I hoped she’d ask me what I was going to do. Instead, she placed the last bunch of new fruit on the shelf and began to gather up the boxes.

      “Okay, I’ll um, talk to you later, I guess.”

      She didn’t stop working or say anything, so I left. Amanda had been angry with me before, and sometimes it took a couple of days for her to come around. The best thing I could do was let her be. It was unfortunate because of the timing; I could use her help.

      I drove straight back to Trev's house. I wasn't surprised to see Charlie's truck gone. He was going to retrieve the magic horseshoe and leave a note to Fraggle Rock in the doghouse. I wasn't sure what he had planned next.

      The house was quiet except for the swamp cooler's rotating fan. I looked in on Trev. He hadn't moved an inch since I last saw him. Despite what Charlie said, I went to see if he was okay. His skin felt warm even though his room was cool. I rested my hand on his back and felt it slowly rising and falling with his breathing. I wondered how long he'd be out. I started to close his door but remembered what Charlie said about nothing waking him, so I left it open. As warm as he was running, he probably needed the cooler's air.
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      The late morning stretched into the early afternoon. I piddled as much as possible. I watched the TV for a while as the networks rotated through their regular programming of game shows, news, and soaps. I cuddled with Rex. I ate a sandwich. By 2:30 I was getting concerned. How long did it take to climb a ladder and take down a horseshoe? I wondered if Charlie had decided to get some reinforcements. By three, I couldn't wait any longer because my mom would be returning to her office to pick up Barbara. There was a chance that that's where Charlie was headed; he was supposed to get my mother, but he was also supposed to come home first. If something had happened to him, though, I couldn't risk it.

      I retrieved the racquet and found that it was working again. I became sort of wispy. I quickly set it back on the kitchen table. It definitely needed time to recharge itself. I didn't want to use its magic all up in case I needed it later. I opened a few drawers and found an oven mitt. When I picked up the racquet with the mitt, avoiding direct contact, nothing happened, just as I'd hoped.

      Fortified with the bracelet of invulnerability, my new name for it, and the racquet of, nothingness, that didn't sound as good--racquet of invisibility...better--I snatched up Trev's car keys. I wasn't worried about borrowing his car; I was a little worried about him, though. I thought about calling Ronnie or one of the other guys to see if they'd look in on Trev. However, given his condition, I didn't know how to explain it to them. I could have said he was sick or recovering from too much partying. Ronnie could respect that. On the other hand, I had no idea what Trev might be like when he woke up. Having someone unexpected there might freak him out. I didn't have time to dilly-dally over it, so I left and hoped that Trev would be okay.

      Mom's office was located on the north end of town, near the airport. It was a rinky-dink little airport for commuter travel within the state, nothing like a real airport, like LAX or anything. There was an industrial park close by where my mom stocked her car for setting up cookie displays and such. The actual office was at the front of the building. There, Barbara had her desk facing a window that looked out at the parking lot. The manager had his behind a closed door, but he was seldom in because he ran back and forth between several warehouses. I'd never met the guy. When I'd asked Mom about it, she said he preferred working out of Fresno.

      By the time I arrived, Mom was already waiting; Barbara was too, probably sticking around to make sure Mom wasn't left stranded. Neither looked very pleased when I showed up.

      "What's going on?" Mom asked. "Did you hear something about school?"

      "School? Wait, what? Oh, um, no, nothing like that. Trevor and his dad invited us over, that's all, for a barbeque."

      "That's the big surprise?" Barbara said.

      Mom gave me a sour look and apologized to her friend. Then, she said to me, "It's been a long day. You should have checked before making plans for me. I'm not in the mood for socializing tonight.”

      “Anyway,” she said turning to Barbara, “thanks for sticking around. I know you’ve got things to do. Come on, Jen. You can take me home now."

      Once in the car, she let me have it. "Jen, you know better than to spring something like this on me."

      "It's only a barbecue, Mom, not a trip to China. I thought you'd be happy not to have to cook or anything, and you like Charlie."

      "Charlie is not the issue. Springing things on me is. I don't know what you're up to, but we're going home. At least I am."

      I began to plead my case, but when she crossed her arms, I knew that no amount of arguing was going to change her mind. It was all I could do to drive and keep my panicked thoughts to myself. I wondered what had happened to Charlie. If he had picked her up, then she probably would have gone with him out of politeness alone. None of that mattered now. There was no way I could take her home, though. I had to come up with something fast.

      Traffic was heavy on the intercity highway which for once made me grateful. But as we approached our exit, I was scrambling for an epiphany. As we got closer to our subdivision, I said, "Okay, so no barbeque. How about we stop for a bite at Sizzlers, or anyplace else that sounds good?"

      "I'm tired, Jen. You are welcome to do whatever you want tonight, but I'm going--"

      "When was the last time you saw my father?" Boom! The nuclear option. I had no choice. Our street was only a few blocks away.

      Mom stopped in mid sentence. I glanced sideways at her. Her mouth hung open, and she was staring straight ahead. I hoped her brain freeze would last long enough to get to Trevor's. Maybe once there, I could convince her to stay.

      I kept glancing over as I hurried. When the turn to Trev's came up, I didn’t hesitate. The other way led to my house. Winding my way through his neighborhood, I kept looking at Mom. She no longer seemed as if she were in a coma. She had closed her mouth for one thing, and she began to blink again. I hurried.

      Relief flooded through me when I saw Charlie's truck parked in the drive. There were other cars out front, too, and none of them was the vehicle that had chased me earlier. By now, Mom was beginning to come to her senses. I quickly pulled to the curb and jumped out. I ran to the other side and opened her door. "Hey, Mom, we're here."

      She glanced left and right, clearly disoriented, suddenly a little frightened. I bullied on. "Come on, Mom. You said you'd stop in for at least a few minutes.”

      She blinked unknowingly. “I, did?”

      “Yeah. You getting out?”

      As she did, Charlie came from the house and rushed over. “Hey, glad you could make it. I just put the briquettes on. Everybody’s in the back.” He gave me a knowing look as we headed to the backyard where the music was coming from. I wondered who Charlie had wrangled into coming on such short notice.

      Smitty and his crew met us on the patio. They were busy: pouring ice into a cooler and filling it with Coke; bringing chairs out from the garage; carrying chips and melon from the kitchen. Charlie introduced Mom to everyone and quickly had her seated with a paper plate of watermelon in her lap.

      Charlie had an easy way about him, and he quickly had Mom engaged in small talk as he pulled up a chair next to her. I wasn’t sure what to do until he got up and excused himself. Smitty arrived as if on cue to keep her occupied.

      “Hey, Mrs. Knight. You remember me?”

      “Sure, I do. You’re Trevor’s cousin, right?

      I followed Charlie into the house. I stopped when I heard Mom ask about Trevor. Smitty had it covered, however, and told her he wasn’t feeling well and was lying down.

      Once inside, I asked Charlie what happened.

      “I got the horseshoe down without any problems, but when I went to round up my relations, I got a flat tire. The spare was flat as well.”

      “That’s--”

      “Not right. I know. Both were in good shape. It was more than a coincidence. Anyway, I was out in the middle of nowhere, so I had to walk to a gas station and get some help. By the time I was on the road again, it was too late to pick up your mother. I tried calling the house from the gas station, but no one picked up.”

      “I never heard the phone ring,” I said. “Do you think…”

      He shrugged. “Who knows? It would be an awful coincidence if someone wasn’t screwing with us. Anyway, what was wrong with your mom? She seemed out of sorts.”

      “She didn’t want to come. I had to, um, pull a fast one.”

      “A fast one,” he repeated. “Meaning?”

      “I told you if I mentioned my father, she spaces out. That’s what I did.”

      Charlie didn’t say anything, but I could tell he didn’t approve.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” I said defensively.

      “I’m not judging.” He looked out of the window, whether to check on Mom or to avoid looking at me. He was judging.

      “Question is,” he said, “will she stay long enough for us to return everything?”

      “She has to because I can’t think of another option. I do think we better get going soon, though. I don’t want to be there after dark and have the gnomes to contend with too.” I joined him at the window. “Think she’ll be okay here with the guys? Safe, I mean?”

      “I thought so,” he said, “before flat tires and missed calls. I hoped no one would know where we were.”

      He must have seen the worried look on my face. “Well, none of the boys are full-blooded wolves, but they’re a tough lot. They’ll protect her as best they can.”

      There was no point in delaying. Charlie and I had talked it out earlier. If I gave back everything I stole from the magicians, then they had no good reason to hound me. Of course, they might be pissed about having to come all this way, but that was why I’d kept the bracelet for some protection. Then, I’d give it back to Fraggle Rock. I explained it in the letter Charlie put in the doghouse. That reminded me. “You did drop off the note, right?”

      “I did. Let’s hope he stays out of it.”

      “He did warn me, though I have no idea why. Anyway, I promised him I’d return the bracelet as soon as I got the wizards off my back.”

      Smitty came in at that moment. “Hey, so what’s the plan? Are you guys going or what?”

      “Yeah, I’ll see if I can convince Mom to stay put for an hour or so.”

      “Convince?” Charlie said.

      “Yeah, convince. Nothing else.” Smitty looked confused. “Nothing. I’ll be right back,” I said.

      Tom was talking to my mother. I knew he and Smitty were friends, but I guessed they must be related too since Charlie invited him. I stepped into their conversation, something about his mother trying to grow melons and epically failing. That gave me an idea. I quickly ducked back in the house.

      “Smitty, do me a favor. Go out there and start talking about gardening.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “No, seriously. Look, Mom didn’t even want to come, but if you can get her talking about taking care of plants and things, she can go on for a long time.”

      “I don’t know shit about plants?”

      “Make up something, like, um, I don’t know, something.”

      “You really think that will keep her occupied the whole time you’re gone? You don’t think she’s going to notice you aren’t here?”

      “I’ll tell her I’m checking on Trev. Then, you just keep her talking.”

      He turned to Charlie. “What about you?”

      “I’ll say I’m going for more ice. If we don’t run into problems, we can make it there and back in less than an hour, I’d say. Go ahead and have Tom or one of the other boys start grilling.”

      “All right,” he said dubiously. He wasn’t wrong; it wasn’t much of a stalling tactic. Nevertheless, he went to the fridge where they kept the already balled up hamburger waiting to be smashed into patties. Meanwhile, I joined my mother and Tom.

      “Hey, Mom, I'm going to check in with Trev. You okay out here for a while?”

      She looked up. “Well, I wasn’t planning on staying long. You could always run me home and come back.”

      Fortunately, Smitty came to the rescue. He handed the cookie sheet full of patties to Tom. “Did I hear you talking about melons?” That was a conversation killer. When no one said anything, he recovered quickly. “I mean, gardening. You’re a gardener, right?”

      “I guess that depends,” Mom answered. “I do keep a small garden, I guess you’d call it, on my patio…”

      Ice broken, I said, “Be back in a bit.” I went inside. “Your turn,” I told Charlie. “I’ll meet you out front.”

      He stepped out, and I took a very quick peek at my comatose boyfriend. He still hadn’t moved. “Love you, Trev,” I whispered, and then I went to wait for Charlie by his truck. He was already there.

      “No problems?” I asked.

      “I don’t think she even noticed when I said I was leaving. Let’s get this over with.”

      “You have the horseshoe?” I asked.

      He opened his door and pointed under the seat. “It’s right here. Where’s yours?” he asked.

      Great question. In trying to get my mom here, I'd left it unattended. I ran to Trevor’s car and unlocked it. The racquet, I was relieved to see, was still laying on the rear floorboard. I breathed a sigh of relief as I quickly grabbed it. I was doubly pleased to discover that its magic was still working because I instantly became sort of fuzzy again.

      Charlie noticed immediately. "What the hell?”

      “That’s nothing. Watch.” I walked right through his truck and back again.

      “That’s, that’s amazing. Here, let me try it.”

      I passed it over. The second he touched the racquet, there was a small flash and a yell. Charlie was gone; only, he wasn’t really. I ran to the other side of the truck and found him flat on his back. “Oh my God,” I said. I knelt to see if he was all right.

      His eyes were open, and he slowly tried getting up. I reached to help him. “What happened?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “I mean, what did you do?”

      He gently pushed me away. After a brief bit of swaying, he seemed better. “I didn’t do anything.”

      I looked around for the racquet, afraid that it had been destroyed, but it was laying innocently in the back of the truck. I wasn’t sure what had happened. I reached for it with a grimace afraid I’d get zapped. Nothing. I picked it up and held it in front of Charlie. He took a step back.

      “I don’t think I’ll be trying that again.”

      “That’s so weird. It was like it was…”

      “Booby-trapped.”

      “Exactly. Wait a minute, you obviously could touch the horseshoe, right?”

      “Huh, well, I'll be damned. No, I didn't as a matter of fact. Gloves. When I found out I was going to have to climb around on your roof for it, I grabbed a pair of work gloves.” He pointed to a fresh scab on one of his thumbs. “I sliced it open a few days ago and told myself to start using my gloves. Usually, I forget right away until I tear up my hands again. Lucky.”

      “Yeah, lucky,” I said. “Of course, maybe only the racquet is jinxed.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Probably don’t want to test it, huh? Yeah, I don’t blame you. You all right to drive?”

      He said he was, and we left. I made sure to put the racquet between my feet and not on the seat next to Charlie. As we drove, I thought about the magical objects in my possession. Was there some kind of spell on them? Jerry didn’t handle the horseshoe directly. But what about Amanda? She had no issue with the bracelet. Maybe some of the things were cursed and not others. Another mystery to try and unravel. Of course, since I was wearing the bracelet, all I had to do was have Charlie touch it and see what happened. I didn’t think it was worth the risk.

      Charlie drove without saying anything except to ask for directions. I think his brush with the racquet still had him shook up. I was nervous with lots of what-ifs needling my thoughts; so, I didn’t say much either. The whole way to the trailer park I kept looking around for any pursuit. Even Charlie came out of his funk to ask if I was all right.

      “Fine,” I said; only I wasn’t. “Make the next left.”

      He nodded, and soon we drove into the entrance to the park. “Well,” he said, “you sure about this?”

      “Think so. Go straight to the end of the row and turn left again. Follow that row until we get to the home with the toilet planters out front.”

      “Classy.”

      “Gnomes. What’d you expect?”

      He looked askance at me but followed my directions. As we approached the house, he slowed way down. “I don’t see anyone around. You?”

      “No.” Was I supposed to see anything different than he was? Then, I got it. “Oh, you mean with the bracelet. Sorry, no. Everything is normal, I guess.” Certainly, I didn’t see the wizards. I also didn’t see any lawn ornaments around either. “Go ahead and park.”

      He eased the pickup to a gentle stop but kept the motor running. I retrieved the horseshoe and the racquet. “I’ll be right back.” I approached the still house; I was hypersensitive to any little sound or movement in case something wanted to jump out at me. But other than some distant music, a couple of kids screaming while running around with a water hose, and the sound of a weed wacker, I didn’t see or hear anything unusual, just an ordinary, lazy summer evening.

      I climbed the short stairs to the deck beside the mobile home and set the objects down. “Okay, so I’m returning these,” I said loud enough for them to hear me inside. “No hard feelings. Tell you-know-who that I’m walking away from the whole thing.”

      I listened for a reply and when I got none, I left. I hurried back to the truck. “That was easy,” I said, my relief clear in my voice.

      Charlie smiled. “Sometimes things work out.”

      Sometimes they don’t.
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      Nobody followed us back to Charlie’s. No one even watched us leave, at least not that I could tell. The mood in the truck’s cab shifted dramatically. We were in the clear. “I can’t believe it was that easy,” I said.

      “You don’t know that. The wizards might want their pound of flesh.”

      “That’s gross.”

      “It’s a saying, a Bible reference.”

      “I know what it means; doesn’t mean it’s not gross. And, I sure hope the wizards don’t get Biblical, if you know what I mean.”

      “You’re right. No use borrowing trouble. You still have to return the bracelet, though.”

      “Oh, and I will, believe me. Now, as long as the gnomes don’t mess this up, the wizards get all their things back. Just to be safe, though, I might try and keep Mom away from the house as long as possible."

      "Good luck there. She sounded like she was ready to leave."

      "Yeah," I said wistfully, "but maybe I can come up with something about having to run to work. "And," I was freewheeling now, "maybe, I could get her to eat there, not at the coffee shop but the main restaurant. It's pretty fancy."

      "You do remember that she's already at a barbeque, right?"

      "Oh, she won't eat that. She hates beef."

      "Wait a minute," Charlie said. "You brought her to the house under the pretense that we were going to barbeque, and she hates burgers?"

      "Yeah, I see your point. I didn't think that part through very well. She'll eat the watermelon, though. I noticed you didn't have any beer."

      "Wasn't sure how to navigate that," Charlie admitted. "Might have lured her to stay, but I didn't think it was a good idea."

      My mood descended. "It wouldn't have mattered. Mom's not a social drinker; she's a closet drunk."

      "Jen."

      "Sorry. It's true, though. She reserves the drinking for the house, and she doesn't drink beer anyway. Vodka. Probably why she wants to get home."

      Charlie sighed, "Sorry, Jen."

      "It is what it is, but it doesn't matter. I still need to keep her away until I'm sure the wizards…" The rest of my sentence caught in my throat. The car that had been following me earlier was parked in front of Charlie's house.

      "Oh, my God, Charlie. It's them. That's their car. How are they here? Charlie, how did they find us?"

      Charlie didn't answer. The look on his face told all.

      "I don't understand, Charlie. Why?"

      "They only want to talk to you. That's all."

      "That's all? How do you know? How do you even know them?"

      He pulled the truck into the drive and killed the engine. "They aren't going to--"

      "Fuck that, Charlie. What happened? When did they even talk to you?"

      "At your house. They caught me there."

      "That's why you were so late," I said.

      He nodded. "I'm sorry. There's a lot more to this than you know. Let's go inside. They'll explain it all to you."

      Every instinct I had said to run. They had my mom, though, and Trev… "What about Trev? Does he know?"

      "What? No," Charlie said adamantly. "No, I mean, he knows about the wizards. We all do, but he doesn't know they're here. He's never met any of them. You saw him."

      I was shaking. "Why the pretense, then? Why go through the charade? Why didn't they just show up?"

      "You had some of their talismans. That made you dangerous. I wish I could tell you more, but we're wasting time. Your mom's inside."

      I glared at him. "I know where she is." I started to get out. "If anything has happened to her, Charlie, I'll never forgive you."

      He looked down, not willing to meet my eyes, as he led us to the house. At the threshold, he opened the door for me to enter first. I stormed past. "Mom," I called. She wasn't in the living room. Two strangers were. One I recognized one from the mansion. "They're in the backyard," he said.

      I found everyone there, the silver-haired woman, Smitty and his crew, another wizard, I supposed, and my mom. "Mom," I called, "are you all right?"

      She didn't look at me. She didn't move at all. The woman answered, "This wasn't our doing. This is a powerful spell, and an old one I'd say."

      As I moved to Mom, the man moved to intercept me. The woman waved him off. I knelt in front of my mother. Her eyes stared ahead, and her face was slightly slackened. "Mom," I whispered.

      "This has happened before?" the woman asked.

      I wasn't feeling cooperative. "What do you want?"

      She ignored my question like I ignored hers. Instead, she looked over me to where Charlie stood. "Is everything returned?"

      "We left the horseshoe and the racquet at the gnomes' house," he answered."

      "Good." She leaned toward her companion. "Go retrieve them now, before sunset. Gnomes are untrustworthy at best, and I don't want to tempt them." He hesitated a moment. "Go on. I'll be fine with Ms. Knight and her mother."

      She then spoke to Charlie. "These young men are no longer needed. Send them home."

      "We're not going anywhere," Smitty said. I liked Smitty, even if he was part of the conspiracy.

      Before the woman could say anything, Charlie rounded up the boys. "Go inside. Wait there."

      "You're not required either," she said.

      "I'd prefer to stay if you don't mind," Charlie said.

      I stood up. "How do you know me? What is this all about?"

      "But I don't know you at all," she said, "nor your mother, and that is a mystery unto itself. Let's start at the beginning. You are Jennifer Knight--"

      "And who are you?"

      She waited a moment and continued. "You are Jennifer Knight and your mother is Victoria Knight. She works for Nabisco and you have recently completed high school at a public institution. You are also employed at The Red Lion as a waitress. Superficially, a very ordinary life. Tell me when it changed."

      I looked at my mother again. The woman noticed. "Don't you want answers yourself, Jennifer? Wouldn't you like to know what is happening to her? Think on this for a moment. Neither myself, nor any of my people have done anything to you. You broke into my house and stole from me; not the other way around. A little cooperation will help us both."

      She was right of course. They hadn't done anything to me, and I had ripped them off. "Someone, scratch that, something stole a jewelry box of mine." I expected her to interrupt, to ask what kind of jewelry box. She didn't.

      "That’s not the whole story."

      Of course, it wasn’t. I didn't trust her at all. 

      "The jewelry box was magical," she continued.

      She didn't even have the courtesy to make it sound like a question. "It could steal things."

      "Fascinating. And how long have you had it?"

      "I don’t have it now, but as long as I can remember. I didn't figure out it did anything special until I was older, maybe six or seven."

      "And the creature who stole it, what did he look like?"

      "He was small, white hair and a beard, sort of weaselly-looking. He was wiry, too."

      She pointed to my wrist. "And he gave you that?"

      "No. He dropped it when we were wrestling in my backyard."

      She grinned at that. For a brief second, she didn't seem quite so severe. I wondered if she was trying to screw with my mind again.

      "May I?"

      I looked at the bracelet. "I don't think so."

      The old Cruella snapped back into place. That, I thought, was a good name for her and, even after she finally told me her real name, that was how I always thought of her.

      "When did you begin to see through the illusions?"

      "You mean when did I start seeing magical creatures? Right away, I think."

      "Where?"

      I didn't answer immediately. I remembered how terrified Trudy was when she discovered that I knew her secret. "Lots of places…all over."

      "How did you come to contact the gnomes?"

      Before I could stop myself, I said, "Well, my friend Amanda…" Shit, shit. I didn't want them to know anything about her. "Well, it was kind of a fluke, really. She knew a D&D master, and after I told her about seeing, you know, demons and things, she thought he could help me."

      "She believed you?" Cruella asked.

      "We're close. She'd believe me no matter what."

      "What a rare friend," Cruella remarked dubiously.

      "Anyway, the gnomes were there."

      "And the creature whose bracelet you took, when was the last time you saw him?"

      "A few days ago," I lied. "He gave me an ultimatum to return the bracelet or else things would, bad things, would happen to me. That's why I went to the gnomes, and they sent me to your house to steal the horseshoe."

      "I see. How did they know you could travel by magic portal?"

      "What do you mean?"

      She pointed to Rex's doghouse.

      "The one in my yard? I don't know. Seemed like they were used to travelling that way, though they were pretty excited to discover it was there in the first place. Come to think of it, how come your bunch didn't, you know, pop out of it? Crawling around in a dirty, old doghouse beneath you?"

      She didn't answer.

      Suddenly, I heard a huge crash, followed almost immediately by yelling. Charlie moved first, ripping the sliding door open to enter the house. The woman was right behind him. I spared Mom a quick glance before following. She hadn't moved at all. For a split second, I thought about grabbing her and making a run for it, but I didn't think we'd get far. I ran into the house.

      Inside it was a chaotic scene. Charlie and the woman were rooted at the edge of the kitchen. Smitty and the boys fled past them, almost knocking me down as they bolted out the sliding door. Another crash, and the woman's companion, the one who had remained inside, flew through the air and onto the kitchen table. It held together but flipped over and deposited the guy on the floor where he lay perfectly still.

      The woman ran to his side. Charlie, instead of retreating, moved forward into the living room. I couldn't help myself; I followed him. He told me to get back, but I didn't listen because Trevor was snarling in the middle of the room. Only this was my boyfriend in his full-blown wolf form. At least, I thought it was because Charlie said none of the others could transform.

      "Holy fuck," I said.

      Charlie waved me back again. "It's dangerous, Jen. Walk backwards, slowly."

      I couldn't move. It wasn't just that Trevor was a wolf, but he was like the Queen Mother of all wolves. "He's huge," I whispered. He was, too. I suddenly thought of how Jack London described Buck in The Call of the Wild, like some cross between a Saint Bernard and shepherd, only Trevor seemed even larger.

      Charlie ignored me and focused on his son. "Trevor," he called softly, "stand down, son. We're not in danger."

      I tried to see anything of my boyfriend there, but it was impossible because he was completely a wolf, though if I tried hard enough, I could see his familiar brown eyes. His fur was also the color of his normal hair.

      Trevor continued snarling, swinging his large head side-to-side as if to sweep for potential enemies. His powerful muscles rippled under his fur as he shifted his weight. He looked like a spring all coiled and compressed just waiting to explode.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a movement. Charlie must have too because he called for the woman to stand still. She ignored him, however. I tore my eyes away from Trev to see what she was doing. She lifted a tiny object to her lips—a whistle. It had to be, only, I didn't hear a thing, but Charlie and Trev did. Instantly, Charlie was down on his knees with his hands clasped over his ears. Trev was losing his canine mind. He howled like he was being stabbed and snapped his jaws open and shut in anguish before dropping. When he fell to his side, kicking his paws, I screamed at Cruella to stop.

      When she didn’t, I spun to attack her, but she pulled the whistle from her mouth. "Not another step," she said as she brandished the sonic weapon. "He attacked us," she added. Then quickly, "Both of them will be fine. Watch."

      Trev was no longer howling. He was panting, like old Rex in the heat. His chest was pumping up and down like he was running a sprint. Meanwhile, Charlie had taken his hands away from his ears and was attempting to stand. Despite being pissed at him, I helped him to his feet. Then, I watched as Trev transformed into himself, his human self. Trev was twisting and contorting while his hair retreated, and his bones snapped into their original shapes. It was a little too much like An American Werewolf in London. In fact, I wondered if the makers of that film had some first-hand knowledge the rest of us didn't, and like the film, the transformation was gross.

      It was over quickly; though at the time, it seemed longer. Trev lay naked and sweating on the floor, curled in the fetal position. Charlie gently pushed me away and went to him. I turned on Cruella. "What did you do?"

      She was no longer watching us but was tending her assistant. She had his head propped up and I could see his eyes were open. "No, don't move yet," she said. “Wiggle your fingers and toes. Everything work?”

      He nodded.

      “Good, then.” She helped him to his feet. “Nothing broken." She looked to Charlie and Trev. "Very fortunately for you." She righted a turned over chair and helped the man sit.

      Trev's eyes were open, too, but he hadn't moved. Charlie stood and said, "You didn't have to do that. I could have settled him down."

      "Not a chance I was going to take," Cruella replied. "If you can keep your son under control, take him somewhere so he can recover himself."

      I joined Charlie as he pulled Trev off the floor. I could feel him try and stand. "Easy, son,” Charlie advised. “Let us help you."

      As recognition came to Trevor's face, he turned to me. "When did you get here?"

      "I've been here the whole time."

      He looked to his dad as we took him to his room. "Who else is here? I felt threatened and then, I changed." He looked back. "Who are these people?"

      "They're after me," I said.

      I felt him stiffen. "Easy, Trev," Charlie said. "We're only talking. They’re not here to hurt anyone."

      We sat him on his bed, and he suddenly became aware of his nakedness, not that I hadn't seen him naked many times. His dad, I'm sure, had as well, though maybe not recently.

      "Jen," Trev said as he pointed to the dresser, "throw me that pair of shorts, would you?"

      "Are you okay?" I asked, handing him his clothes.

      He looked embarrassed. "Not how I wanted you to find out about all this."

      "Oh, baby, you don't know the half of it. We'll talk later. Right now, I want to have a few words with Cruella."

      "Who?" Charlie asked.

      "The bitch with the dog whistle."

      "That wasn't a dog whistle," Charlie said. "Dog whistles are annoying. That was a weapon meant specifically for us. Trev, take your time. We'll be out back or in the kitchen."

      I kissed him on the top of his head and led Charlie out. Cruella had her man standing and talking again. When she saw Charlie, she said, "Precautions will have to be taken for that boy. He's dangerous."

      "He wasn't," Charlie replied.

      She didn't seem inclined to argue. "Expect someone," was all she said on the subject. I, however, wasn't going to let her off that easy.

      "What the hell did you do to them?" I asked for the fortieth time.

      She produced her whistle. "Very handy," she said, "when dealing with unruly werewolves. A small token from the old country."

      "What the hell are you talking about?"

      She smiled, actually smiled. "You see, that's why we're here. You have many questions, as do we."

      "You didn't fly across the country to answer my questions," I said.

      She said something to her guy, and he went out the back door. That reminded me of Smitty and the gang, not to mention my mother. Charlie must have taken the hint too because we both moved at the same time. He let me go through the door first. Mom hadn't moved a muscle, and I was starting to get very worried. Smitty, Tom, and the others looked better. They were seated around my mother. I didn't know whether the whistle affected them or not. The wizard stood close by.

      Since Mom couldn't answer, I spoke to Smitty. "You guys okay?"

      "Now, we are. Some damn screeching noise 'bout killed us. I suppose it came from the lady inside?"

      Charlie answered, "Anti-werewolf whistle, knocked me on my ass."

      "And Trev, how's he?" Smitty asked.

      "Shaken up, but fine. I'm glad he didn't hurt any of you."

      "Me, too. I don’t think Trev would ever intentionally hurt us, but I’ve never seen him like that before. In fact, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen his wolf, not like when we were younger. Back then, after Sunday fried chicken at Grandma’s, we'd sneak off to Gramp's work shed, and Trev would go full wolf pup. He never hurt me, though."

      The wizard seemed to be taking mental notes. Charlie silenced Smitty with a stern look. "Anyway," he said, "stay close until we get this all cleared up."

      I squatted next to Mom and tried to rouse her out of her trance. When it didn't work, I spoke to the man hovering around. "How long is she going to be like this?"

      He shrugged. "No clue. You'll have to ask Mrs. LaPointe.”

      Finally, a name, or a real name, though I still preferred Cruella. She soon emerged from the house. “You said you weren’t responsible for this,” I nodded toward my mother.

      “Correct.”

      “She’s never been this way this long.”

      “I don’t doubt it. What normally triggers it?”

      I was leery of saying too much, but I couldn’t see how this part could hurt anything. “Usually, whenever I bring up my father. Before you ask, I don’t know who he is or anything about him. Mom doesn’t talk about him.”

      “Or anything about your past, I assume,” she said.

      “Correct.” She smiled.

      “We have a lot to talk about, Jennifer, but not today. My people and I are going to return home. Your mother is under a powerful enchantment. I would like to see if we could help break it at some point. You might learn about your father in the process."

      And you might learn a few things, too.

      "I would suspect she will return to normal soon after we’ve left. You will be hearing from us.”

      “That’s it?”

      “What did you expect, hauled off in chains? Jennifer, your introduction into our world has been shockingly jarring I’m sure. For that, you can be forgiven your transgressions. You will want answers, and when you do, we can help. Here.” She handed me a business card. It read Patricia LaPointe, President, Mauch Chunk School, Jim Thorpe, PA. There was a toll-free number as well. “As I said, you’ll be hearing from us, but if you need to, please call. Also, hang onto that bracelet if you are able; it’s quite valuable. Don’t bother seeing us out. Goodbye.”
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      The food court was less busy for dinner than at lunch. The clientele was different, too, more mothers and kids and teens. I sat across from Amanda who was in her Albertson’s uniform, the unflattering pants and a white blouse—she still had her admirers. A couple of junior high boys couldn’t stop staring. She had her usual Americanized Chinese, while I worked on my tried-and-true sausage pizza. It had been almost two weeks since Cruella and her wizards left. During that time, I hadn’t contacted Amanda, but something had finally happened that made me reach out to her.

      She slurped on her Orange Julius, which she had insisted on buying herself along with her meal. She also hadn’t picked me up. I didn’t want to ask, so I rode the bus. She hadn’t said much. I passed her over an envelope.

      “What is it?”

      “Look.”

      She opened it and took out a brochure. “What's the Mauch Chunk School?”

      “It’s a college. See the letter?”

      She took the acceptance letter out and read it. “So?”

      It wasn’t the response I thought I’d get. “What do you think?”

      She held up the brochure again. “It says the school is in Pennsylvania. That’s where you ripped off that house, right? Are you telling me they want you to go to their school?”

      “A lot happened after, you know.”

      “After you almost got me killed? I bet." She looked closely at the pamphlet. "What do you want?”

      This was not going well. I thought she’d be over it by now. “I, I wanted my best friend’s opinion on something really important.”

      “I’m still mad at you.”

      “No kidding. Too mad to talk to me about it.”

      She took another drink and stared at me over her large cup. “What happened?”

      I filled her in on everything, including what happened right after the wizards left. Cruella was right in that Mom soon rejoined us. She was more confused than I’d ever seen her, but she had been out of it longer, too. I wanted to get her home asap because I was worried that something else might trigger an episode. Of course, now I wondered who had put such a spell on her, and what the connection was to my father and magic.

      Trev had offered to take us home, but given the state of things, mostly him turning into a gigantic wolf, I wasn’t sure that she wouldn’t react to him in some way. "But Trevor's never had that effect before," Amanda pointed out.

      "True," I agreed, "but I was pretty freaked out and maybe a little paranoid."

      "And you still had the bracelet, right?"

      "You going to let me tell it? Yeah, I still had it; still have it." I held up my wrist. "Anyway, Smitty gave us a ride. Before you say anything, yes, I know he is sort of a werewolf, too, but not really since he can't even transform. Oh, by the way, you're probably part werewolf, too."

      Amanda choked on the last sip of her Julius. "What?"

      "Yup," I said smugly. "Your overdeveloped sense of smell is a leftover trait from some ancestor or other."

      "Who told you that?"

      "Charlie. He seemed sure of it."

      Amanda bit her lip as she thought about it. Eventually, she shrugged her shoulders. "Makes sense, I guess. My pits are a damned forest if I don’t keep on them. Go on."

      "So, I got Smitty to give us a ride. Mom had no negative reactions around him except to talk about the benefits of low pH fertilizers. I stayed with her all that evening, expecting Trev to call, but he didn't. Mom hit the bottle early, and for once, I didn't blame her. She passed out before nine. Despite my best efforts, I fell asleep on the couch not much later."

      "Mom, just like normal, was up and gone early the next morning. I tried to go back to work too, but Eddie wasn’t having any of it. Trudy said she’d call when I was back on the schedule."

      "Wait a sec. What about the bracelet? You said you were going to give it back, right?"

      "Uh-huh. But after everything that happened, I wasn't going to leave it in the doghouse unprotected. I thought I'd hand it over in person, but Fraggle Rock hasn't shown up to claim it yet." I stopped to take a sip of my drink.

      "Where was I? Oh, Trevor, now I remember. He didn't call for, like, two days. By then, I was beginning to wonder if he was all right. I would have called him myself, or gone by, but I didn't want to bump into Charlie. Trev said he was ashamed of what his dad had done, but there'd been a good reason."

      "I guess the wizards already knew about him and Trev looking for his mom. Apparently, they keep close tabs on some of the more dangerous magical beings, werewolves especially. After they caught Charlie at my house, they threatened Trev."

      "That's messed up," Amanda said. "Wait, if that's true, how can you trust these guys?"

      "It's complicated. I don't think they meant to hurt Trev, just maybe not allow him to go running all over the country looking for his mother. From what he said, I think that's what they meant."

      "But, that's just as bad."

      "Maybe. I'm not sure. Definitely not cool, though. I guess that's why I want your opinion."

      "Well, then tell them to fuck off. You already agreed to give back the bracelet and walk away. Why would you want to go to their school?"

      "You said it yourself. There's got to be a reason why I could make some of the magical artifacts work."

      "Yeah, but even I could make the bracelet work," Amanda said. "Maybe you've got your own werewolf in the family closet."

      "That's possible, but remember, even when I took it off, I could still see through the magic. And that's not all. The whole thing with Mom, and not knowing anything about where we come from or my father."

      "You can't let that go," Amanda declared. "Okay, I get it. Hell, I'd like to figure out who in my family might have been a werewolf, so I get it. Still, Pennsylvania, really? What about school here?"

      "See, that's another thing. I've haven't even gotten my financial aid situation cleared up yet, and I still don't have a car."

      "Oh, this is not about the damn car. Are you serious?"

      I held up my hands in surrender. "No, I promise it's not. As far as I know, I wouldn't have one there either."

      Amanda scrutinized the school's pamphlet. "Okay, what kind of classes do they offer at this school, Hocus Pocus 101? You'd get a degree in love charms, gnome studies? Come on, get real."

      "No, I checked. They're legit. They have regular degrees: engineering, medicine, economics, all the rest."

      "Sounds like you already made up your mind. What about Trevor? What about your Mom?"

      I was saved from answering by the appearance of a mall cop. It was the younger one from a few weeks back. He recognized us. He joined a small line in front of Burger King and kept glancing back at Amanda.

      "Hey," I said, "look who's here."

      "Yeah, I see him," Amanda said.

      "He does have a nice ass, doesn't he?"

      "Yeah," Amanda answered hesitantly.

      "What's the matter?"

      "If I'm part werewolf, then I'm totally at the mercy of my nose, or snout."

      "You're not part… well, not really, and you've always been at the mercy of your nose."

      "Somehow, that bothers me now. Like it's a disability."

      "Really?"

      Amanda looked troubled. "I hope he doesn't come over; I'm not in the mood."

      I twisted around.

      "What are you doing?" Amanda asked.

      "Looking for the older one." I didn't see him.

      "Say," Amanda said, "what happened to that book?"

      "What book? Oh, that. I've still got it. Trev's birthday isn't until next week, but I think I'll have to find another gift. Speaking of which, you coming?"

      She shrugged. "Didn't know about it. Remember, I'm not with Ronnie anymore. Depends, I guess. You didn't answer my question."

      "I know. The thought of leaving Mom…" I shook my head and looked away. “She drove me crazy with her moods and her drinking, and yet, I never thought of leaving her, not now anyway."

      "You think you can help her, don't you?" Amanda asked.

      "Maybe. Maybe figure out what's been blocked from her or at least who put a spell on her. That might give us a clue."

      Amanda bit her lip. "You think if she knew, maybe she'd drink less?"

      My eyes welled up. Amanda nailed it; I knew she would. It was why I'd miss her most of all, even more than Trev. "Yeah," I croaked.

      "You might find out about your dad, too. Shit. You have to. You don't have a choice."

      "I know."

      "Have you talked to Trev yet?"

      "Not yet." Amanda reached for my hand. Despite our recent falling out, she was the one I'd turn to first, my closest friend, my soul sister. We sat in silence. The young security guard seemed to be headed our way. When he got to our table, I glared at him. Fucking walk away.

      He stood rooted in place. A weird look crossed his face as if he was suddenly confused by where he was. Then, he moved away to another table. He must have sensed that it was a bad time to interrupt.

      "What's his deal?" Amanda asked.

      "No idea," I said.

      Amanda closed her eyes. "Hmm, baby powder and Old Spice. Damn, damn. See, I'm at the mercy of my nose."

      "I'll miss you," I said.

      "Me too. Wait, wait. You can still visit."

      "I don't think my scholarship will include unlimited airfare."

      Amanda smiled broadly. "Who says you have to fly? Snoopy, you have a doghouse."

      We laughed. People stared. We didn't care.
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      “What do you mean, gone? Gone where?”

      Olivia shrugged, “Beats me. All I know is that Trudy didn’t show for her shift last Friday. Eddie and half the kitchen staff never came to work after the weekend.”

      The last time I’d called in, I spoke with Trudy. She was an elf, and the day hostess at The Red Lion Inn's coffeeshop. She said I’d be back on the next schedule with my normal shift. Only now, it seemed that all the hotel's displaced magical employees had suddenly quit. Of course, nobody but me knew they weren't human. Well, except Amanda, and my boyfriend, and the wizards—I guess a lot more people knew.

      As far as I was concerned, I wouldn't mind if Eddie never came back; he was an asshole even before I found out he was a goblin, but I liked Trudy. She kept Eddie from firing me in the first place. I turned to my best friend, Amanda, who had driven me to work and only came in to use the restroom. She knew about the Lion's unusual employees, having accompanied me into the Bakersfield version of Fantasyland.

      "Don't ask me," she said. "Does sound fishy, though."

      “So," I began, "who’s running things? Am I on the schedule?”

      Olivia had only been working at the Lion's coffeeshop for a couple of months, but she'd been a waitress a lot longer. She lowered her voice. "I don’t know. It's kind of a cluster. Looks like Robert for now. Remember him? The manager from the main restaurant? He hired me.”

      “Me too,” I said. Robert was a prick. There seemed to be a pattern here. “Is he around?”

      Olivia looked over her shoulder, some sixth sense warning her that one of her customers needed something. “Somewhere. Listen, I’ve got to get back to work. The new schedule is up in the breakroom.”

      She turned without another word and dashed off to pour some coffee for a scowling old woman in an ugly, floppy hat. I pulled Amanda away, into the hotel's main lobby.

      “What're you going to do?” Amanda asked.

      “Check the schedule, and hope I'm on it, I guess. I had really wanted to talk to Trudy, see if she had any advice about the school."

      It had only been a few days since I'd received an admission letter to the wizard college, and I hadn't made up my mind about attending. First, it was all the way across the country, and second, the only reason I'd been invited was because I managed to rip off the wizards which, apparently, wasn't an everyday occurrence. Oh, and I could travel through these magical portals, like the doghouse in my backyard. Only, it was on the fritz and that was how I had planned to check out the school. It was why I wanted to talk to Trudy, although everyone with pointy ears had warned me wizards were dangerous.

      Complicating things further, Bakersfield College, alternatively referred to as high school with ashtrays, started classes next week. That was an unfair euphemism; before I started seeing fairies and walking through walls, I was completely satisfied with attending junior college, not super enthused, but at least reconciled. Then, my financial aid magically disappeared, and though I could still attend until it got worked out, it meant riding the bus across town and waitressing at night to survive.

      “What do you want me to do?" Amanda asked. "I've got to get to work myself.”

      Amanda worked at Albertsons, which was like, the best job for a college kid, and she'd just got promoted to the produce section. Her boss probably wanted to fuck her; most guys did, but I didn't want to spoil her accomplishment by saying anything.

      “Can you stick around long enough for me to see if I’m even supposed to be here?” I asked.

      “If you hurry.”

      “Great. Be right back.”

      I passed through the coffee shop. A few other waitresses nodded at me. No one seemed to be manning the hostess station. That wasn’t normal and not a particularly good sign. Along the way, I took a quick peek in the kitchen. Absent were the massive frog-like creatures who made up the morning shift. Instead, some new guys plus a couple I’d seen from the night shift were running the grills. Robert was in the middle of giving them instructions. He was a little guy, probably early thirties, and Asian. I wasn't used to seeing him in the morning since he worked nights running the main dining room. Normally, he was dressed in a nice suit and seeing him in jeans seemed doubly odd. I didn’t want to interrupt, so I went to the breakroom.

      One of the best perks about working at the Red Lion was that employees got to eat for cheap. The food wasn’t the same as in the dining room but was usually decent. The breakroom was where we ate. It had six four-top tables, a sink, and racks for drying dishes. It was also where Eddie posted our schedules on a cork bulletin board. I briefly wondered what happened to the hateful goblin and the rest of the missing employees who had masqueraded as human beings. They all had a glamor, or some such thing, that allowed them to pass for regular people. Without it, I imagined they'd have a hard time getting jobs, or avoiding mobs with pitchforks.

      A new schedule was tacked to the board. I ran my finger down each line of names, like I was checking to see if I'd made the track team. A tiny flutter grew in my stomach, and unlike high school, I wasn't on the list. I wasn’t shocked because I had been taken off the old one for freaking out when I realized most of my coworkers weren’t actual people. Correction, they were people; they just weren't human. Eddie would have fired me outright if not for Trudy’s interference. I began to suspect that Robert probably had to scramble to put together a crew. Me being off the schedule was probably an honest mistake. At least, I hoped so.

      I returned to the kitchen to wait for the restaurant manager to finish with the cooks. A couple of orders were coming in. The waitresses slapped them down on the stainless-steel counter under the pass-through to the line cooks. When the whole operation was humming along, the head cook directed the plates coming and going, calling out orders to the cooks and then sliding the completed meals onto the counter with the paper slips. The waitresses would do a quick check before taking the food to the customers. Things were not going well this morning.

      The new crew wasn't used to each other. No one seemed to be in charge, and I watched as Robert yelled at a young guy for missing an order and duplicating another. Up to that moment, I hadn't realized how efficient the fairy frog gang was. They worked together like gears in a machine. I wondered again what had happened. Worse, I wondered if it had anything to do with me.

      Robert eventually figured out that he wasn't helping, or he simply gave up because he stomped off. He saw me standing near the entrance to the dining room. "Are we paying you to stand around?" he said.

      "Technically, you're not paying me at all. I'm not clocked in. That's what I need to talk to you about."

      Robert paused and stared at me. Obviously, I worked here because I was in my waitress uniform, but I didn't think he could place me. I could forgive him for that. We only officially met once when I was hired.

      He snapped his fingers and pointed. "Jennifer, right?"

      "Yeah. I was supposed to work today, but I'm not on the schedule. Eddie took me off a couple of weeks ago because I got sick."

      His face formed a scowl. "That rat bastard and the whole damn morning kitchen staff, not to mention Trudy the hostess, all quit at once, no word, no nothing."

      "Weird," I said as I tried to look clueless.

      "Fucking inconsiderate is what it is. Anyway, what do you want?"

      "Like I said. I was supposed to work today."

      "Come here," he said. I followed him back to the breakroom where he took down the schedule. He studied it for a minute. Finally, he tacked it back up. "I don't need more waitresses today. Not this whole week."

      "What am I supposed—"

      "But I do need a hostess."

      "Hostess? That's minimum, no tips."

      "Real minimum; not waiter minimum. Trudy was making a dollar over minimum and getting some tips from the other waitresses."

      "Are you offering me a dollar over minimum?"

      He snapped his fingers again, like it was part of a circuit to his brain. It was fucking annoying. Before he could answer, Amanda came through the pass doors. I'd completely forgotten that she was waiting for me.

      "Hey, you figure it out yet?" she asked. "I'm going to be late."

      Robert stopped snapping to ogle my best friend. Some more primal part of his brain got hijacked. It was a reaction I'd seen too many times from the weaker sex. Despite the unflattering corduroy pants and the plain button-up shirt, Amanda looked sexy in her Albertson uniform. Amanda would look sexy in a potato sack. That didn't stop her from whipping her blond hair up into cotton candy perfection or from applying the exact right amount of makeup to dazzle the bag boys.

      "Sorry, Amanda. I got tied up. I'll be right there."

      "Okay, but hurry." She ducked out before Robert could find his voice. I incorrectly figured he'd be immune to Amanda's looks since he was surrounded by leggy cocktail waitresses every night.

      He recovered quickly, however, and reconnected the circuit. Snap, snap. "Well? Take it or leave it."

      "You didn't answer me," I said. "A dollar more?"

      "Fifty cents. But I also need someone to bus the bar during happy hour. It's minimum too, but the cocktail waitresses tip out."

      "So, I lost my waitressing job?"

      "If it doesn't work out after a couple of weeks, I'll find someone else and put you back on the coffee shop schedule."

      It was completely unfair. I wasn't the last hired. Eddie had found a way to screw me without even being present. Minimum wage was shit, though I might make it up bussing in the evening. If I didn't need the money, I would have told Robert to take a flying leap.

      Without Trudy and the rest, there was obviously no one to ask about the magic college, but there was another reason to stick around. I wanted to find out where all the fairies went. It was probably pointless, but maybe someone knew something or maybe there were other elves or goblins cleaning rooms or working on the grounds. Should I stay or should I go?

      "Okay, fine," I said, making my mind up even if The Clash couldn't. "I'll clock in as soon as I let my friend know."

      "You need me to show you how to hostess?"

      "We've all covered the front. I think I can figure it out."

      "Great, that's one thing settled. All right, get to it. Once you're on the clock, I can get out of here." He looked at his watch. "The evening hostess comes in at four. Come see me in the dining room then, and I'll show you what to do for happy hour."

      I couldn't bring myself to thank him, so I left him there to find Amanda. She was hovering near where we kept all the syrups.

      "Is that boysenberry?" she asked. "It smells so good."

      "What are you talking… never mind." Amanda was a slave to her nose, not that it was her fault; she had recently learned that she was part werewolf, probably on her mother's side. "I'm staying. Sorry for holding you up."

      "They put you on the schedule?"

      "No. I'm getting screwed. I have to hostess. Minimum wage, well slightly more than minimum."

      "So, quit. You're going off to magic school, right?"

      "It's a college that happens to also…forget it. If they don't get back to me, I'm not going anywhere but BC." That was the other issue. I had been trying to get in touch with LaPointe, the woman who sent me my invite, ever since it arrived to arrange a tour or whatever you did when deciding on a college. Unfortunately, the damn phone number didn't work, and the operator didn't have any others. That's why I was forced to try the portal.

      "Even if it all somehow works out," I continued, "I'll probably still need a job. Look, I don't want to hold you up any longer. I'll talk to you tonight. Thanks for waiting on me."

      She shrugged. "No biggie. If I'm a few minutes late, my boss will start stocking the bananas. He's got a soft spot for me."

      "You mean a hard on."

      "Same thing. Gotta go."

      I rolled my eyes. "See you later."
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      Reviews are the most powerful tools in my arsenal when it comes to getting attention for my books. Much as I’d like to, I don't have the financial muscle of a New York publisher.

      But I do have something much more powerful and effective than that, and it’s something that those publishers would kill to get their hands on.

      A committed and loyal bunch of readers.

      Honest reviews of my books help bring them to the attention of other readers.

      If you’ve enjoyed this book, I would be very grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on my book’s Amazon page by clicking below.

      Review POUR SOME MAGIC ON ME

      Thank you very much in advance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS IN THE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A SHOPLIFTER’S GUIDE TO WIZARDRY SERIES

      

      

      
        
        POUR SOME MAGIC ON ME (Book 1)

        YOU GIVE MAGIC A BAD NAME (Book 2)

        SWEET CHILD O’MAGIC (Book 3)

        (BOOK 4 COMING SOON…)
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