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  This book is dedicated first and foremost to Penny, who shares my passion for reading and who patiently puts up with my obsession with writing. 

This collection of short stories is also dedicated to the memory of my uncle and aunt, Gordon and Opal Fisher, who encouraged and nurtured creativity. Many of the lessons that they tried to teach me are just now, after all these years, beginning to sink in.
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  The Troll Under the Bridge


Irapped on the large wooden door at precisely eight o’clock. 
No answer.
I pounded louder.
Still, there was no answer. I began to get worried. This interview was important, and I didn’t want to return to the office empty-handed. Impatiently, I stamped my feet on the little green welcome mat. The snow fell off in clumps. As I raised my hand to knock again, I heard a voice booming from somewhere deep within the old manor house.
“Quit your banging,” the voice commanded. “I’m coming.” Presently, I heard the sound of a bolt being drawn, and the door opened a few inches. I glanced a couple of feet above me and saw a large eye peering down from the doorway. The size and color of the eye reminded me of one of my Aunt Emily’s favorite bright red dinner plates that she would bring out on special occasions. The eye considered me for a moment.
“What do you want?” asked the voice.
“Um, are you the troll?” I asked.
“What?”
“Are you the troll?” I asked again. “The troll under the bridge?”
The door swung open, and he towered before me, glaring down. He was massive, well over eight feet tall, and I couldn’t help cringing. He was almost completely bald, with only a few tufts of graying hair sprouting here and there on his huge, irregularly shaped head. His nose was long and hooked at the end. I noticed he was wearing a rumpled tweed suit with a brown and white bow tie.
“Well, obviously I don’t live under the bridge anymore.” He gestured around at the big house and the snow-covered lawn amid the great rolling pastures of the countryside. “Who’s asking?”
“I had an appointment at eight,” I reminded him. “You agreed to an interview.”
“Oh,” he said, removing a silver watch from his vest pocket and looking closely at it. “You’re late. You were supposed to be here two minutes ago.”
Before I could reply, he waved me inside and stepped back so that I could enter. I noticed he favored his right leg with a slight limp. I walked in and stood in the tastefully decorated foyer. A large potted fern occupied one corner, opposite a hat rack, with a bowler perched on top.
“Maid’s got the day off,” said the troll, taking my coat and hat. He hung them on the rack, and we walked into a spacious living room. The furniture was a bit threadbare, but the room exhibited an air of comfortable coziness. A fire blazed in the fireplace, pushing back the chill that hung near the frosted windows.
With a wave of his hand, the large troll motioned me toward an oversized sofa. He sat opposite me in a giant chair near the fire and propped his right leg up on a small footstool. 
“What paper did you say you were with?” he asked. 
“The Villager’s Voice.”
“Oh, yes,” he said, tapping his thick forefinger on a pile of newspapers and magazines next to the chair. “I’ve read it. Don’t get around much anymore, and reading is one of the few pleasures a troll my age has left.” He paused and looked at me. “I suppose you want to know about that business with the goats. That’s all everyone seems to want to ask me about.”
“Well, yes,” I said, struggling to get comfortable on the sofa. It was so big that my feet barely touched the floor. “It’s been quite a long time, and we thought a follow-up article would be in order.”
“Yes, and that’s one of the reasons I agreed to this interview,” he said. “Everyone always gets the facts screwed up, and I want to set the record straight. You silly reporters told about the main event, but you didn’t bother to tell the whole story. Those blasted goats were the real villains.”
“How do you figure that?” I asked, my pen poised.
“Well, it was my bridge now, wasn’t it?”
“I thought bridges were common property, belonging to the people, as it were.”
“Yeah, well, that was their defending argument, too.” The troll’s large, saucer-shaped eyes gleamed.
“Defending argument?”
“Yeah,” he chuckled. “I took their little ragged tails to court. I was upset enough about losing the bridge to those bullies, but then when that big one wounded me in the leg, I knew I had a case against them. Gave me a limp I still carry with me. When it gets cold, like today, it hurts even worse.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“What do you think happened?” He growled, glaring at me for my untimely interruption. “There I was in court, my leg all bandaged up. The stupid goats didn’t even want to show up; they had to drag the biggest one in on a leash. Oh, he was all fierce and stamping around with his chest puffed out. Quite a sight.”
I wanted to ask again about the trial, but wisely kept silent. He would tell the story in his own way, I knew.
“Well, the case went on and on. They called witness after witness. They all said how I was mean to them and such nonsense, and wouldn’t let them cross the bridge. The silly animals even proclaimed that they were some kind of heroes for clearing me out from under the bridge. Imagine that.”
This time I couldn’t help myself; “What happened?”
He glared at me again, but then a crooked smile appeared near the corner of his mouth.
“Why, I won. That’s what happened.”
“How?”
“I knew something that they didn’t; that’s how. You see, I’d been living under that bridge for more than twenty years.”
“Twenty years?”
“Well, my finances were in a somewhat less tangible state than they are today.” He caught my look and quickly explained. “It was much harder for trolls to get decent employment in those days, you see. About the only good jobs to be found were when parents would hire you to scare their kids silly. You know, so the little brats would behave themselves. That could be pretty lucrative, depending on the parents. But then some guy wrote this book about how you shouldn’t scare kids to get them to behave, and work fell off again. Anyway, like I was saying, I’d lived under the bridge for more than twenty years, and the village law at that time stated that if a person lived in a place for at least ten years, then that place becomes their legal home.”
“Really?” I said. “I had no idea.”
“Neither did those goats, but they learned soon enough. The court ruled in my favor. I was just defending my home.” He chuckled and waved his hand around. “I got it all.”
“You mean the goats owned this house?”
“Of course not,” he replied. “But the farmer who owned them did. The court held him responsible for the actions of his animals. I got everything.”
I contemplated the old troll’s story as I collected my coat and hat and bid good day to my host. As I trudged down the winding driveway from the house, I couldn’t help wondering how much of what he told me was the truth. It was understandable that he would have his own perspective, but it certainly wasn’t the story I had expected when I first asked for the interview.
The weather was turning bitter again, and a chilly breeze came from the east. I tugged the collar of my coat tighter against my neck and walked briskly on. My feet crunched in the lightly packed snow as I came to the roadway at the edge of the troll’s property. I glanced over the fence toward the barn and stopped suddenly in my tracks.
Standing near the corner of the barn, chained to a heavy post, was the largest goat I have ever seen in my life. The animal was easily the size of a horse. Its long shaggy coat brushed the snow beneath as it paced back and forth on a great iron chain. The goat stopped moving when it saw me and shot me a glance so fierce that I had to avert my eyes. 
I remembered what the old troll had said to me during the interview. I got everything he had told me, and I must say that I am now rather inclined to believe him.





The Troll Under the Bridge was originally published in the December 2000 issue of Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Fantasy Magazine - Issue #50






  
  Returns Policy


Go back, fat boy . The sun conveyed its message to me in penetrating waves of heat each time I dared to tilt my head upward. 
You don't belong here. Go back to your air-conditioned comfort zone; go back to your couch, your television, and your double bacon cheeseburgers; go back before you really hurt yourself.
The cars flying by on the highway seemed to agree. The zing of their tires on the pavement sang a song that spoke of my impending doom.
Die-die-die, the tires sang, as each car tried to see how close it could get as it passed by on my left. The entire population of Northwest Florida must have decided that getting into the family car and driving along this particular stretch of Highway 29, northward from Pensacola, was the best idea they had all day.
The cycling magazines I had read, and the training videos I had watched, all promised that I would suffer. And sure enough, here I was, suffering. My chubby legs burned as I pumped them up and down with as much force as I could exert. My chest heaved, and I sucked in hot air like Grandma’s old Electrolux. Above me, the Florida sun continued hurling its punishment down on me for my foolishness.
I did my best to keep from wobbling on my shiny new black and silver Trek road bike. Nothing but the best for my latest fitness endeavor. Sweat splashed onto the frame as I concentrated on bringing the
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