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      To Dave: Thanks for being an awesome cook. Love the yummy treats you make so I can keep writing.

      

      To Sammy: Stay close to home or else.
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            School Shift

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand frozen by the lockers as the Pop girls, dressed in matching yellow outfits, slither down the hallway like a den of bejeweled Burmese Pythons. My hopes of them passing me by vanish when they turn on their heels and walk toward where I’m standing. Why do the popular girls waste their time on me? I’ve been at Jefferson High a year—I’m old news. Guess there’s no one else around they feel like teasing. Lucky me.

      Cara, the leader, juts out her chin. “Where’d you get that outfit, Walmart?”

      It’s one of her usual opening salvos—I ignore her.

      She gets up in my face, ready to launch into another insult, but stops when she hears the raucous sound of male laughter echoing down the hallway. The Pop girls turn around to fawn over the JV team as they puff out their chests and act macho.

      With the girls distracted by all the testosterone in the air, I take the opportunity to literally disappear. Closing my eyes, I picture my drab green locker door. My legs tingle with electricity as my blood pressure rises. In seconds my human body is gone, and in its place is a metal door.

      Even though I no longer have a physical body, I can still see and hear. I watch the girls as they flirt and position themselves into a barricade so the guys can’t continue down the hallway. At first the team has some fun flirting back, but one of the coaches shows up and herds them away from the girls.

      With the guys no longer keeping her occupied Cara turns her attention back to me. Her eyes grow large when she sees the empty space in front of my locker. “Hey, where did that loser go?”

      The other girls shrug their shoulders and motion for Cara to follow them as they chase after the guys. Cara lingers for a second in front of my locker as if she can sense something is wrong. She runs her perfectly manicured pink fingernails over the combination lock with no idea she’s actually touching me. The second period bell rings and she drops the lock. Cara takes off running; her heels click-clacking on the tile floor.

      I continue to remain a locker as students come and go by me on the way to their classes. It takes another few minutes for the hall to clear. I hate to be late to class, but I have a rule to never transform in front of people. My shifting ability is my little secret. Only my kid brother knows I’m a human chameleon, and I plan on keeping it that way.

      Racing down the hallway through the courtyard, I manage to barely dodge the vice principal as I fly through the door of my World History class. Plopping down in my seat by the window, I notice a new girl striding through the door. She takes a seat just across from me.

      The teacher straightens his tie and marches over to close the door. “That better be the last of the stragglers.”

      Mr. Spencer is sporting major bed-head. I hope it’s not a foreshadowing that the class is going to be a snooze-fest. As if to prove my point, he opens up the two-inch thick course book. “I hope everyone read chapter six last night because I’m handing out a pop quiz.”

      A chorus of groans breaks out, but the new girl seems oblivious as she pulls the textbook out of her backpack and brushes her long, shiny, black hair over her shoulders. Her tawny-colored skin peeks out of her long-sleeve plaid top. There is something otherworldly and exotic about her.

      Mr. Spencer walks down the aisle handing out the quiz. Then he stops and stands next to our newest addition. “Class, this is Brooklyn. She’ll be finishing her senior year here at Jefferson High. I want you to give her a warm welcome.”

      The class claps half-heartedly while Brooklyn stares at her desk. I don’t blame her. Nothing like being singled out in class. I should know, having been in the exact same spot last year. My mom pulled me out of private school and put me in public. I still won’t speak to her friend Shelby for putting the idea in her head. A year later, despite my best efforts, I still don't have any close friends. The Jefferson High student body is a tough crowd.

      I give Brooklyn a knowing smile, but she’s busy doodling something on her notepad. I turn my attention to the quiz, and let out a sigh of relief when I see it's multiple choice. With my quick read-through before I crashed last night, I have better than a fifty-fifty chance of passing.

      Thirty agonizing minutes later, Mr. Spencer gathers up the quizzes and walks back to the front of the classroom. He scribbles our next assignment on the whiteboard. “I know many of you have been complaining about how dry the curriculum has been lately, so I’ve decided to give you an extra credit assignment. I’d like you to pick three of the movies I have listed up on the board and write a report on how they demonstrate their importance in world history.”

      Wow, did someone slip something in his morning coffee? I read through the list of movies and know exactly which three I’m going to watch. I’ve already seen The Book Thief so that will be easy. I love British history so next on the list is A Man For All Seasons. Last, I pick Gandhi, because I don’t know very much about his life, but I’d sure like to learn.

      Glancing over at Brooklyn, I notice she’s graduated from staring at her desk to staring at the whiteboard. I feel her pain. Being the new kid in your senior year of high school must ranks right up there with learning Santa Claus isn’t real.

      While Mr. Spencer goes over the pros and cons of reading reviews of the films versus watching them with no preconceived opinions, I go back to contemplating how love has a time and place. The lunch bell rings, and before I can head over to introduce myself, Brooklyn is up and out the door.
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      I move through the crowed hallway and out the main doorway to the noisy lunch tables in the courtyard. Not that I’m excited to eat the PB&J I packed for myself this morning, but it definitely beats the mystery mush on the cafeteria menu. Man, I hate Tuesdays.

      Striding over to my favorite shady spot near a large maple tree, I notice my lunch buddy, Carmen, is MIA again. I let out a sigh and sit down at the picnic table. What a time for her to be sick. I really need her funny stories about her crazy family to distract me from my measly lunch. Starving, I wrestle open the package of my peanut butter crunch protein bar, when I feel a tap on my shoulder. I turn around and I’m greeted by a mass of dark brown hair. Brooklyn gives me a half smile. “Mind if I join you?”

      I toss my backpack on the ground to give her some room on the bench. “Sure. My lunch buddy is a no-show.”

      “Guess that’s good news for me.”

      We both laugh. She digs into her backpack and pulls out a vintage metal lunchbox shaped like a treasure chest. Her coolness factor just jumped off the charts. She flips down the little gold clasps on the box, and inside is a vegan’s dream. Sandwich bags are brimming with veggies and cut-up fruit. She must be a health nut. I look down at my protein bar and feel like a total loser. Pushing it away, I grin and take a bite of my apple.

      Brooklyn tosses her long hair over her shoulders as she nibbles on a celery stick stuffed with peanut butter. “You’re in my World History class, right?”

      I nod, surprised she remembers me. “Yeah. We’ll be suffering through the class together.”

      Her melodic laugh fills the air again. “I knew we’d be friends the moment I saw you.”

      I’ve never thought of myself as friend-right-off-the-bat material. “Really? Why?”

      “You have this interesting aura about you. You’re different from the rest of the people I’ve met at this school.”

      Goosebumps form on my arms. Is she a psychic? I let out a nervous laugh. “I’m just an average high school student. Nothing special about me.”

      She twirls a baby carrot between her fingers. “That’s not what I heard.”

      Strange. What could she be talking about? I’ve been so careful about transforming at school. “Has someone been spreading rumors about me?”

      “Yes, you’re named after a TV actress who hocks a popular skincare line.”

      Ugh. Brooklyn’s only been in school for one day and she’s already heard about my 15 seconds of fame. “Yes, it’s true. I’m named after Jennifer Aniston. My mom is a diehard Friends fan.” I’ll never live down the day I did my social studies report on name origins. Brooklyn smiles as she eyes the highlights in my medium brown hair. “Are those an homage to your namesake?”

      “I wish.” I twirl a few blond strands around my finger. “Just trying to make my boring mop a bit more exciting.”

      She gives me a thumbs-up. “Mission accomplished. I think your hair looks awesome.”

      “Thanks. I was beginning to wonder if I’d made a mistake. You're the first person who’s noticed.”

      “Maybe it’s because the highlights look so natural. Like you spent the summer at the beach.”

      Where has Brooklyn been all my life? I’ve never hit it off with someone so quickly before. Well, except Kit. But he’s my brother, so that doesn't count.

      I think it’s only fair I should compliment her, too. But where do I start? Her clothes are right out of Teen Vogue Magazine, plus she’s strikingly beautiful, just like a model. But I’m sure she knows that by the way all the guys stare at her and the jealous glares she gets from the mean girls. I focus in on her gold necklace with a pendant shaped like an Egyptian ankh. The ruby stone at the base of the loop sparkles in the sun. “That’s such a pretty necklace.”

      She gives me a shy smile and touches the ruby. “My grandmother gave it to me when I visited her in Cairo.”

      That explains her exotic looks. “What a great way to remember her.”

      “Yes. She’s so far away. We don’t go to visit her as much as I’d like. My mom thinks it’s too dangerous.”

      If the TV news is right, she might have a point. “Is that where you lived before you moved to California?”

      She lets out a sigh. “I wish. Nope, we lived in New York.”

      Duh, I should have known. “I think your name is super cool, by the way. Not everyone has something in common with a famous bridge.”

      I was hoping for a smile, but instead she shoves her veggies aside and stares down at the table. “I thought so too when I was little. Dad proposed to my mom there. Plus, it’s such a beautiful landmark. At sunset, the color of the stone arches matches my skin.” She strokes her bare arm, deep in thought. “But it brings me nothing but sadness now.”

      “I’m sorry. Did your parents break up?”

      Brooklyn nods. “Yes. But that’s not the worst part.”

      I’m afraid to ask. TV movies of the week flash through my mind. Did her father kill her mother? We sit in silence. Brooklyn sucks in a breath and looks up. “My dad remarried. Guess where he proposed?”

      “The Brooklyn Bridge.”

      “Yep.”

      “I’m sorry. Your dad was a jerk to propose to two women at the same place.”

      “Every time I see my stepmother, she calls me by my middle name, Samantha.”

      “That’s weird. Why would she do that?”

      “Because my name reminds her she isn’t the only love in my dad’s life.”

      I wish I could say I’ve never heard such petty BS about stepparents before, but I’d be lying. My parents may have their problems, but I give them major props for working hard on their marriage.

      I reach out to console her, but Brooklyn pulls her hand away. The smell of electricity fills the air as I graze her hand. A spark leaps off my finger and hits the edge of the table.

      The tip of my finger pulses with pain. “Brooklyn, what the H just happened?”
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      Brooklyn stares at me with her large brown eyes. “Don't freak out. It’s just static electricity.”

      My gut tells me it’s something far more powerful. Could Brooklyn have a special gift, too? “That felt like an electric shock to me.”

      Brooklyn rolls her eyes. “Just my natural magnetism.”

      I get the hint. She’s not going to budge. “It’s very powerful.”

      A huge smile spreads across her face. “Don't you know it.”

      I laugh. “Most of the guys on campus have succumbed to your powers.”

      The lunch bell rings. Brooklyn tosses her half-eaten bag of carrots into her treasure chest lunchbox and flips the clasps. “You doing anything after school?”

      “No. Why?”

      “My mom’s out of town. I could use some company.”

      How can someone like her be lonely? “Sure.”

      “Great, meet me by the flagpole after fourth period. I’ll take you to my lair.”
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      Nothing could prepare me for the visual onslaught as I walked through the front door of Brooklyn’s bland tract house. The walls in the living room are covered in a jewel tone Bradbury and Bradbury wallpaper accented with gold. It’s just like the one I saw at a Victorian house museum. Huge pieces of sari fabric drape down from the corners of the room like a giant tent. My nose twitches at the overpowering fragrance of sandalwood incense. Strange inscriptions written in an ancient language are scrolled on wood panels that hang between the saris. Brooklyn wasn’t kidding about inviting me to her lair. Except for a traditional grandfather clock by the bay window, the decorations make me feel like I’ve entered a sheiks tent in the middle of the desert.

      Brooklyn smiles when she sees my mouth pop slightly open. “Now you know why I say it’s my lair. Actually, it’s my mom’s. I call her style Pier One Imports meets Bollywood.”

      I laugh and look down at my ratty T-shirt and faded jeans. “I feel way underdressed.”

      Brooklyn pops over to a carved wooden cabinet by the kitchen and pulls out a beautiful turquois embroidered caftan. “My mom keeps these handy.” She drapes the caftan over my arm. “Relax, get comfy.” She glances at the Band-Aid the school nurse put on my finger, but says nothing.

      I pull the caftan over my head and loosen the button of my skinny jeans to get more comfortable, then bend down and smooth the caftan over my ankles. “Thanks, now I don’t feel so out of place.”

      Brooklyn strolls into the kitchen. “My mom makes a killer spice cake with cream cheese frosting. You want a piece?”

      The only cake I like is chocolate, but I don’t want to be rude. “Sure.”

      I glance at the grandfather clock to check the time. It’s 3:30. I need to be back home by 5:00. That’s plenty of time to hang out with my new friend. I follow Brooklyn into the kitchen. She yanks opens the large fridge. “What do you want to drink to wash it down?”

      Scanning my options, I pick a Coke. Maybe it will cover up the taste of the spices.

      Brooklyn grabs a Mountain Dew. “How about we play a game of truth or dare?”

      “I normally don’t play games on my first friend date.”

      She laughs so hard she almost drops her Mountain Dew. “Don't worry, I’ll be gentle.”

      Brooklyn is the coolest girl I’ve ever met. “Thanks, it’s my first time.”

      She smiles and cuts each of us a huge slab of cake and walks over to one of the floor pillows in the living room and sits down. “No worries. I just think it’s a great way to get to know someone.”

      I couldn't agree more. It’s a great way to cut through all the get-to-know-each-other crap. Brooklyn inhales a big forkful of cake. “Try it.”

      Sitting on the pillow next to her, I balance the plate on my knee. Holding tight to the pretty china plate, I take a small bite. The flavors of the cake are as exotic as the room. Cinnamon swirls in my mouth along with hints of clove and ginger. The cream cheese frosting blends with the spices to form a pleasant sweet coating inside my mouth. “Wow, it’s really good.”

      “Glad you like it. My mom is very proud of the recipe. It’s been handed down for generations. Well, except for the frosting. That’s a modern addition.”

      “Kudos to your family.” I take a huge bite, letting it linger on my tongue. “It’s yummy.”

      Brooklyn takes a big swig of her drink. “Okay, what’s it to be, truth or dare?”

      “Truth.”

      “What color is your underwear?”

      At least she’s starting me off easy. “It’s faded pink. They used to be white, but Dad threw his red socks in the wash when my mom wasn’t looking.”

      Brooklyn chuckles. “Dads can be sneaky like that. Next question, how many best friends have you had?”

      Ugh. She would ask a hard one. “Well, can I count my baby brother?”

      She smiles. “No. But that’s sweet.”

      “Okay, as we’re telling the truth, I really haven’t had one yet.” I nervously twirl my hair as I run through the list of friends I’ve had and lost because I never let them know about my gift. “Not someone I could say anything to.”

      Her brow furrows. “Really? I’m sorry.”

      Telling the truth isn't for lightweights. “It’s okay. I’m just really picky. I want my BFF to be for life.”

      She smiles. “Oh, like some birds mating for life.”

      “That sounds really stupid.”

      She reaches out and touches my hand. I don’t get a shock this time. “I think it’s a great goal. Friends are everything in life.”

      Said like someone who must have a ton of them. “It’s your turn. Truth or Dare?”

      Brooklyn tosses her long hair over her shoulder. “I’m all about truth, shoot.”

      I figured I’d return the favor and start her off easy. “What’s your favorite movie?”

      She sticks out her lower lip. “Ugh, you would ask me that. I’m terrible at picking favorites.”

      “Okay, what are your top three.”

      She lets out a sigh of relief. “I’m a huge Katniss fan, so all the Hunger Games movies. But I really love a good cry, so The Fault In Our Stars. And I’m sucker for underdog stories. So Silver Linings Playbook.”

      I laugh. “I think that’s a top six list.”

      “Duh.” She slams her hand on her forehead “Sorry, I always think of the Hunger Games as one movie.”

      “I hear you. Me too.”

      “Okay, shoot me another one. I’ll make sure my answer isn’t so lame this time.”

      “If you could switch places with someone for a day, who would it be?”

      A serious look crosses her face. “You.”

      She has to be kidding. “Oh, come on. I’m sure there’s some celebrity you’d want to be.”

      Brooklyn looks me straight in the eye. “No. I can tell you’re special.”

      Goosebumps form on my arms. I nervously play with the Band-Aid on my finger. Does she have ESP? “I’m nothing…” The grandfather clock chimes six o’clock. Wait a sec. Wasn’t it just 3:30? I could swear I’ve only been here for an hour. I check my phone for any messages from my mom. What the H? Its turned off! I shoot up off my cushion. “Crap! I was supposed to be home at five. My parents are going to kill me!”

      Brooklyn just smiles. “I doubt they would do something so drastic.”
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      Flinging open the door, I get ready to race up the stairs to start my babysitting duty with Kit, my five-year-old kid brother. I still don’t understand how my phone was turned off. My mom left five messages, she’s going to be furious. As soon as I set one foot in the door, my parents block my path.

      Dad glares at me. “We’ve been waiting over an hour for you, young lady. Why didn’t you answer your phone?”

      Mom joins in on the glare fest. “It took me two months to get the reservation at Gitano’s. I’ve been looking forward to tonight for weeks.”

      I don't blame her for laying on the guilt. She’d been talking about nothing but Gitano’s amazing food for days. “I’m so sorry, Mom. I didn’t get any of your messages. I was hanging out with my new friend and somehow I accidently shut off my phone.”

      Mom sticks her perfect nose in my face. “Well, I hope you had a blast with your new friend because you’re grounded for two weeks.”

      “Wait, what? But it’s the first time I’ve ever been late.”

      Dad puts his arm protectively around my mom’s waist. “And the last.”

      Mom tucks her purse under her arm. “Let’s go. Maybe we can still get a seat at Roxy’s.”

      They push past me and slam the door behind them. Great. Mom really is going to ground me. I sulk up the stairs and toss my backpack in my bedroom. What a day. How could I have lost track of the time? I knew how important date night was to my parents. Once I walked through the door it was like time stopped. Brooklyn’s house had hypnotized me. I must have turned off the phone and not remembered. My gut twists in knots. Something strange is going on. I’ve been craving a BFF ever since I started at Jefferson High. Then out of nowhere Brooklyn waltzes into my life. The spark has to be a clue. Brooklyn has a secret, too. And I’m going to find out what she’s hiding.

      Kit nudges my knee. “Mommy is really mad at you, isn’t she?”

      Better pull myself together. I didn't even hear him come into my room. Ruffling Kit’s curly mop, I lead him back down the hall. “Yep. Looks like I’ll be hanging out with you for two weeks.”

      Kit beams. “Oh, cool. Transformer time!” He picks up his red toy Mustang. “Want to go for a ride?”

      Any other time I’d love to shift into the car and race around the floor so I could hear his bell-like laugh—but not tonight. “Sorry, I’m not feeling so great.”

      He looks at my bandaged finger. “What happened? Does it hurt really bad?”

      Funny, after the initial throbbing pain, my finger stopped hurting. Except for the bandage, I’d forgotten all about it. I pull the bandage off.  All that's left is a little spot on the tip of my ring finger. “See, Kit, it’s nothing. Just a little red mark.”

      He bites his lower lip. “Is that some kind of tattoo thingy?”

      What is he talking about? I focus hard on the tip of my finger.

      “No way! It’s an ankh!”
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      I finish up my calculus worksheet and the tiny ankh on my finger catches my eye. Could Brooklyn have given me the mark as a way of cementing our friendship? Like in the movies when kids cut their fingers and then mix their blood together to form a pact? I should be creeped out. Instead, I’m flattered that someone as awesome as Brooklyn would pick me. Still I’m a bit suspicious of her motives. She more than hinted that she knows about my secret. But how?

      The bell rings, and I toss the worksheet on the teacher’s desk and race out the door. The answer to my new friend’s motives comes bounding down the hallway straight toward me. Brooklyn’s hair gently swings back and forth as she greets me. “Hey, Jen, glad I caught you.” Brooklyn casts her face toward the sun. “Isn't it an amazing day. Why don't we hit the beach?”

      I look at my skinny jeans and plaid shirt. “I’m not really dressed for the beach. Besides, what about World History?”

      “It’s so boring. Let’s ditch class.”

      Said like a girl who ditches on a regular basis. “I’ll give you that history can be a snooze-fest sometimes, but I really can't afford to get another C. Not if I want to get into USC.”

      Brooklyn straightens her shoulders. “Oh, come on. One class won’t hurt.”

      Sucking in a breath I say, “I have a confession to make, I’ve never ditched before.”

      Her large eyes grow even bigger. “Really, never?”

      “Yeah. I have the worst luck. I’m sure I’d get caught.”

      She loops her arm through mine. “Don’t worry, you’re with a pro.”

      I don't doubt her for a minute. Super cool girls like Brooklyn have done it all. But the thought of what my mother’s reaction would be if a truant officer called to tell her I’m in custody keeps me from saying yes. She would freak out and probably ground me for life. “Think I’m going to pass.”

      She lets go of my arm. “Okay, no pressure. Just thought you might want to have some fun.”

      I do want to have fun, but I also need to improve my grades. My SAT score was pretty good but competition is fierce to get into USC. The choices you have to make in high school suck. Brooklyn turns to leave. I want to go with her so badly. But most of all, I can’t let her off the hook about the ankh. I hold my finger up to her face. “I’ll ditch class if you can explain what this is.”

      She looks closely at my fingertip. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Oh, come on. You know what you did.”

      Brooklyn shrugs her shoulders. “No, I don’t.” She grabs my finger. “All I can see is that you need a manicure.”

      What is she trying to pull? I stare at my fingertip. No way! It’s perfect. The image of the ankh has vanished. “How did you do that? Are you a magician or something?”

      Brooklyn lets out a sigh. “I wish.”

      So much for Brooklyn being all about telling the truth. She’s obviously not going to admit to anything. Maybe if I go to the beach with her I can wear her down and get the truth. “Okay, I surrender. I’ll go to the beach with you.”

      For a second I think Brooklyn has transformed into a bunny the way she excitedly jumps up and down.  “Awesome! We’re going to have so much fun. Go grab your bag and meet me by the bleachers in five.”

      I march toward my locker knowing I’ve succumbed to Brooklyn’s charms yet again.  My need for a friend has reached an all-time low. Yet, I have to admit my heart is racing at the thought of doing something so risky. Just like when I transform. The risk creates a kind of high. It feels a bit strange to have the same feeling now.

      The bell for third period reverberates down the hall. I throw open my locker, grab my backpack, and race toward the football field. The last thing I need is to get caught lingering near the lockers by the vice principal. I duck through a mass of students racing to get to their classes and head straight for the bleachers. Brooklyn is waiting by the last row. “I promise you won't regret this.”

      I probably will, but for now I’m just enjoying the buzz flowing through my veins. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      She flashes me a smile. “There’s a hole in the fence next to the scoreboard. Just follow my lead.”

      I nod and stick close to her heels as she works her way down the side of the bleachers and darts for the fence. My adrenaline reaches an all time high when I realize we are out in the open where anyone can see us. Brooklyn is laser focused on the fence and doesn't see a guy dressed in jeans and a grey T-shirt running parallel to us on the other side of the field.

      She hits the fence and pulls open the cut links. “Jen, hurry.”

      Racing to her side, I jerk my head to the right. “There’s a guy over there. He’s heading our way.”

      Brooklyn takes a quick glance at the guy. “Crap. He might be a truant officer. We better run.”

      She darts toward the fence and holds it open just long enough for me to get through. One of the chain links grazes my leg but I make it to the other side. The guy is gaining speed. If he’s a truant officer, he’s undercover. Why else is he dressed in jeans and a T-shirt just like any other guy on campus?

      By the time we hit a large hedge at the far end of campus I’m exhausted. I suck in a breath and fall to the ground. “Brooklyn, can we take a break? Maybe that guy isn’t a truant officer.”

      She glances over her shoulder. “Let’s keep going. Just in case.”

      “I appreciate you trying to be cautious, but I can barely catch my breath.”

      Brooklyn reaches into her enormous MK quilted tote bag and hands me a water bottle. “Guess you’re not much for working out at the gym.”

      I laugh and take a swig of the water. “Nope.”

      She takes the bottle from my hand and tucks it back in her bag. “I know a great little place where we can have lunch. It’s a two-mile walk to the beach. Think you’re going to need some food.”

      Pushing myself up off the ground, I give her a smile. “You know me well already.”

      Brooklyn pushes through the hedge and leads me down a labyrinth of residential streets until we come out by the main drag south of campus. Pointing out her favorite stores, she could be a tour guide for ditchers. She stops in front of a tiny hole-in-the-wall burger joint. “May not look like much but they have the best vegan burgers in town.”

      The fact that she’s only lived here for one month and knows about places I’ve never heard of doesn’t escape me. “I’ve been down this street dozens of times and didn't even notice it.”

      She breathes in deeply. “Ah, but if you got out of the car you wouldn't have been able to resist, would you?”

      The aroma of garlic and onions is so strong it’s like the restaurant unleashed a giant air freshener.

      “Nope.” I pull open the bright red door. “I’m starving. I want the whole menu.”

      The place is so tiny it only has a long bar for seating. Brooklyn grabs the middle seat and I sit down next to her. The hipster waitress behind the bar is wears the bohemian uniform of a printed peasant top paired with floral patterned leggings. She tosses us a pair of menus. Turns out I might actually be able to eat the whole menu. It only has five items. Usually lunch isn’t a major meal for me. To try to stay thin, so I save my calories for dinner. Plus, veggies aren’t my mainstay either, but the aroma of garlic fries and portabella mushroom burgers cooking on the grill is making my mouth water. Ditching class builds up quite the appetite.

      Brooklyn points to number three on the menu. “This one is my fav. The gorgonzola works perfectly with the strong flavor of the mushroom. The garlic fries are a nice accent to the burger.”

      Spoken like a true foodie. Brooklyn and my mom would totally hit it off. “Sure, order it up.”

      She holds up her hand to get the waitress’s attention. “Sunshine, get us two number threes.”

      Sunshine nods, causing her frizzy hair to dance around her face.

      Brooklyn follows my gaze. “She’s pretty groovy, right?”

      I laugh. “Wow, I knew they were bringing back the late 60s in fashion, but not the slang too.”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “Guess I’ve been hanging out here too much.”

      Sunshine returns with our portabella burgers. “Talk about vegan fast food.”

      Brooklyn grabs one of her garlic fries. “The best in town.”

      We both dig in. Brooklyn is right. The flavors of the cheese and the mushroom meld together perfectly. The fresh baked whole-wheat gluten free bun isn't bad either. Vegan food cooked well is actually delicious. Who knew?

      The door creaks open, but I don’t bother to look to see who it is. I dig into my garlic fries instead. Brooklyn’s eyes grow wide as a man dressed in a police uniform waltzes past us and sits at the end of the bar.

      She nudges my elbow and whispers, “We need to go.”

      The officer at the bar orders a coffee. Then he turns to Brooklyn. “Isn't it past lunch period? Shouldn’t you two be in school?”

      The hairs on the back of my neck bristle. I thought we looked mature for our age. Guess not.

      He sneers at us. “Brooklyn, I gave you a warning last time. I won’t be so understanding now.” He reaches for his handcuffs.

      Sunshine leaps over the counter and blocks his path just long enough for us to bolt off our seats and race for the front door.

      Brooklyn grabs my arm. “Down here. We need to hide!”

      I run down the alley sticking close to Brooklyn’s heels. She ducks behind a dumpster and points to a basement hatch door at the base of the brick building. She waves for me to follow, then disappears. My instinct tells me to transform, but the officer is right on my heels. He yells out, “Stop running! I’ve already called for backup!”

      Great. My mom will ground me for life now. My stomach churns at the thought of being stuck in my house forever. That can’t happen. For the first time in my life I concentrate on transforming right in front of someone. But what am I going to become? I stare at the dumpster by the doorway. I’ve never shifted into something so big before, or so gross. A garbled mechanical voice fills the air. The officer stops running and answers his walkie-talkie. While he’s distracted, I take the opportunity to visualize myself as the dumpster. The hard metal melds with my skin and in seconds, I’m sitting on the exact spot where the dumpster used to be.

      The officer turns to face me and screams out, “I know where you’re hiding!” He races over to me. The officer climbs over my side and starts pushing the garbage around.  “You’re busted. Might as well come out.”

      Just like when I shift into Kit’s toys, I still have my human senses and can hear and see everything. Unfortunately, I still have my sense of smell, too. The officer has stirred up the rotting garbage inside me and the putrid odor is overpowering. Good thing I don't have a mouth, or I’d throw up.

      Frustrated that he can’t find me, the officer shakes off the fast food wrappers stuck to his hands and climbs out of me. He circles the dumpster for one more look than kicks at the front wheel just as two officers race up to join him. “So where is the girl?”

      The officer takes his hat off and tosses on the ground. “I don't know how she did it—but she’s gone.”
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      The police head around the corner in defeat. The officer who’d chased us hangs back for a second and looks around the dumpster again.

      He takes one more look inside me. “Were did she go?”

      If only he knew I’m right here. Just not in the form he expected. I wish he would leave so I can be human again. Being a large, stinky, metal container is no fun. Nothing like burning rubber around the room as one of Kit’s toy cars.

      The officer pounds my metal side. Thankfully, I can’t feel a thing. Pain is the only human sense that doesn’t come with me when I shift.

      “Man, pulling that all-nighter has really thrown me off my game.” He laughs. “Yep, you’re talking to yourself.”

      He trudges back around the corner and disappears. The sound of a revving engine echoes down the alleyway.

      Brooklyn slowly opens the basement door. “Jen, is the coast clear?”

      Of course I can’t respond. Should I transform so I can?

      Tucking her head out of the basement doorway, Brooklyn surveys the alley. “Jen, are you here?” She throws open the door and moves quickly toward the dumpster. “It’s safe. Come out so I can see you.”

      If I transform now, Brooklyn will know my secret for sure. But I can't stand to be the stinky dumpster for one more second. I visualize my human feet and arms. For a brief second there are two dumpsters sitting in the same spot. Then in a flash, warm blood once again pumps through my veins. I’m no longer a lifeless metal container—I’m a person.

      Brooklyn stands in front of me smiling. “That was awesome. I knew you were special. You’re like a girl chameleon.”

      At first, I freak out that my secret is no longer safe. After eighteen years, my cover is finally blown. My brother isn't the only one who knows my secret now. My hands are shaking so I take a few deep breaths to calm down. Once I get used to the fact there is no way to take it back, somehow I feel strangely at ease that Brooklyn knows. Like the weight I’ve felt on my shoulders since I was a kid is gone.

      I shake off the slight whiff of rotted garbage that lingers in my hair. “I don't think being a stinking metal container full of trash is all that awesome. But I do like being called the girl chameleon. I should get a T-shirt made.”

      We both laugh. Brooklyn hands me her water bottle. “You do have a slight eau-de-garbage fragrance. Why don’t you wash yourself off?”

      I splash some water on my face and arms. Strange. I don’t remember smelling like the object I transformed into before. But then again, I’ve never picked something so gross before.

      Brooklyn smiles. “Hey, let’s head to the beach like we planned. You can take a dip in the ocean. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

      After all the excitement, I totally forgot where we were headed. “Sure. Soaking up some rays sounds like the perfect way to relax after our crazy afternoon.”

      We zigzag our way down a labyrinth of alleys to keep from getting spotted again. The late afternoon sun beats down on my head making me sweat like I’m in a sauna. Fried and exhausted by the time we spot the ocean, I put my hand on my side. “Let me catch my breath. I forgot you said it was a two mile hike to the beach.”

      Brooklyn digs through her MK tote bag and shoves a water bottle in my hand. “Take a big swig.” She points at the steep hill that leads down to the sand. “We just have a quarter mile to go.”

      I let the water drip down my chest to cool myself off. “Fine. But we’re so taking the bus back.”

      She scrunches up her face. “I wouldn’t be caught dead on the bus. We’ll take Uber. My guy has a Beemer.”

      It must be nice to have the bucks to ride in style. My parents keep me on a strict budget. Any extra money left over at the end of the month they put in my college fund. The way Brooklyn dresses in the latest designer looks from Teen Vogue, I shouldn’t be surprised the bus would be her worst nightmare. We finally hit the sand and Brooklyn opens her bag and throws down a small towel. She pulls off her shirt and unzips her strategically torn skinny jeans.

      I look at her cute pink and black striped bikini and smile. “You must be an amazing Girl Scout.”

      She doesn’t laugh. “Huh?”

      “Looks like you knew you were going to the beach.”

      “Oh, got it.” She smiles. “Always be prepared to ditch school is my motto.”

      Sitting down on the sand, I roll up my shirtsleeves. Then I fold back my jeans until they’re up to my knees. “Not me. I’m going to have some pretty ugly tan lines.”

      A blond guy with a chiseled face appears out of nowhere next to Brooklyn. I shouldn't be surprised; she’s got an amazing body—like a Sports Illustrated model. The guy has the perfect California surfer tan and ripped abs. He plops down next to her and asks, “So, Brook, how about going out tonight?”

      She tosses her long dark hair over her shoulders exposing her perfect cleavage. “Sorry, I’m busy.”

      The guy strokes her arm. “Oh, come on. You know we’re good together.”

      She flicks some sand in his face. “Can’t you see I’m with my friend? Screw off.”

      A pleasant tingle goes up my neck. It’s been a really long time since someone called me their friend. The guy doesn’t budge. “So who’s your new partner in crime?”

      Sounds like he knows her well.

      I answer, “Name’s Jen. What’s yours?”

      He frowns. “Brook, you didn’t tell her about us?”

      Guess Brooklyn has a few more secrets hidden away. She lets out a sigh and sits up. “No, Chad, I didn’t. You’re not the only thing in my life.”

      Spoken like a girl who could get another boyfriend in a second. Chad better be careful. He smiles, gives her a kiss on the forehead, and gets up. “Okay, I got the message. It’s girl time. When you want some man time,” he rubs his six-pack for emphasis, “you give me a call.”

      He swaggers down the beach like he owns it. Any girl would kill for a boyfriend as hot as Chad. But not Brooklyn. My admiration for her continues to climb.

      She turns to face me. “Sorry about that. Guys can be such a pain sometimes.”

      “I wouldn't know. They don’t seem to be interested in me. Like they know I’m not normal.”

      “The right guy hasn‘t come along yet.” She leans back and props herself up on her elbows. “But I have a feeling that will change soon.”

      Okay. I’ve had enough of her hints that she has ESP. “Brooklyn, why don’t you just tell me what your secret is. I know you have powers too.”

      She looks off at the waves breaking against the sand. I can’t believe it. Brooklyn is going to ignore me.

      “Friendship is a two way street.” I reach out and grab her wrist hoping for a spark. This time when I touch her skin it’s like a small firework going off. The spark shoots off her wrist and breaks up into tiny points of light. “Are you like that girl in X-men?”

      A soft belly laugh fills the air. “You mean Surge? I wish.”

      “Oh, come on. Fair is fair. You know my secret, I want to know yours.”

      “Are you sure?” She reaches her into the tote. “Once I reveal it to you, there’s no going back.”

      “Yes, I‘m sure.”

      Brooklyn digs around in her bag and pulls out a sparkling pink wand with a silver glitter star on top.

      I laugh. “Oh, so you’re a wizard like Harry Potter?”

      She holds the wand in front of my face. “Not exactly.”

      I try to give her a smart comeback, but I can’t.

      My lips are sealed shut.
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      Brooklyn taps the wand on my lips three times. “May your words return.”

      In a second, my mouth pops open. I rub my fingers along my lips. They feel fine—like nothing ever happened. “Wow, that’s the first time anyone got me to shut up so fast.”

      She laughs. “I warned you.”

      “You did. So what are you if you’re not a wizard?”

      “I do the wand trick to throw people off. I’m a witch.”

      For a brief moment my mind can’t process what she said. “A…witch? No way. No such thing.”

      She tucks the wand back into her tote. “Says someone who’s a shape shifter.”

      I stuff back a laugh. “I never thought of myself as being a shifter. Transforming is so easy. I take it for granted. Plus, I’ve kept my secret hidden for so long.”

      Brooklyn strokes my hand. “I know a thing or two about not letting people know what you are.”

      “I guess you do. But if there are witches, are there werewolves and vampires too?”

      “Of course. You know the saying, there’s a grain of truth in every joke?”

      I nod.

      “Well, there’s a little bit of truth behind all the old Hollywood horror, too.”

      Talk about having your mind blown. “So you’ve met other witches? You’ve seen vampires?”

      “Of course. My mom runs a large coven out of our house.”

      That explains the exotic living room decor and the strange sayings written on the wood panels. Not to mention how I totally lost track of time. “And vampires?”

      A huge smile spreads across her face. “My godfather is a vamp.”

      My mind aches it’s working so hard to keep from freaking out. A dull pain hits the back of my head. “You wouldn’t happen to have an Advil in that enormous bag of yours?”

      She digs around and pulls out a bottle. “I know it’s a lot to process. But did you really think you were the only one who had special powers?”

      Now I feel like a total idiot. It’s only logical if I have a gift, there would be more people that have one too. Maybe there really are special schools for people like me. Could the Xavier Institute in X-Men be real?

      Brooklyn snaps her fingers. “Earth to Jen.”

      I shake my head as if it can clear my overloaded mind. “I hate to admit it, but I really thought I was the only one. It kind of makes me sad. I thought being able to shift made me special—unique.”

      “It does make you special. I’ve never met anyone who could shift into inanimate objects before. Just the usual werewolves and other animal shifters that can turn into people.”

      She says it so casually. Like it’s the same as changing clothes. “Well, I guess that makes me feel a bit better.”

      “Have you ever tried to shift into a person?”

      I let out a sigh. “Sure. When I was six I tried to transform into my mom for fun. No luck. When I was thirteen, I got into a bad fight with a friend. I was so upset I risked changing into her to stop the argument. Didn't work. I’ve made the attempt to shift a bunch of times, but it’s like human skin has an impenetrable shield or something. Maybe I can only transform into objects.”

      Brooklyn furrows her perfectly plucked eyebrows. “Could be. Or, maybe you just don’t know how. I should hook you up with Jerome. He might be able to help you figure it out.”

      “Don’t tell me. Jerome is a werewolf.”

      “Yep. We dated for a while. But I got tired of his bad temper.”

      I laugh. “Let me guess. He got moody whenever there was a full moon.”

      She pokes me in the arm. “Smart ass. Actually, Jerome was a sweetheart just before he transformed. In fact, he was downright horny.”

      I cover my ears. “TMI.”

      Brooklyn flips over and unties her bikini top. “Better get used to it. If you’re going to be my bestie, you’ll have to deal with the fact that I have no filter.”

      “Ok. Thanks for the heads-up. My filter is screwed tight. I constantly think about what I say when I’m with new people. My mom taught me first impressions are everything.”

      She gives me a mischievous smile. “I’ll help break you of that habit, don’t worry.”

      I bet she will. Leaning back to take in some rays, I look out at the ocean and notice the sun has crept closer to the horizon. “Crap, what time is it?”

      Brooklyn shrugs her shoulders. I dig into my backpack and pull out my phone. “Great. It’s almost three o’clock. I’m supposed to be home by now. I’m surprised my mom hasn’t called me already. If my parents find out I ditched class, I’ll be grounded for life.”

      Brooklyn reaches over, ties her top, and slowly sits up. “Okay, don't stress. I’ll call my Uber driver. You can be home in a half hour.” She digs her phone out and pushes a button. She has the driver on speed dial.

      I stand up, dust the sand off my jeans, and roll them down back down to my ankles. ”Let’s book it. My mom usually brings my little brother home from after-care by four o’clock.” Rolling down my sleeves, I grab my backpack. “Race you to the parking lot.”

      Making sure I have a good head start, Brooklyn still manages to hit the parking lot before me. I really do need to start working out. She waltzes up to shiny black BMW with tricked-out chrome rims. “Our ride is here.”

      “That’s the fanciest Uber car I’ve ever seen.”

      Brooklyn opens the back door for me. “I only ride in style.” She taps the driver on the shoulder. “Derrick, meet Jen.”

      A handsome guy with raven hair gives me a killer smile. “Any friend of Brooklyn’s is a friend of mine.” He reaches out and grabs something from the dash and then hands me a card. “Whenever you need a ride, give me a buzz.”

      Tucking the card in my jeans pocket sad I’ll never be able to afford to use him.

      Derrick starts the car and the engine purrs. “Where to?”

      “5346 Willow Drive, 90045 zip code.”

      The car pulls out the parking lot and I settle back into the cushy leather seat. A ton of questions flood my mind. There’s so much I want to know about being a witch. But I stick to a safer subject. “How long have you and Chad been going out?”

      Brooklyn lets out a sigh. “About two months. But I’m getting tired of him.”

      Not like I couldn't tell by the way she gruffly told him to leave. “A surfer dude can’t be very exciting compared to a werewolf.” My hand flies to my face. “Oops, sorry.”

      “Don't worry.” Brooklyn taps the driver on the shoulder. “You can say anything in front of Derrick. He’s one of us. A wizard of the twelfth order as a matter of fact.”

      Of course he is. “Are all your friends supernatural?”

      Derrick looks at me in the rearview mirror. “Aren’t you proof?”

      The wizard has a point. “Yes, I guess I am. But how do you know?”

      “Brooklyn tells me everything.” He gives me a wink. “Or I overhear it in the car.”

      The wizard has a sense of humor. “I bet you could write a screenplay based on what you’ve heard.”

      Derrick guns the engine to pass a slow moving Prius. “That’s a great idea.”

      Brooklyn gently nudges me in the ribs. “Don’t encourage him. I already spend too much energy keeping my life secret.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Her shoulders tense up. “I’ve had to cast spells on all my normal boyfriends so they’d forget what they’ve seen and heard. Also I’ve made the mistake of trusting a few girlfriends too much. That’s why it’s so awesome I met you. I knew you would be cool about my being a witch when you have your own secret.”

      “But with all your supernatural friends why do you bother with normal people?”

      “There aren’t any at our school except you. Besides, sometimes I just want to blend in. Be a regular eighteen-year-old girl.”

      I know the feeling well. That's all I’ve done my whole life. Derrick turns down my block and speeds toward my house. Goosebumps form on my arms when I spy my mom’s car in the driveway. “I’m screwed. Mom’s home. She knows I broke curfew.”

      Derrick puts the BMW in park and faces me. “I can turn her into a toad. Then you can sneak into the house.”

      His offer is tempting. A smile spreads across my face imagining my mom a slimy amphibian hopping around on her precious walnut floors. “Thanks, but no.”

      Brooklyn opens the car door. “Don’t sweat it. Just introduce me and I’ll handle the rest.”

      Visions of all the old vampire movies I’ve seen flash through my mind. “Does she have to invite you in?”

      Derrick busts out laughing. “Wow, you’ve watched way too many old time horror flicks.”

      Brooklyn ignores her drivers laugh-fest and strides down the brick pathway to the house. She motions for me to follow her. I swallow hard and join her standing on the welcome mat. Instead of using my key, I ring the bell to throw my mom off. She opens the door with a confused look on her face. Then her cheeks turn the color of a persimmon. Brooklyn stands next to me while my mom gets ready to ream me a new one.

      “What are you doing just standing there? Get in the house. I can’t believe you would disobey my orders” She reaches out to take my hand. “What has come over you?” She glares at Brooklyn. “I forbid you to see your friend again.”

      I nudge Brooklyn in the side. “What are you waiting for? Cast a spell!”

      My mom’s eyes narrow. “Aren’t you in enough trouble? Stop fooling around.”

      Brooklyn whispers an incantation and a soft blue light engulfs my mother. Her face grows pale as she stares off in the distance like we aren't even there.

      “What took you so long?”

      Brooklyn gives me one of her mischievous smiles. “I just wanted to see you sweat a little bit.”

      I punch her in the arm. “Thanks a lot. Now what?”

      Brooklyn moves past my mom and into the entryway. “Just come in. I’ll do the rest.”

      My mom stands frozen in place as I work my way past her. It’s a strange feeling to be standing right next to my mom yet she has no idea I’m there. Brooklyn places her hand on my mom’s forehead and says another incantation. “Jen, you have two minutes to go upstairs and pretend like nothing ever happened.” She leads my mother across the entryway toward the kitchen. “Go.”

      I better make sure Kit is oaky. Ducking my head in the kitchen, I see him coloring away on the breakfast table. He looks up, grins, and waves. “You guys playing a game with mommy?”

      Relieved he has no clue what’s going on, I walk over and ruffle his hair. “Good guess, little man. You keep coloring we’ll be done in a sec.”

      Kit nods and gets back to work. He trusts me completely and I feel like a total heel. I try not to lie to him, but this time it can't be helped. I head up the stairs while Brooklyn ducks out the front door. Tossing the backpack on my bed, my face suddenly feels like it’s on fire. I race into the bathroom and splash some water on my face. What a day. When I look up I don’t recognize the refection in the mirror. I look like a lobster. That’s what I get for having pale skin and not using sunblock.

      My mom’s voice fills the air. “Dinner.”

      I throw on a pair of sweats and head back out into the hallway. The aroma of garlic chicken wafts up the staircase. My stomach growls as I head down to the kitchen.

      Instead of being greeted by a smile, my mother’s brow furrows. “Honey, your face and arms are bright red. What happened?”

      Crap, I totally forgot about the sunburn. I’m so busted.
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      I wiz through my classes enjoying the fact my mom is completely clueless about what happened last night. I’m grounded, but because of Brooklyn’s spells, I can stay out as long as I like. Awesome doesn’t even begin to cover how I feel. Having a witch BFF is like winning the friendship lottery.

      When the final period bell rings, the awesomeness continues as I race off campus and hop the bus to Brooklyn’s house. Last night she invited me to meet her mother. I’m excited but also a bit nervous to meet another witch. Brooklyn’s mother must be very powerful if she is the leader of a coven.

      Brooklyn greets me at the door in one of her mother’s flowing caftans. “Are you ready for a crash course in witches?”

      The fragrance of sandalwood envelops me as I enter the tent-like living room. “Sure.”

      A woman dressed in a gold caftan with hair down to her waist comes out of the kitchen with a plate stacked high with cookies. “Nice to meet you, Jennifer. My daughter has told me so much about you.”

      Her voice is like a beautiful song—lilting and rhythmic. She motions for me to sit down on one of the embroidered cushions. “My name is Eshe, welcome to my home. Please have a seat.” She glides across the floor like her feet barely touch the ground. With the grace of a dancer, she leans over and holds out the plate at eye level. “I hope you will enjoy a cookie.”

      It’s hard to imagine someone prettier than Brooklyn, but her mother is the most striking woman I’ve ever met. She could have been Miss Egypt with her looks and poise. I grab one of the cookies and take a bite. The buttery texture is laced with a strong almond flavor. My mouth tingles with the hint of chili powder. If anyone else served me such a dessert I’d probably spit it out. I’m a lightweight when it comes to hot spices. But I can see Brooklyn’s mother watching me waiting for a reaction to her creation.

      I swallow and smile. “The way the almond blends with the hint of cinnamon is perfect.”

      Eshe nods and takes a cookie for herself. “Thank you. I can see why my daughter has been so taken with you.”

      A large grey tabby cat comes strolling down the stairs and rubs against Eshe’s legs. Brooklyn picks up the cat and sits down next to me. “This is Ra. He’s my mother’s familiar.”

      Normally I would have no idea what she was talking about, but ever since I learned Brooklyn was a witch, I’d been Googling stuff like crazy. “Is that the same thing as a spirit animal?”

      Brooklyn grins. “Someone has been doing their homework.”

      I shift off my cushion a bit to make room for Ra, who is fascinated by my Keds sneakers. I turn to Brooklyn. “So what’s your familiar?”

      “Not the usual choice.” Eshe lets out a pleasant chuckle. “Brook, why don’t you call him?”

      Brooklyn puts her fingers between her teeth and lets out a high-pitched whistle. At first nothing happens, then the sound of wings fluttering reverberates from upstairs. A black object darts down the stairs, flies into the living room, and lets out a loud shriek. The creature makes a beeline straight for Brooklyn.

      I let out a gasp as it lands on her shoulder. “Holy crap, it’s a bat!”

      She giggles like a little girl as she pats the bat’s head. “Yes, it is. Meet Fred.”

      His beady little eyes bore into me. “Let me guess, it’s one of your vamp friends.”

      Laughter fills the air. Eshe takes a breath before she can talk. “You shouldn't believe everything you see in horror movies.”

      Seems to be the story of my life lately. “Okay, I think I understand now. Something’s are true, like witches cast spells and have familiars.” They both nod. “But others aren't, like you ride around on brooms and have warts.”

      The laughter starts up again. Brooklyn laughs so hard the bat quits trying to cling to her shoulder and takes off up the stairwell. Brooklyn whistles again. “Fred, come back.”

      Eshe moves her cushion next to mine. Ra darts across the room and lies down in her lap. She strokes his head deep in thought. “I’m sorry. It is not fair to laugh at your ignorance. You will learn over time what is fact and fiction.”

      Brooklyn nods. “Yeah, it won’t take long for you to get up to speed.”

      “I hope you’re right. It's a lot to take in.”

      Eshe nods knowingly and looks at her daughter. “Funny you should say that. Brooklyn felt the same way when she saw you transform.”

      I shift nervously on my cushion. “So she told you?”

      “Yes, I must say I’m quite fascinated. I’ve seen werewolves change, of course. But you have a totally different skill. I know it is a lot to ask on our first meeting, but would you mind shifting for me?”

      The idea of transforming on demand makes me feel a bit like a circus animal. Plus, I have no idea if I could even do it. But how can I refuse her after all Brooklyn has done for me? I scan the room looking for something impressive to shift into. Scanning the room full of candles and funky statues, I decide to look for something with moving parts that I can manipulate, like Kit’s toy cars. At first I come up empty until I see a small clock shaped like a house sitting on top of a carved wood table in the corner near the hallway. I stand up and walk over to take a closer look. There is a window at the bottom of the clock. Inside is a little girl and boy on a seesaw—it’s perfect.

      Brooklyn’s mother joins me. “You have a good eye. That’s one of my favorite pieces. My mother found it in an antique store when she first visited America. The seesaw reminds me of the way the boats bob up and down on the Nile.”

      I can’t picture the similarity, so I have to take her word for it. “Would you mind if I shifted into the clock? I promise I won't damage it.”

      At first, Eshe has no reaction. Then she runs her hand along the red roof of the house. “It will be amusing to watch. But if something goes wrong, and you damage my treasure, I will have no choice but to turn you into a snail.”

      I look over at Brooklyn to see if her mother is serious, but my BFF just smiles. Running my hands over the roof of the clock, I picture myself moving the seesaw up and down like a pendulum. In mere seconds my body is gone and my arms have morphed into the black metal hands on the clock. The next thing I know, I’m looking out at the room watching Eshe’s reaction to my transformation. At first she’s very still, then a huge grin spreads across her face. “Very impressive, Jennifer.”

      Concentrating on the hands of the clock, I make them spin, causing the little girl and boy to bob up and down even faster.

      Her mother gives me a round of applause.

      Brooklyn jumps up off her cushion. “Awesome job. Can you make the hands go backwards?”

      I love how Brooklyn assumes I can follow her instructions. That I can hear what she says. Wait a minute. Maybe Brooklyn cast a spell so she can read my mind. How else could she know that when I transform I can still hear and see? I concentrate on the metal hands and slowly turn them counter clockwise. I‘m careful not to do it too fast just in case Brooklyn’s mom wasn’t kidding about turning me into a snail. Afraid I might be asked to do something even more risky, I decide my time as a clock is over. Visualizing my arms and hands stretching high over my body instead of turning around on the face of the clock, I shift back into my human form.

      “You have a truly amazing gift, Jennifer. Thank you for obliging me.” Eshe looks at the clock that is running perfectly. “I’m sorry, but I completely forgot I promised to meet a friend at five o’clock.” She stands up and Ra lets out a meow in protest. His comfy spot is gone. He licks his front paw and saunters off to the kitchen.

      Brooklyn watches as her mom gathers up her purse and the keys to her car. “Have a great time.” Then she motions for me to follow her up the massive staircase. “Think you deserve
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