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This can’t be how it ends. Dani closed her eyes. Her hands ruffled her spiky, dark hair. She couldn’t look at her father anymore. He was frail now. The beeping machines that were keeping him alive chirped in a chorus of morbid reminders. It was a sound that haunted her in her sleep. The doctors had said there was nothing they could do now except keep him comfortable. This wasn’t comfortable. Hooked up with tubes and barely able to eat. 

Pancreatic cancer. The diagnosis hadn’t sounded so bad when they had received it. That was before they knew the odds. He had been given five years if they were optimistic. Reality hadn’t been so kind. Her father had just eked into his second year. He had tried to keep his sense of humor, but fatigue weighed him down now. It was hard to see the man who had once held her on his shoulders at football games suddenly be unable to even stand on his own. 

A weak cough rattled his chest. Dani’s eyes immediately flew open. “Dad, are you okay?” She grabbed his cup of water and lifted the worn straw to his thin lips. 

He pursed his mouth around the straw and sucked up a little of the cool water. “Thank you. You should go out with your friends. What are you still doing here?”

There would be time to hang out with friends...after. She couldn’t say that, though. She couldn’t even really think it. “I’m fine. I like spending time with you.”

“Hmm, you know what I really want? A burger and some fries.”

“You know you’re not supposed to have that stuff.”

“What’s it going to do? Kill me?” He laughed, but the laugh soon turned into a hacking cough. 

Dani chewed on her bottom lip. “If that will make you happy, I’ll go get it for you.” Why not humor him some? He didn’t have many pleasures left.

He cleared his throat. “You’re such a good girl. Get it from that little joint on Elm Street, will you?”

“Sure, Dad.” Her round face offered a sad but sweet smile.

Leaning down to kiss his forehead, Dani breathed in the smell of his cologne. He had always worn the same one for as long as she could remember. He always said it was her mother’s favorite. Dani grabbed her purse from beside the kitchen chair she had pulled into his room and walked out of the house. The screen door slammed shut behind her. 

A rock on the driveway rolled under her foot. Dani kicked it absentmindedly across the sidewalk. Her feet knew the way to the burger joint her dad had mentioned by heart. He had taken her there every week when she was little and told her the story of how he had met her mother there. The food always had a way of taking her father back to the time when his wife was still alive. In a way, he was trying to keep her with him until the end. 

Gritty sidewalk art that had been half washed away by rain smeared itself towards the street. Tiny weeds crept up from the cracks. Something out of her peripheral vision caused her to look up with a jolt. A group of small children were running and playing on the sidewalk. Dani squeezed herself closer to the wall and ducked under a ladder that was leaned against an upstairs window.

“Be careful about that. Don’t you know it’s bad luck to walk under a ladder?” A handyman tossing a hammer from hand to hand waited for her to get out of the way before stepping on the bottom rung.

“I don’t believe in superstitions.” Dani rolled her eyes and kept walking. Her line of sight fell back to the ground.

The smells of the town gave away where she was, even without looking up. The bakery had burned another loaf of bread. Chicken sizzled in the restaurant next door. She walked a little further until she could hear the bandstand music from the burger joint her father loved, but something was missing. 

“Hey, what happened to the Chinese restaurant?” Dani tilted her head to the side. 

An older man who was carrying a crisp newspaper spit tobacco juice in the gutter. “Place went out of business. Supposed to be some kind of new age medicine crap or something now.”

Dani waited until the man was gone before she took a tentative step forward. Modern medicine had failed her father. Didn’t she owe it to him to at least take a look inside? Her sneakers edged up the steps to the door. Pushing her way inside, she felt the familiar drizzle of the beaded curtain that had always lined the inner doorway of the old restaurant. 

Incense swirled in lazy smoke curls from different stands. Candles flickered against window panes. It was odd to see the former buffet table lined with beaded necklaces and small statues. Boxes of herbs were clumped together along one wall. Vials of essential oils sparkled in the dim lighting. 

“Can I help you?” A short woman with weathered hands slid out of a back room.

“I-I’m just looking right now.” Dani’s eyes fell on a box of herbs that claimed to promote restful sleep. “Does that stuff really work?”

The woman’s eyes wrinkled at the corners. “It does, but I think it would be better to address the cause of your sleeplessness instead of just treating the symptom. Why don’t you tell me why you’re really here?”

“I don’t know if you can help me.”

“You’ll never know until you ask.”

Dani chewed the inside of her cheek. “My dad has cancer. He doesn’t have long left. We’ve tried everything.” Tears welled up in the corners of her red eyes.

The woman chuckled lightly to herself. “You haven’t tried everything, or you wouldn’t be here. Let me ask you, what is your father’s life worth to you?”

“Excuse me?” Dani was slightly offended at the question.

“The price for what you’re looking for isn’t something to pay lightly.”

“We don’t have much money left. Everything went to his doctor bills.”

A shadow seemed to pass briefly over the woman’s face. “I didn’t say you needed to have money. I just said there was a price.”

Shaking her head, Dani looked at the woman with a puzzled look on her face. “I don’t understand.”

“Would you be willing to give me an hour of your time every day?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Is your father’s life worth an hour of your time every day until you die?”

Dani wasn’t quite sure what the woman meant. Was she asking for an hour of volunteer work every day? Dani glanced around the shop. Maybe she needed some help getting the rest of her stuff set up. It was an odd request, but what was she going to say? No?

“Yes...” She let her voice trail off suspiciously.

The woman spat into her hand and held it up. “Shake on it, and we have a deal.”

Grimacing a little, Dani followed the woman’s example. “I’m still not exactly sure what we are agreeing on.”

As their hands met, a sharp zap stung their palms. It was as if a static charge had been released by their contact. “The deal has been sealed.”

“What deal?”

“Your father’s life in exchange for an hour of your time every day.” The woman’s smiled a snaggle tooth grin.

“But how are you going to save him?” Dani’s confusion was only growing with each passing second.

“It has already been done.”

Dani backed away from the woman with an uncomfortable knot writhing in her stomach. “Okay...well, I’m going to go now...” She quickly spun around and left the building. 

When she stumbled out onto the street, the sun had dipped considerably in the sky. It hadn’t been that late when she had left, had it? She must have lost track of time. Scrubbing her palm off on her pants, Dani hurried to the burger joint next door. Bobbi Sox diner had been a fixture of the community since the fifties. Couples sat in booths, sipping milkshakes and gazing at one another. Dani sighed and imagined her mother and father in one of the booths. ‘James and Maria’ was carved under one of the tables in a heart. Her father had done it on their first date. He said even back then he had known right away she was the one. Dani walked up to the counter to place her order.

“Hi, can I have two number one’s please?”

“Sure!” The chipper girl behind the counter still had that youthful glow that was untouched by disillusionment. 

“Hey, can I ask you something?”

“Of course!” The young girl beamed at her. The nameplate on her shirt read ‘Katy’ with hand-drawn hearts doodled in permanent marker.

“What’s up with the lady in the old Chinese place?”

Katy’s face went pale. She leaned over the counter and whispered. “You mean Hera? She gives me the creeps. The kids at school say she’s a witch.”

“A witch?” Dani found it hard to believe. Most likely the woman had just been given a bad reputation. Dani scratched absentmindedly at the center of her palm.

“Yeah. She does curses and stuff. The other kids at school dare each other to go in there and buy things from her. They come out with some pretty weird stuff. She used to be out by the old underpass. Then, last week the Chan family suddenly ran into financial trouble. I guess she offered to buy them out or something. Honestly, I don’t even want to walk home by myself anymore.” The girl shivered. 

A young man placed a paper bag on the counter. “Here you go!”

“Uh, thanks.” Dani took the bag. She waved awkwardly at the workers and left. Grease nibbled at the bottom of the paper bag, threatening to chew through. 

The walk home plagued her with worry. She tried to calm herself down. Witches aren’t real. It was just an unfunny hoax. What kind of woman would prey on a grieving daughter like that? She felt silly for believing the woman could actually help her father. Angry at herself, she shuffled back to her father’s house.

The television flickered in the dark living room. “Dad? I’m back.” Silence filled the darkness. There was no beeping of machines. No labored breathing. “Dad?!” Dani dropped the sack of food and rushed to his room. 

A man was standing in the bathroom. A froth of shaving cream swallowed his jawline. “Geez! Dani, you scared me. Is everything okay?”

“Dad, what are you doing out of bed?” Her heart was pounding in her chest. Was it her imagination, or was there more color in his face?

“Well, I suddenly felt like shaving. It’s been so long since I felt like doing anything. Hey, look at this.” He held out his hand. There were no tremors. “Maybe the doctors were wrong. Maybe I am a medical marvel. Hey, weren’t you supposed to go get some food? What took you so long?”

“Oh, yeah. I dropped it. I’ll go get it...Sorry, I got distracted while I was out.” Dani walked back into the living room where the sack of food was still sitting in a crumpled heap. Her father hadn’t been out of bed by himself in months. The itching on her palm was getting worse.

Her father peeked out of the bathroom when he heard her footsteps coming back. Most of the shaving cream was gone now. He quickly finished up and wiped off his face. “I have been dreaming of these burgers all day.” He paused as she fished his food out of the bag. “What’s on your shoes?”

“Huh?” Dani glanced down at her feet. A rusty color speckled her sneakers. “I don’t know.” Had she stepped in something? 

The evening news chimed in from the living room. Dani wandered back into the other room to see what was going on. “Police found local school teacher Amanda McKinney murdered in an alley earlier today. They do not have any suspects at this time, but footprints were found fleeing the scene. Local authorities are currently asking anyone with any knowledge of the crime to call them at the number located at the bottom of the screen.”

“That’s terrible.” Dani chewed on the end of a french-fry. “How could someone do that?”

“We live in a dark world. I think you might need to start staying in at night. That teacher wasn’t too far off from your age.”

Dani nodded and looked back to her father. “You look like you’re feeling better.”

“You know, it’s the darnedest thing. I feel like a weight has been lifted off of my chest. I’m not aching. I almost feel like my old self again.”

“Dad, I know you think you’re doing better, but why don’t we go see the doctor again tomorrow just to have them check you out?” As much as she wanted to believe that he was improving, the odds had never been in their favor. 

“If that will make you happy, but I’m telling you, I feel like a young man again.” He waggled his eyebrows playfully. 

Dani rolled her eyes and took another bite. The itching on her hand was becoming a nuisance. She glanced down in agitation. “What the?” 

A red circle was scraped into her palm. Skin flaked around the area. Her mind wandered back to what she could have possible touched earlier. The witch’s spit! Dani recoiled from her own hand and rushed to the kitchen to scrub the area. No matter how hard she scrubbed, the area only seemed to become more and more irritated. She grabbed a first aid kit from the cabinet and unsheathed a bandage. If it was something contagious, she needed to keep it covered. She made a mental note to ask the doctor about it when she took her dad in for a checkup. 

“You okay, girlie?”

“Oh, uh, yeah. I’m good.” Dani smiled weakly and hid her bandaged palm. She didn’t want to spoil her father’s good mood. There was no need to worry him. 

The rest of the night, she was plagued with an intense itching on her palm. It kept her awake most of the night. Tossing and turning, she eventually settled into a nightmare fueled slumber. Snatches of conversation whispered at her from the shadows of her mind. She could feel the beaded curtain from the witch’s shop cascade over her. Live music from the burger restaurant drifted in and out of focus. 

Dani sat upright in bed. Sweat plastered her short hair to her face. Her palm ached. Glancing down, she could see something underneath the bandage. Irritated flesh gazed up at her from a hole that she had scratched into the covering on her palm. How hard would she have had to of scratched and for how long to wear a hole in the bandage? 

The knot in her stomach was back. Something was desperately wrong with her. She laid back on the bed and stared at the ceiling until the sun crept past the horizon. Dark bags hung under her eyes from lack of sleep. The smell of bacon drifted under her door and pulled her out of bed. 

“Dad?”

“Hey, sweet pea! I hope you’re hungry. I’m making your favorite.”

“You’re cooking?” His cheeks seemed a little fuller today. A healthy glow shone from his skin. 

“Indeed, I am! Pop a squat.” He loaded a plate up with pancakes and bacon. “Eat up. After we go to the doctor, I thought we could maybe go browse the farmer’s market downtown. I have a hankering for some fresh veggies.”

Dani sawed at the top pancake with the edge of her knife. “Let’s just see what the doctor says before we go making plans.”

“You’re so negative today. I’m telling you, I feel as spry as a newborn chick!”

Dani scarfed down what she could of her breakfast. The knot in her stomach kept her from eating too much. Maybe he was right. Maybe she should be thankful that he was having a good day for the first time in ages. 

Once breakfast was over, the two of them piled into the sedan her dad had held onto for years. Despite having a dinged bumper and an air conditioner that was temperamental at best, he loved it. “You know, this was the make and model of the car your mother and I had when we first got married.”

Dani just smiled. He reminded her of it every time they drove anywhere. She didn’t have the heart to tell him she was tired of hearing about it. He had worked so hard as a single dad after her mom passed away during childbirth. She could humor him on his little ticks. Dani couldn’t remember her father ever even looking at another woman. He was still so deeply in love with the memory of his dead wife that he didn’t have room in his heart for anyone new.

The squeaking breaks and jerking stop signaled their arrival at the doctor’s office. A well-groomed assistant sat behind the front desk. “Welcome back, Mr. Lane. Dr. Barnes will be out shortly.”

Before they could even sit down in the waiting room, an older man with a clipboard poked his head out of an office. “You can come on back, James. Dani, it’s good to see you again.”

“Hey, Dr. Barnes.” Dani felt a flitter of nerves rummage through her gut. She was so afraid of her father being crushed by bad news, but they needed to know what was really going on with his condition. 

“James, why don’t you and I step into the exam room at the end of the hall. I want to do some imaging on you, and I want to take a look at your blood, too.”

“I’m telling you, Doc. I feel better than I have in ages.”

“Well, I’m glad, but I still want to take a look.”

Dani watched as the two of them disappeared into a room at the end of the hall. She glanced down at the patch of skin on her hand. The itching was driving her crazy. She finally gave in and scratched it. The scratching drove away the itch for a little bit. When she looked up again, her father was walking back down the hall, laughing at something Dr. Barnes had said.

“I thought you were going to run some tests.” She looked at them in confusion. 

“We did. I’m sorry for making you wait so long. I can’t explain it. The proteins in your dad’s blood are at normal levels. His imaging looks fine. I’ve never seen anything like it in all of my years in medicine.”

“What are you talking about? You literally just took him into the exam room. You haven’t even had enough time to take his vitals.”

“What? Honey, we’ve been back there for an hour. Wait. Hold still. Why is there a leaf in your hair?” James Lane reached up and lifted a leaf out of his daughter’s hair. 

“Huh?” It didn’t make sense. She had just watched them walk down the hall together. 

“Dani, are you okay?” Dr. Barnes studied her carefully. 

“I guess maybe I fell asleep while I was waiting. I didn’t get much sleep last night. Actually, I was hoping you would take a look at something for me real fast if you have time.”

“Sure.” The doctor nodded at her request. Dani held out her hand for him. “I’m not sure what you’re wanting me to look at here, Dani.”

“My hand. Look at it. It’s all red, and it has been itching like crazy.”

“Dani, there’s nothing wrong with your hand.”

“What do you mean there’s nothing wrong with it? My other hand doesn’t have that weird rash thing on it. It’s not normal.”

James squinted at his daughter’s hand. “Are you feeling okay?”

Dani’s eyes flicked from her father to the doctor. “You guys seriously can’t see that?”

“James, I think you might need to take her home to get some rest. Her body might be stressed from taking care of you for so long. Cancer is hard on the family and the patient. Other than that, you’re free to go. If you start to feel bad again, come by my office, and we will take another look. Dani, get some rest.”

Was she going crazy? How could they not see the rash on her palm? Dani stumbled into the waiting room in a daze. Hallucinations couldn’t be a good sign. Her mind flitted back to Hera’s handshake. Had the witch done something to her?

“Oh, you’re back! I guess you slipped past me. You two have a good day.” The assistant smiled at Dani and waved them out.

“What do you mean I’m back? I never left. I’ve been in the back while Dr. Barnes examined my dad.”

A funny look crossed over the receptionist’s face. “You left a little over an hour ago...You seemed like you were in a hurry. I tried to talk to you, but you must have been lost in your thoughts. It was like you didn’t even hear me.”

“I never left.” Dani was adamant in her response.

“Yes, you did. I saw you.”

“No. I didn’t. You must be mistaken.” Frustration and anger was bubbling up in her chest.

“Dani, why don’t we go home?” James guided her towards the exit with his hands on her shoulders.

Dani planted her feet outside of the doctor’s office. “You believe me, don’t you dad?”

“I think you’re just tired honey. If you say you didn’t leave, then you didn’t leave. But...” His voice trailed off.

“But what?”

“Where did the leaf in your hair come from?”

Dani’s mouth gaped open. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach. She couldn’t explain it. The fact that she couldn’t recall leaving was unsettling. Was she having blackouts? Dani picked at the dirt under her fingernails. It wasn’t like her to lose time like that. She climbed into her father’s car and buckled herself in. If she couldn’t trust her own perception, what could she trust?

Trying to bust up the silence, James flicked on the radio. “The body of high school senior Katy Monroe was discovered today in the woods behind the Bobbi Sox diner where she worked. Police are warning citizens to stay vigilant, especially if they are young women. If you hav—” Dani’s father flipped through channels until he found a song he liked.

As they were driving, Dani saw a woman with a snaggle tooth grin shuffling along the sidewalk. “Stop. Stop!” She unbuckled her seatbelt and threw the car door open. 

“Dani, what are you doing?!”

“Just go home, Dad. I saw someone I know. I’ll be fine!”

“Dani!”

“Just go!” She took off running, following the woman. Dani grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around. 

“Do I know you?” A woman she had never seen before stared at her, offended at being handled so roughly by a stranger.

Dani blinked rapidly and jerked her hands away. “I-I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

Looking at the woman now, there was no resemblance to Hera. Were her eyes playing tricks on her? Dani watched her father’s taillights disappear around the corner. Maybe her brain was trying to tell her something. Chewing her lip, Dani felt a wave anxiety building up inside of her. She couldn’t take much more of this. 

Determined to get to the bottom of the situation, Dani stomped her way to the witch’s store. A bell chimed overhead as she entered. “Hello? I know you’re here! Come out. I need to talk to you.”

“Aww, you’re back.” Hera shuffled out of the back room. 

“Look, something is going on. It started after I left your shop. Did you do something to me?”

“Tell me, how is your father doing?” 

“Excuse me?”

“I asked you how your father was doing.”

Dani’s anger faltered. “He seems to be feeling better.”

“Then what are you worried about? I told you the price. You agreed.”

“I agreed to give you an hour of my time every day. I didn’t agree to have this rash on my hand. Look at this thing!”

Hera tilted her head to the side. “There is nothing on your hand.”

“Why does everyone keep saying that! Look at it.”

“There is nothing on your hand. The reminders appear to each person differently.”

“Reminders? This is a rash, not a sticky note.”

“It is a reminder so that you don’t forget your promise. Once the deal is made, you cannot unmake it.”

“I didn’t agree to this!” She held up her hand directly in Hera’s face. “I’m blacking out. I’m losing time. I can’t even trust myself anymore.”

Hera chuckled. “How can you lose something that is not yours?”

“What?”

“Well, it’s not your time anymore, is it? It’s mine.”

Dani took a step back. “I-I don’t understand.”

“You really should ask more questions before you agree to things. You were so worried about your father, you never asked what I wanted your time for.”

“What do you want my time for?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

“It’s a little late now, don’t you think?” Hera let out a short laugh. “But why not? I’m using your time to take care of a few issues.”

“Issues?”

“Well, when I say issues, I really mean people.”

“I still don’t understand” 

Hera looked at Dani in mock disappointment. “Where did you think the life for your father was coming from? Life cannot be transferred from thin air. It must come from somewhere. You look like a smart girl. I’m sure you know that kinetic energy is the energy something has because of its motion. A human body is
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