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CHAPTER 1

 

 

 

SOFT breath tickled my ear.

“David, wake up. We have a problem.”

I felt tiny pin pricks on my shoulder. “Wha—” I rubbed by my eyes and opened them to see an upside-down ferret face above my head.

“Hi, David,” Oliver said. “I need your help.”

I turned my head to look at the digital clock on the nightstand. It didn’t surprise me anymore that I could see or hear my talking ferret friend from the magical world of Drainovia. What was strange was the fact he was in my world now. “It’s six o’clock in the morning. What’s wrong?”

Oliver jumped over my head to land on my chest. He took off his teleporting hat and wiped his brow. “One of the trolls is missing. It’s Red Hair-Ring’s daughter, Bertha. She went to get some special bugs from the giant frogs and never came back.” The ferret hopped from one paw to the other. “I’m pretty sure she came to see you in your world.”

“Wait. Sit still and tell me why you think she came up here.” I sat up and slid him onto the blanket beside me.

Oliver sat, crammed his hat back on his head, and then clasped his paws. “The mama frog told Bertha about the dried pinto beans you gave her and how wonderful they were. She thinks Bertha stole a teleporting hat from a Drainosaur and came here to get some beans.” Oliver twitched his nose. “She’s right, too.”

I shook my head. “How do you know? I haven’t seen, heard, or smelled anything like a troll since I was in Drainovia and Trollsylvania.”

“I teleported through your kitchen sink drain and she wasn’t there.” Oliver scratched his chin. “But I found her footprints in your bathroom. She must’ve gone through some sparkly purple gooey stuff in the drain on her way up here.”

I climbed out of bed to get dressed. “When did she go missing?”

Oliver hopped down. “I think it was last night. Red Hair-Ring tried to find her himself. He thought the frogs had hidden her. It wasn’t until we heard them yelling that we found out what happened. Mama frog said that since I knew you, I had to come. Red Hair-Ring said if I didn’t find her in a day or two, he’d come up to get her. He says he has a score to settle with you, after that time in Plumberia when you rescued Alex from him and Blister. He’s a blood thirsty brute. So here I am.”

I was fully awake now. “After he caught me in the plumberry bushes, he threatened to eat me. I barely escaped with Alex and our lives. Is his daughter just like him?”

“Well, they’re doing a program in Plumberia that all trolls have to go through for respecting others. Younger trolls are adapting to the changes, but old ones like Red Hair-Ring are struggling. I think Bertha is nicer, but she’s still a troll.” Oliver tapped on my leg. “Come on.”

I zipped my pants, pulled a sweatshirt over my head, and then leaned down to tie my shoes. “Then we have to find Bertha soon. Let’s check the bathroom and the kitchen, but be very quiet.” I glanced into the hallway and then beckoned the ferret to follow.

In the bathroom, I washed some sparkly purple coated dirt down the drain and wiped the floor. I couldn’t have Mama finding this and asking questions.

Navigating by a small night light in the hall, we walked into the kitchen. The ceramic cookie jar was on its side, and the lid was on the floor. Pieces of cookies and sparkly purple dirt were scattered beside it.

“She must’ve been hungry.” Oliver’s nose twitched, moving his whiskers back and forth. He scampered to the partially opened back door and pointed to large footprints. “She went outside,” he whispered.

“I better clean this before Mama wakes up. I’ll get blamed for the mess, ’cause I can’t tell her a troll did it.” I grabbed a broom and quickly swept the cookie crumbs and sparkly purple dirt into a dustpan. After putting it in the garbage, I closed the cabinet doors and joined Oliver.

We stepped out onto the porch.

“Will Bertha come with us when we find her?” I asked.

“Maybe. She knows me.” Oliver climbed on my shoulder.

“Why didn’t she wake me up, if she was looking for me?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe she doesn’t know who or what you are. Your bedroom door was closed. I had to shimmy up to open it. Trolls don’t use many wooden doors. Maybe she thought you weren’t in the house.”

“Good thing it’s getting light outside, so we can see better. I just hope we find her before anyone else.” I glanced around the leaf-covered back yard and noticed a large dent in the slide. Walking over, I studied the damp ground around it. The evening rain had moistened everything. It looked like someone large had gone down the slide, landed on their backside, and dug four holes to get up. “How big is Bertha?”

“Um, maybe as tall as you, but definitely heavier. She’s ten years old, I think.” Oliver jumped down and peered under the slide. “I wonder how long ago she was here.”

“She must have come after we went to bed last night, otherwise my parents would’ve noticed. So anytime between then and now.” I shrugged my shoulders. “If she was coming for pinto beans and didn’t find them at my house, would she know to go to a store?”

Oliver scratched his head. “I don’t know what a store is. If that’s a place to get food, I doubt it. Their food comes from fishing, hunting, or growing it. We only have outdoor food and clothes markets in Drainovia. That’s where Trolls buy some of the things they wear.”

Our backyard was fenced. Autumn leaves littered grass now dotted with sparkly purple dirt in a path that led to an open gate.

“Look, she went this way,” I said.

We walked through the opening, and then glanced up and down the road. No Bertha.

“MEOW!”

A gray cat darted toward us. The hair on its back stood up, as if it had stuck a paw in a light socket. It gave another shrill meow as it ran past. I shuddered. “Do you think Bertha scared the cat?”

“Could be. Let’s follow Bertha’s footprints. The cat came from the same direction.” Oliver climbed back onto my shoulder. His paws held tightly to my sweatshirt.

I jogged to the street corner.

Oliver pointed. “Go right. I can see Bertha’s footprints heading to that house with the broken gate.”

“Why would she go there? That’s old Mrs. Broomstagle’s house. She’s nice, but over the years she’s become really batty. When I was little, she used to watch me when my mama worked. Hope she’s a deep sleeper if Bertha is over there.”

We stopped at the gate. A bright old-style light brightened the dining room of Mrs. Broomstagle’s house. The old woman poured something into two glasses and handed one to someone at the table. The other figure turned toward the window.

“It’s Bertha,” gasped Oliver.
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CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

“DO you think she can see us?” Oliver whispered.

“Not with the light on in there. I’m surprised Mrs. Broomstagle isn’t alarmed at having a troll in her house.” I started for the door. “Let’s go get Bertha.”

Oliver jumped down and ran ahead.

We climbed the steps onto a porch. As I reached to knock, a black cat jumped up beside me. It meowed and scratched at the screen door. Mrs. Broomstagle opened it and squinted at us. The cat scooted in past her legs.

“Yes, can I help you? Why, you’re David, right? Come in and get warm.” She ushered us into a small, crowded kitchen.

“Uh, yes, I’m David. Nice to see you again, Mrs. Broomstagle.”

“Are you trick-or-treating this early, too? Where’s your costume? Well, let me get you something. Now where did that cat go? I wish I had my glasses.” Mrs. Broomstagle turned around, knocking a bag off a counter. Cans of soup thudded onto the floor. A bag of dried beans plopped at my feet. “Oh dear, I forgot to put away these groceries.” Putting a hand on her back, she bent her small body to pick them up. To hold the cans she held together the corners of her big, flowered apron.

“May I have this?” I picked up the bag of pinto beans, as I helped her gather the rest of the cans.

She stood, pushed strands of her loose gray hair from her face, and then set the cans on the kitchen table. “Why of course. It’s rather a strange treat though. Wouldn’t you rather have some candy?”

“I love beans and my mom makes a great soup with them. Thanks.” I tucked them into the pouch of my sweatshirt. I pointed into the next room. “I see you have another early trick-or-treater.”

The plump troll seated at a table, jammed more cookies in her mouth. Her orange hair stuck out in all directions. Crumbs fell over her pink polka-a-dotted blouse. She wore baggy blue striped pants with lots of pockets. Her stubby legs and bare feet swung back and forth under the table.

“Why yes. Bertha came a little bit ago. I saw her looking lost and wandering around my yard, so I invited her in. Come join us in the dining room for some cookies. It’s amazing how realistic costumes are nowadays. When I was a girl, we didn’t have such things. I often wore my older sister’s homemade outfits. Fit me perfect, too. I never thought about dressing up like a troll. Bertha looks so real.”

She continued to talk about her old costumes, while opening cupboard doors to get more plates and cups as Oliver and I scooted to the table.

“Bertha, what are you doing here?” whispered Oliver.

“Mfphdoin shom bisitin.” The troll spewed crumbs at Oliver. The cookie plate was now empty.

Oliver wiped his overalls.

I leaned close to Bertha and tried not to smell her fishy body odor. “Hi, I’m David,” I whispered. “You came to my house for beans. I have some for you. Here. Put them in your pants pocket. People up here don’t know about real trolls and talking animals. She thinks you’re wearing a costume for our Halloween. You’ve got to go back home.”

Bertha shook her head. “Can’t. Lost hat. Home not have this food. Good I have beans now. You find hat. Then I go home.” She sat back and crossed her arms. Her large lips pouted. A tear slid down her dirty cheek. “I miss Daddy.” She sniffed and wiped her big nose on her sleeve.

“My dear, what is wrong?” asked Mrs. Broomstagle. She set muffins and a couple smaller plates and glasses on the table. She sat beside Bertha and patted her back.

Turning to me she pointed to the food and drink. “Help yourself, David.”

“Have to stay here. Can’t go home.” Bertha cried again. Her sobs shook not only her body but also the table.

“Oh, my dear, you can stay here for a bit, but your parents are probably wondering where you are. We can call them to say you are visiting.” Mrs. Broomstagle turned behind her to get a pad and pencil from a long buffet. “Oh my, here’s my glasses. I wondered where they were.” She put them on, pushing them up her long-hooked nose, and then handed the pad and pencil to Bertha. “Now write down your phone number, and I’ll give them a call.” Wide eyes, she peered through her glasses and studied Bertha.

Bertha cried harder.

“Um, I know her parents,” I interrupted. “I’ll stop at their house and let them know she is here.”

“Oh, you do? That will be fine then.” She patted Bertha again. “See my dear, it will be alright. Now, let’s have some milk and these lovely pumpkin muffins I made last night.” She poured another glass of milk and handed it to me. “Would your little friend like some milk, too?” She pointed at Oliver.

“Sure, but could you put it in a small bowl? His name is Oliver. I’ll give him a muffin.” I put one on my plate and broke another one into smaller pieces and placed it on a napkin. Oliver rolled his eyes at me while he stuffed a small piece of muffin in his mouth.

Mrs. Broomstagle nodded and walked into the kitchen. She glanced back at us, picked up her cell phone, and made a call. She turned her back to us and spoke softly.

I heard the word ‘troll’ and wondered who she had called.

Mrs. B hung up, and then rummaged through her cupboards.

Bertha sniffled and wiped her nose, leaving a large yellow smear on her blouse.

“Try wiping with this,” I whispered, pushing a couple napkins toward her. “Oliver, I think Mrs. Broomstagle knows Bertha is a real troll.”

Oliver glanced into the kitchen. “We’ll have to be careful. You too, Bertha.”

She snatched the napkins from my hand, blew her nose noisily, and then wiped her sleeve. “Muffin looks good.”

I tried to grab her hand, but she was too fast. “Wait, take off the paper first. Watch me.” I took my muffin and carefully peeled off the paper. “See? Now you do it.”

Bertha followed my directions and then shoved the muffin in her mouth. “Mffis if gud.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full.” I shook my head. “Bertha, we need to find your hat. Where do you think you lost it?”

“I not know. I walked long time in trees and by boats, and houses and more trees. Lots of water, too. It was tall purple hat. Look pretty but not stay on head good. Now it gone.” Bertha shook her head.

“Oliver and I will find it. You stay away from other people.”

Mrs. Broomstagle walked back into the room. She poured a generous amount of milk into a small bowl. “Here we go.” She tried to pat Oliver’s head, but he squirmed out of reach.

We sat in silence munching on muffins and drinking milk.

I wiped my hands on a napkin and turned to Bertha. “You’ll stay here ’til either your parents or I come back for you, right?”

Bertha nodded. “Yes, I stay. When you or Daddy be here?” She grabbed another muffin.

“I’ll check on that. As soon as I can. Maybe you can take a nap. You’re probably tired, after walking so much.” I raised my eyebrows and looked at Mrs. Broomstagle.

“Great idea. Of course she can. Let’s get you settled, Bertha.” Mrs. Broomstagle rose from the table. She pointed to the stairs. A large picture hung by the bottom step. Its dark gray and black colors drew my attention. A brightly colored butterfly flew out and then veered sharply to go back. I blinked and shook my head. The butterfly was gone, and the colors of the painting warmed to browns and greens.

Weird. I must be seeing things.

“I tired,” Bertha said. “Good idea. I take nap. Then go home.” She followed Mrs. Broomstagle to the stairs.

“Thank you for the milk and muffins, Mrs. Broomstagle,” I said. “I’ll go tell her parents right now.”

Oliver and I hurried to the door. We said our goodbyes and left.

Walking down the steps from the porch, we heard a loud crash behind the house.
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