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			Some song lyrics are quoted throughout this tale. For full context, or to explore the music that inspired this part of the story, you can visit the Lost in Wonderland: Tale 1 Playlist at Lost in the Wonderland@YouTube to listen to the songs.

			There are places where the people themselves are the songs — born from music that rises from dark recesses in the earth, bounces off the evening stars, drifts down from the ethers, and glows in the rising light.

			Eugene

			Eugene Jr. did not do well in school. His classroom desk was a vice of cold steel and dead wood — no match for the rising fire in his blood. Every breath he drew stoked it; every breath he exhaled left scorch marks on the world. His parents, teachers, the school principal, and the truant officer— each tried with little success to hold him in place, but he refused to cool to any mold. The boy had embers in his eyes and combustion in his step. 

			He couldn’t hold a pencil long enough to write, or hold his focus long enough to read, lest the letters and numbers scorched under his gaze into a meaningless heap of ash. During class, the teacher’s words fell on his ears as meaningless notes to a song that didn’t make sense. He chose instead to sing tunes from Saturday morning cartoons.

			Eugene Jr. used the carbon in his pencil to make his fingernails silver like the Frankenstein monster he saw at the movies. He licked his palms and smoothed his brown bangs over his forehead for added effect. “Mmh!” he grunted, turning in his seat to extend his stiff arms toward the girl sitting behind him.

			She recoiled and moved to another desk. “Now I don’t have to smell your stinky greasy farts,” she declared.

			Eugene shrugged. He liked the smell of his own combustion.

			At school and among his friends, Eugene Jr. went by the name of Chipper, which was not his father’s name. Not that it mattered, as his father referred to him as “goddammit” until he went away for five to seven years after money went missing at his place of employment. Chipper planned to be gone before his father returned.

			Unlike his father, Chipper eschewed traditional employment. He preferred freelance engagements, spending time outdoors whenever he could, driving borrowed cars, and knocking over small-town banks when the weather and his mood aligned.

			Tuesday morning, 10 am. A quiet hour at Water Works Community Credit Union. Chipper sat shotgun in a meat delivery van beside Jake, a man with a similar skillset. Both were clad in white coveralls. The van idled in the parking lot, nose pointed to the exit. They watched and waited.

			A man came out of the bank and crossed to his car.

			Chipper pulled a nylon stocking from his coverall pocket and stretched it over his head. “That’s the last one.” He adjusted the nylon. 

			“You got the comb?”

			“Yup. Ready and loaded.” Chipper adjusted the stocking and gripped the comb in his pocket so it looked like a concealed gun. “We should’ve gotten here earlier.”

			“Not my fault there were still cow parts on meat hooks in back,” Jake muttered.

			“Shut up. You were supposed to prep the van last night,” Chipper snapped.

			“I did prep the van.”

			“Idiot. I’m going in.”

			

			“I saw two go in earlier,” Jake warned, eyes narrowing.

			“Don’t touch me,” Chipper snapped as Jake tapped his sleeve. “Nobody else is in there.”

			He pushed open the door. “Wait here.”

			“Right,” Jake said.

			Bernadette

			Bernadette was born near the river – a place so close that its scent clung to your breath and its current ran in your blood.

			Living near the river came with other less sensuous consequences: mosquitoes swarmed in the heat, motorboats roared by on sunny days, and floods came when heavy rains fell, which they did, often.

			When Bernadette was very small, one rainstorm was worse than the rest. The river swelled and bloated the ground around it, and uprooted and carried away trees, homes, displacing families. When the waters receded, Bernadette, barely a baby, was found nestled up in a tree, her tiny arms and legs wrapped around a large branch stripped bare by the storm. People waited for someone to come forward to claim Bernadette. No one did. She was taken to St. Ann’s, where the nuns and Father Riordan did their best to keep her from ending up in a tree again, though it occasionally happened. From the treetops, Bernadette would scan the river’s expanse, looking for her people.

			Missing the Bus

			A goldfish tilted its body upwards to kiss the sky. Soft pellets drifted from Bernadette’s fingertips. “Oh, baby, you know what I like,” she giggled, tapping the side of the bowl.

			“They can’t hear you!” Mary Pat called from the bathroom.

			Bernadette squinted and groped for her glasses, joining Mary Pat, who sat perched on the sink in front of the bathroom mirror. A radio sat to one side of the sink, playing The Four Tops on an AM station.

			“Fish don’t have ears,” Mary Pat muttered, her teeth clenched on a smoking cigarette. She pulled bobby pins from the hive of curlers in her bleach blonde hair. 

			“How would you know? You’re not a fish.” Bernadette said, joining her at the mirror. 

			Mary Pat shoved the radio aside to give them both mirror space. She launched into song with the Four Tops: “Bernadette!” she wailed, hand to heart.

			Bernadette rolled her eyes and began teasing her dark hair back with a mock tortoise shell comb. She was tired from last night. She’s not sure it counted – but they came close. She and Eric had shared a prolonged kiss that left her feeling soft and warm inside. Bernadette knew there were degrees of offense for this sort of thing, many of which could be assuaged with a litany of prayers, as per Father Riordan’s direction. She made a mental note to ask Father Riordan about it later that week. She had been careful. She sighed. And she loved Eric.

			She removed her glasses and shook the can of hair spray. 

			“You’re no fish either,” Mary Pat muttered. She tapped the ash from her cigarette and ducked out of Bernadette’s range of fire. 

			Bernadette sprayed aggressively at her bouffant.

			“Geez! Enough! Are you seeing him tonight?”

			Bernadette shrugged, re-shaking the can of hairspray. “Maybe.”

			“Dating the boss…”

			“The bank manager,” Bernadette corrected.

			“It’s one way to advance your career. I mean, that or just find a way to keep all that bank money for yourself.”

			“If it’s embezzlement you’re suggesting, that’s not an option. And I might add, if you marry for money, you earn it,” Bernadette admonished, giving her hair two final sprays before slipping her glasses back on.

			“What, you’re marrying Eric now?”

			“No. I don’t know. But I do know that love isn’t transactional.”

			“Oh, now it’s love. You definitely have a goldfish brain, my friend.” Mary Pat unrolled a curler, letting a tendril of hair fall. She blew the hair from her face and checked the clock.

			“Bernadette! You’re going to be late!” 

			Bernadette grabbed her purse next to the door. 

			

			Mary Pat handed her an overcoat. “Your bus is coming!” She tried to put a hat on Bernadette’s head.

			“Not the hair!” Bernadette caught the hat before it reached the bouffant.

			Mary Pat waved her hand in front of her face to dispel the fumes trailing in Bernadette’s wake. “Cripes. Anyone near you is going to need a gas mask.” 

			Bernadette paused by the mirror, tied a paisley scarf around her bouffant, adjusted a stubborn bang. “There. Better.” She turned her head for a final check. Her shoulders fell. Even with her glasses, it was easy to see that her round brown eyes were too big for her face, her chin a bit too small and soft, her frame still willowy. She looked like a little girl playing dress-up with her older sister’s clothes and makeup. She hoped Eric saw more— that she was a hard worker, that she had a good heart, that she always tried to make the right choice. That’s what she admired about Eric too. And he made her laugh, made her feel safe, like she mattered. She was beginning to think that together, they could make a life that meant something to both of them. 

			Bernadette tucked the Magdelena medal, a gift from Father Riordan for her graduation the year before, inside her white button-down blouse and adjusted her overcoat. “Oh, pray for me!” she exclaimed, opening the front door and stepping outside into the crisp morning light. Her practical pumps clicked against the pavement on her way to the bus stop.

			

			She leaned toward the road to check for the bus, shading her eyes against the sun. Something was coming, she heard it but couldn’t see it until it was too late.

			A black and silver motorcycle roared up to the bus stop and halted in front of Bernadette. The engine dropped to a purr. The man astride the bike needed a shave, his hair needed a comb, his engine needed a better muffler. He flashed a smile at Bernadette and nodded to the seat behind him. “Hop on,” he said.

			Bernadette felt sick to her stomach. No one else was here to stop this. She was at the mercy of the man who seemed all teeth with an unrelenting smile, and whose eyes she could not see behind the sunglasses. But she recognized what he and his dusty denim jacket, tight t-shirt, denim jeans, and loud motorcycle stood for. Oh, this wasn’t right. She did not feel safe. And on a motorcycle, her bouffant would be in certain danger.

			The man turned the handle of his bike. The bike roared his impatience.

			Resigned, Bernadette stepped up and climbed on. 

			“Where to, beautiful?”

			“To the credit union, please,” she requested, adjusting her scarf over the condemned bouffant as she settled onto the seat behind him.

			“Which way is that?”

			“Just go straight.”

			With a twist of his wrist, he revved the engine once more. Bernadette leaned into the skull and crossbones insignia embroidered on the back of his jacket.

			

			“Oh, never straight, baby,” the man called over his shoulder. He tore through the intersection without pause. The scent of peppermint and cigarettes blew into Bernadette’s face.

			The bus Bernadette was waiting for pulled up into the space the bike left behind when it took Bernadette away. 

			The dice had rolled. There was nothing she could do to stop any of this because even after a lifetime of avoiding them, she couldn’t help but run with the bad boys.

			Bridge Toss

			Chipper stomped towards the bank and froze. They missed a key step. He yelled over his shoulder to Jake. “Start the engine, dickface!”

			“Right.” Jake turned over the engine. He watched Chipper check both ways before pulling the bank door open and entering.

			The bank alarm blared. Chipper burst out of the bank, brandishing a comb in one hand. In the other, he dragged a cash bag dripping blue dye—anchored by a woman half his size, refusing to let go.

			“Give it up!” Bernadette shouted.

			Last year, she started her job as a bank teller and had done well by all indications. This current situation would not reflect well on her, nor on Eric, the bank manager. She wasn’t going to let a comb-wielding attempted robber ruin all that mattered to her, just as she was getting started with her life. “Let go!” she demanded.

			“Oh, Jesus,” Jake winced.

			“Sweetie, let go of the bag. This one isn’t yours.” Chipper gave the bag a rough tug, but Bernadette wasn’t going to let go. She had a job to do too.

			“It’s not yours either!”

			Chipper couldn’t help but smile. She was quite a fighter. “All right, you’re part of the loot then.” Chipper pushed the bag of cash into the back of the van along with Bernadette. He jumped in after her and pulled the back door closed. 

			Bernadette landed on her back on the floor of the van and smelled blood.  Facing Chipper, she used both legs to push him hard in the gut. He fell back against the van door, popping it open.

			“Wait!” Chipper yelled up to Jake. “What are you…” he reached towards Bernadette to steady himself.

			Bernadette dodged him and pushed the bag of cash out of the van. It fell with Bernadette’s glasses onto the parking lot asphalt, leaving a blue smudge where it dropped.

			Sirens wailed. The bank alarm carried the bottom beat.

			“Jesus,” Chipper jumped back into the van. He slammed the van door closed, accidentally hitting Bernadette in the head. She fell back into the van, unconscious. “Aw, sweetie…” He remembered the next step. “Go!” he yelled to Jake.

			Jake ripped out of the parking lot.

			

			“Great,” Jake called back to Chipper as he cut squealing turns with the van through the maze of small-town streets. “Our contract didn’t say anything about a hostage. What do we do now? Ask for a ransom? It’s not one of our steps. It’s not what we planned, dickshit.”

			Chipper stewed. Bernadette moaned. “Sh-sh,” he said.

			Jake took a sharp curve that forced Chipper and Bernadette to one side of the van.  Hearing their collective thud, he looked back to check Bernadette, their possible source of ransom. She seemed okay.

			“Watch it! She’s more valuable to us in one piece!” Chipper yelled up to him. “Next time, I drive.”

			“Next time…” Jake grumbled.  He blew past a stop sign, setting off car horns at the intersection. He turned down a raised road that went along a waterway and led to a bridge. He called back to Chipper. “What are you talking about? Ransom money? The bag should cover it. Asking for ransom is way too much risk.”

			“Unlike robbing banks…”

			“That bag’s got around 50 G’s in it. That’s what the job spec said.”

			Chipper shook his head in disgust.

			“Do you think it’s less?”

			Chipper cast a quick glare at Jake.

			“What, you think it’s less? Tell me! What the fuck?”

			“She kicked the damn bag out of the van before I could get it.”

			“Shit!” Jake said. He pulled over and slammed on the brakes. “Why did you say go!”

			

			Bernadette lurched forward, slamming her head into the van’s steel divider. “Oh,” she said, before hitting the floor and losing consciousness again. 

			“It was our next step,” Chipper answered.

			“Get rid of her,” Jake said. “Dump her off the bridge,” he nodded his head towards the railing outside the delivery van window.

			“No way! C’mon, man. Drive!” Chipper demanded. “Murder’s worse than a hostage.”

			“I don’t do hostages. They talk. Get rid of her. Now.”

			Chipper jumped out of the van and onto the bridge. The wind spun in circles around him. “Shit!” He reached into the van and pulled Bernadette out by her feet, which were still in the practical pumps she had chosen that morning for work. “C’mon,” Chipper said. 

			Bernadette kicked back, hitting Chipper in the jaw.

			“Dammit!” Chipper hoisted Bernadette over his shoulder and considered where to put her. Maybe along the side of the road where people would find her. The sirens wailed, getting louder with each pulse. 

			Bernadette sank her nails into his back. Chipper recoiled in pain against the bridge railing, losing his grip on Bernadette in the process.

			“Why?” she asked. 

			Their eyes met. Then like a feather carried by a breath, she slipped over the bridge and with a soft slap, hit the water, creating a ripple before she steadily sank, her practical pumps pulling her deeper and away from her recent troubles and the softened shrill of the sirens. 

			

			“No!” Chipper looked over the bridge. “Stop,” he reached for the space she left empty with her drop.  

			The sirens advanced. 

			“Shit!” Chipper ran to the van’s passenger door and got in. “Drive!” he demanded.

			Jake hit the gas. Tires screeched, smoke curled from under the doors smeared with blue security dye – one still flapping open like a broken wing.

			A Practical Pump

			Two young men in jeans and t-shirts parked a wood-sided station wagon next to the bridge. One popped the trunk and pulled out two fishing rods.

			The driver got out, leaving the door open so they could listen to the car radio while they fished. They cast their lines over the bridge railing to Jerry Lee Lewis’s “Breathless.”

			Below the bridge, Officer Bosko stood on the riverbank and winced. “Idiots,” he muttered. “Future clients of our justice system.”

			“I think I got something,” Officer Jackson called out. Suffering a lack of seniority, Officer Jackson was tasked with retrieving whatever the Credit Union bank robbers threw off the bridge that morning. He waded into the water towards a floating shoe, a practical pump.

			“What is it?” Officer Bosko yelled, the cruiser light still spinning behind him. 

			

			Officer Jackson raised the shoe for him to see.

			“Aw, hell,” Officer Bosko muttered. “Another one off the bridge.”

			“Not by choice,” Officer Jackson said, slogging back to the riverbank with his trousers plastered to his legs. “This one’s not a jumper.” He handed the shoe to Officer Bosko.

			“Maybe. Still leaves us a body in the river.” Officer Bosko shook his head.

			They walked back to the squad car to call it in. The bank had provided Bernadette’s name and a description. They would need divers to find her.

			“We should keep an eye on this place for a while,” Officer Jackson suggested as he got into the car.

			Officer Bosko handed him a towel. “Why? To wait for the other shoe? I don’t think they’re your size, Cinderella.”

			“Thanks.” Officer Jackson blotted off his pants. “No sir. What I’m thinking is they always come back. I read about that. I bet those bank robbers, they come back, maybe to make sure she’s really gone, that they did her in. I’m sure they didn’t want her to talk.”

			“Did her in,” Officer Bosko repeated, amused. “She didn’t survive that drop. Divers’ll find the body. And those two clowns? Long gone. If they come back at all, it’d be to the bank, not here.”

			“They left the money. That’s not their crime. Tossing the girl—that’s their crime. I think they’ll come back.” 

			“That’d be stupid.”

			

			“Exactly. And consistent with everything else they’ve done here. These are the guys who robbed a bank, took a hostage and forgot the cash.”

			The music for the fishing men’s car radio rose up. 

			Wind, rain, sleet or snow
I’m a goin’ to b-be wherever you go
You leave me
Ahhhh, breathless

			Bosko rolled his eyes and started the car. “Close the damn window. I hate this song.”

			More Than a Dream

			Bernadette awoke lying in the sand, grit cutting into her eyes and collecting in her mouth. She tried to brush the sand away, but other hands caught hers, holding her arms down and away from her face. She couldn’t open her eyes enough to see who held her down.

			Other hands pressed a damp cloth to her face, wiping away the sand.

			With the grit gone, Bernadette opened her eyes to near-total darkness. Faint sparks of light traced the outlines of figures still tending to her face. She thought of her glasses. Where were they? She needed to see —but all she had were shapes, soft and shifting.

			

			Hands brushed sand from her arms, sifted sediment from her hair. Others rolled her over, brushing away what grit remained. Bernadette was too weak to be frightened or to fight back.

			Someone lifted the Magdelena medal from Bernadette’s neck.

			“Magdelena,” a woman murmured. “What did she say her name was?”

			“Bernadette,” said another.

			“That’s what I heard too.”

			“That’s pretty. I like that. Bernadette.”

			The hands rolled Bernadette onto her back. She felt their eyes. Realizing she was naked, she tried to cover herself, but the hands gently pulled her arms aside.

			“Wait, Bernadette.”

			Bernadette remembered the van and the angry men she fought. Was this their lair? The cave where they hid their bounty? Would they demand a ransom? Send the bank her pinky or maybe one of her ears? Or compromising photos? This was too much to process. She was hoping to continue her career as a bank teller.

			“No!” Bernadette pushed the hands away, but more came back on her, gently.

			“Sh-sh-sh.” Whispers blew in from different parts of the cave as many hands stroked Bernadette’s arms and face. Other hands wrapped her in a soft cloth. 

			Someone brought a cup of wine to Bernadette’s lips. “Bernadette, you’re the soul of me, More than a dream, you’re a plan to me.” 

			

			“Bernadette, you’re the soul of me, More than a dream, you’re a plan to me,” several others repeated as if casting a spell. 

			Bernadette, conjured by a song, drank the wine.

			Gentle Hands

			Time blurred. Bernadette lost track in the dark, surrounded by gentle hands and softer voices. She had a sense of day turning to night and back into day. She listened for the voices, hearing instead the flutter of hands keeping busy – at what, she couldn’t tell. Sometimes they brought wine to her lips and Bernadette drank until she fell back to sleep.

			Bernadette couldn’t find her voice. The hands spoke to her with their touch, providing guidance, prompting, reassurance, and space when she needed it. She answered with surrender. They hadn’t been wrong.

			One evening they led her to a pool that gathered next to a stream. The pool was small enough to capture the reflection of the full moon in its entirety, as if this were where the moon went when it wasn’t in the sky, and instead, the moon in the sky was a reflection of the pool.

			Bernadette lay at the pool’s edge, lulled by the warble of the stream. She fell asleep to its lullaby and awoke to find the moon shattered into gold slivers of many shiny fish. 

			Bernadette looked into the pool and let out a laugh of delight. While her world remained blurry, the pool was clear to see. Bernadette hovered her hand along the surface of the water. Several fish rose up to peck it with kisses. Bernadette laughed again, feeling her heart come alive after so much time in the darkness with the hands. She spent the remainder of the night looking into the water, learning to see again, playing with the fish before returning to the call of the soft hands, where in darkness with them, she drank their wine and slept.

			The following morning, the hands prompted her some more.

			“Stand up,” they whispered. “Stand up, Bernadette.”

			Bernadette felt the hands under her shoulders helping her to rise. More hands pushed her to take steps forward. Bernadette moved tentatively into the darkness until light began to open in front of her, small rays at first, then a bright star. She shielded her eyes, unprepared. 

			“Sh-sh-sh! It’s safe, give it a moment,” they said. 

			Bernadette winced and opened her eyes once more, finding herself in a lush ravine lined with moss-covered rocks. A stream ran over and between the rocks. Trees rose from the moss, diffusing sunlight.

			Slowly, several bright white spots of light rose from behind the rocks and bounced down towards her. Bernadette shielded her eyes again. In the shade, the lights grew—softly glowing, taking on human form. Once out of the shade, their forms returned to balls of light. In the shade, the people appeared to come from different walks of life, some dressed for work, others more casually in house clothes, while others simply wore jeans and t-shirts. One man with extraordinarily bushy eyebrows settled down next to the rock he came out from and tinkered with a radio. Many others found their way to the shade and fully appeared before Bernadette.

			A barefoot man in his early 20s, wearing a tight t-shirt and blue jeans, jumped down from one of the rocks and landed in front of Bernadette. Putting his hands to his hips and cocking them to one side, he took in Bernadette fully. “Where are you from, beautiful?”

			Bernadette considered which life she would share with this person. Was she the baby found up in a tree? The former Catholic schoolgirl who graduated? An ambitious bank teller who was fond of the bank manager? Or was she the woman who rode on the back of a motorcycle with a denim-clad stranger against her better judgment? Or for now, was she the ward of the many hands that kept her under the whirls of roots of a large, upended tree, or the finger friend to goldfish seeded by the moon? “Under the tree,” she gestured in the fallen tree’s direction.

			The man with the radio found a signal. “So whatever you do, Bernadette, keep on loving me 
Bernadette, keep on needing me, Bernadette!”

			Two women nodded in agreement; they already knew that.

			The young man extended his hand to Bernadette “Hound Dog. You must be Bernadette.”

			Bernadette shuddered at his raw sexuality. It reminded her of what she had left behind.

			She shook his hand. “Bernadette.” She tried to let go but Hound Dog met her eyes and smiled, tightening his grip. Bernadette felt herself falling down in the back of the van, then heaved over a shoulder, carried off, flying, floating away. “Why?” she whispered before everything around her went dark. She dropped to the ground.

			A woman with piercing blue eyes and long white hair stepped down from a pile of rocks next to a small waterfall. Her long gown, silken like spiderwebs, shiny like fish scales, glittered as she moved through the beams of sunlight penetrating the ravine. Others moved out of her way as she made her way to Hound Dog and Bernadette, now a heap on the ground.

			She slapped Hound Dog upside his head. “Hound Dog, you idiot.”

			“What?” Hound Dog rubbed where Chantilly struck him on his head. “Geez.”

			Chantilly bent over to check on Bernadette and assess if she had been injured by her fall. “She’s okay. But a little less swagger next time,” Chantilly remarked, nudging Hound Dog once more. A small group of women gathered around Bernadette. “She’s fine,” Chantilly reassured them. Continuing toward the small waterfall where she had stood before, the others followed. “She just needs more time,” Chantilly explained. She pushed part of the falling water to the side, stepped behind it, and let the cascade return to its natural course.

			The women and others continued climbing up the ravine, some slipping into logs, under rocks, and into trees until none were left.

			The Moon Pool 

			Bernadette woke to fluttering hands in the darkness, urging her once more toward the moon pool. She followed their nudges, stepping through fauna blooming in lacey grey fluffs, like cool breath in the dark. She made her way to the pool and knelt at its edge, searching into its depths. Her reflection gazed back: large eyes, a small chin.

			The water stirred. Her reflection shattered into a mosaic of flesh tones. She expected the fish to rise up in the shards of colors, but the water settled, reassembling to a reflection – not of her own face, but Eric’s. He gazed back at her with that same soft intensity she remembered.

			Bernadette reached into the water to retrieve him, but he slipped through her fingers and dissolved. She pushed her arm deeper into the pool, reaching for what was no longer there. The fish brushed her fingertips with delicate pecks — little condolences.

			Above her, the wind rattled the leaves in the upper canopies, sending momentary ripples across the water. Bernadette withdrew her arm. Something had shifted.

			On the Bridge

			Chipper leaned over the bridge, watching the brown river churn beneath him. While the police scoured the roads for him and Jake, the scene of the crime had become strangely safe and even comforting for him. He had found her glasses. They smelled like her: skin, river water, the wind. Now, standing on the bridge, he fidgeted with the smooth edge of the frame, the single lens catching the light. He considered what she saw last.

			“Why?” she had asked him. The wind carried her voice. The sirens advanced. Her large eyes dark, sad, boring into him. And he’d let her go. She flew, then dropped, vanishing under the water. “Why?” he heard it again. Her eyes back in front of him, looking into him and at everything that he was, that he hadn’t meant to be. He robbed banks. She worked in one. She made better choices. He threw her over the bridge.

			The wind spat up mist from the river. Chipper steadied himself on the bridge railing. Every choice he’d made led to bad things that hurt other people. “Why,” he heard her ask again. She had done nothing wrong. He threw her away when he could have saved her, helped her. And she would have helped him too. His throat tightened. Tears of anger filled his eyes. He had done this all wrong too.

			“Hold up there, sailor,” Officer Jackson called from down the bridge. Their eyes locked. Officer Jackson took slow, deliberate steps toward him.

			“Don’t come any closer!” Chipper shouted through the wind gusts blowing up from the river. “Stay away!” 

			“Okay, I won’t,” Officer Jackson said. It was no fun being right. He’d spent his lunch hours here for a few months, waiting to see if someone would return. In the end, no money had been taken but a woman was missing. The bank manager came into the station regularly demanding that more be done to find her, but he and Officer Bosko were convinced she was at the bottom of the river, like many who had gone before her. 

			“It’s cold out today,” Officer Jackson offered. “I could use a coat, couldn’t you?” He rubbed his arms for emphasis.

			Chipper turned back to the river. He didn’t feel cold. Since losing Bernadette, he hadn’t felt much of anything. Except for this morning. When he woke up, expecting more of the same, he felt something unfamiliar that others might call remorse. It wasn’t comfortable. It made him want to do something other than what was likely the wrong thing—to make things right, to connect with the very people he had turned his back on since the days when letters and numbers never made sense. He didn’t want to care about others, to be like them, but now he did. She made him feel that way, and the pain of feeling that way was unbearable. He hoped punishment would create the balance his pain demanded.

			Officer Jackson took a step towards Chipper. “Do you need a coat? I know I sure do!” 

			Chipper held the railing with one arm and pointed in Officer Jackson’s direction, his eyes fixed on the river below. “Don’t! Back off!” 

			“Okay.” Officer Jackson stopped. “Can we talk? Talk about why you’re here?” 

			“There’s nothing...” Wind swallowed his words. 

			“What was that? There’s something…” 

			

			“Nothing! I said there’s nothing! I’m nothing!”

			Officer Jackson calculated. This man was determined to jump the bridge. If he couldn’t save him, maybe he could get closure. “The lady at the bank, what happened to her?” 

			“I… I don’t know.” Chipper’s tears dropped into the wind and sailed away. “I didn’t mean to take her with us.” 

			“No, you weren’t going to hurt her,” Officer Jackson hunted for more. “Where did she go?” 

			Chipper considered the right words but connecting with the reality of what he had done made it impossible for him to speak. “I left her…” he choked, wind slapping against him.

			“You left her? Where?” Officer Jackson noted that Chipper’s gaze grew more distant. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? You wouldn’t hurt anyone. Not intentionally.”

			Chipper wiped a long tear from his nose. 

			“That’s not who you are. It must weigh on you pretty heavily. That’s why you feel so bad today, isn’t it?” 

			Chipper looked up. Grey clouds raced across the sky, one after the other. A strange clarity pierced his heart. 

			“You’re a helper. Help me find her….” 

			Chipper turned. Officer Jackson had come too close. The wind rose, tearing at him, loosening his grip. It was time. He let it all go, falling with his tears into the wind, into the river below, which opened and swallowed him whole.

			Fish Tales

			Bernadette reclined at the edge of the moon pool, peering into its depths in search of reflections, perhaps of Eric’s face once more. But this late afternoon, the water only revealed its darkness. She extended her fingers. Goldfish rose to greet them with kisses. She withdrew her hand briefly and gathered the riverbank plants the hands had directed her to find, just beyond the ravine. The fish leapt and danced for more. Bernadette giggled and tossed the greens into the water.

			Chantilly’s reflection took over the face of the pool. “I heard you come here,” she said, settling beside Bernadette and trailing her hand into the water. The fish calmed, blanketing her hand and forearm like an elegant, shimmering orange-and-yellow glove. “They adore me.” Chantilly lifted her hand and the fish receded. She sat up and smiled at Bernadette.

			Their eyes met, each assessing the other. One fair, the other dark. Chantilly’s eyes sparkled bright blue, Bernadette’s smoldered in sultry brown.

			Bernadette knew Chantilly was the leader here—at least among the women, who, like the fish, gravitated toward her and fell silent in her presence.

			“You’re still in the dark,” Chantilly said. “We don’t hear much from you.”

			Bernadette shifted uncomfortably. “No, I’m sorry.”

			“But the fish tell me stories.”

			

			Bernadette smiled, wondering if the fish had told Chantilly about Eric.

			“You see faces in the water, don’t you? I do too, sometimes.”

			Bernadette remained silent. She needed Chantilly to say more before she felt safe. Chantilly was hard to read. Bernadette couldn’t tell if she meant to trick her, trap her, or just make fun of her.

			“Who are you looking for in that water? Anyone special?”

			Bernadette looked away from Chantilly.

			“You’re feeling guilty...”

			Bernadette shifted, almost slipping near the edge.

			“Careful,” Chantilly warned, steadying her. “You don’t want to go too deep. That water’s deadly for most of us.”

			“But the fish seem okay,” Bernadette noted.

			“Only the fish,” Chantilly clarified.

			Chantilly opened her palm, revealing the Magdalena medal. “Do they miss you too?”

			Bernadette checked her neck. The medal was gone. A rush of betrayal ran through her body.

			“Take it. It’s yours.” Chantilly paused. “You left someone behind. You’re wondering how they’re coping, if they miss you. And you miss them.”

			“Yes,” Bernadette murmured, taking the medal back and looping its chain around her wrist. “Thank you.”

			“I’m sorry,” Chantilly offered.

			Bernadette realized it was her turn to say something and she wasn’t going to get out of it.

			

			“I loved him. I wanted to start a family, to build a life with him.”

			“Yes.”

			“I don’t know what to do with that. It’s unfinished. I’m drifting here. It all feels... pointless.” 

			“Your work with the fish makes the moon’s reflection bright. The moon sees the light she brings. It reminds her of why she is here, and we look to her to remember our own light. Especially those times when everything else must be dark, quiet, still, to heal, to come together and make meaning, like a perfect song.”

			Chantilly gently rubbed the back of Bernadette’s hand. “I love the fish too. When my ears ring, I talk with them. Do you hear that, the ringing” Chantilly cocked her head. “I do. It’s getting loud now.”

			“No,” Bernadette said, looking around for what she might be missing. “I don’t hear anything.”

			Chantilly got up and extended her hand to Bernadette. “Come. I’ll show you more.”

			The Cove 

			The sun set as Bernadette followed Chantilly out of the ravine. The moon rose above them as they crossed a narrow path to the river basin.

			Several women waded in the basin, others standing waist-deep. They saw Chantilly and waved.

			Chantilly waved back. “How’s the fishing?”

			

			“No hits yet! We’re still waiting!”

			“Want to join us?” Chantilly asked, stepping out of her dress.

			Bernadette flinched, realizing the other women were naked too. “No… um, no. Can I just stay here?”

			“Suit yourself.” Chantilly stepped into the water.

			At the mouth of the cove, the water began to churn in tight spirals that gained speed as they rolled inward.

			Bernadette sensed danger. The women were now surrounded by whatever this was, but instead of fleeing to shore, they laughed and cheered.

			Dolphins surfaced, diving in elegant arcs around the women. Some reached out and caught their fins. One by one, the dolphins pulled the women away until the cove was empty. The water stilled, catching sparks of moonlight across its surface.

			Bernadette heard mumbling behind her. 

			“Whoah! What happened?”

			Men. She could hear them. They were hiding somewhere nearby.

			“Fucking fish. I HATE them!”

			“Can we do that too?”

			“Idiot, they’ve taken our women!”

			“They’re predators? Do they only kill and eat women? Or will they eat us too?”

			“I don’t think they’re fish, man. I think they’re dolphins. They’re peaceful. Playful. They do tricks. Ouch! What the – ?”

			“Ignore him. He’s overly sensitive.”

			

			“We better get back. Chantilly would kill us if she finds us here.”

			“Why’d you do that? I think I’m bleeding!”

			“Shut the fuck up, man.”

			Bernadette suspected the men weren’t meant to be here. But was she supposed to be? Were the women safe? She would wait. Maybe there was something she was supposed to do?

			The water stirred again. One by one, the women surfaced. The dolphins vanished beneath the waves.

			Bernadette stood and waved. 

			“Hey!” Chantilly called. “Come join us!”

			Bernadette took a step back. 

			“No? Another time then.”

			The women stepped from the water and began dressing. One approached Bernadette.

			“You’ve been very helpful. The fish are happy. Thank you, Bernadette.”

			The women burst into laughter, gathering their clothes.

			The Cave

			One side of the ravine was so steep that nothing could take hold. Fallen trees, leaves and pinecones, water and dirt tumbled down and collected at the ravine’s base. A footpath wound up to a ridge, just before the steep drop began. On the ridge sat a couple of logs positioned next to a hole ringed by leafless vines. Rawhide sat on one of the logs, waiting.

			Daddy Cool crawled out of the hole, brushing dirt from his clothes. “That was it, man!” he said, dropping beside Rawhide. 

			“What did you bring up?” Rawhide asked, raising his bushy eyebrows.

			Daddy Cool bobbed his head to catch the beat. “Okay, here we go.” He raised a hand, steadying himself, and began. “I got… Napoleon in rags and the language that he used.” Daddy Cool hummed through the parts he hadn’t pulled up yet. 

			“When you ain’t got nothing,

			you got nothing to lose

			You’re invisible now, you’ve got no secrets to conceal

			How does it feel

			… ah, how does it feel?

			You’re invisible now,

			you’ve got no secrets to conceal

			How does it feel, ah how does it feel?”

			Rawhide let out a sigh. “Oh, that’s rich. That will make a great song.”

			Daddy Cool grinned. “It will, it will!”

			A Baby 

			Bernadette sat at the edge of the moon pool, holding dried riverbank greens just above the surface, tempting the fish. She wanted to see how high a goldfish could jump. Dolphins could jump very high.

			The moon, a slim crescent, hung like a grin, dimpled by leaping goldfish

			Higher up the ravine, a woman’s scream shattered the moon’s reflection. A second scream followed.

			Two women emerged from beneath the rocks and scurried toward the sound. Bernadette saw this as her moment to connect with the others. Whatever this woman needed, even if it put her in danger, she would help too.

			Bernadette caught up with them at the mouth of a cave, formed by moss-covered rocks.

			Sweet Pea slipped her arm around Bernadette. “Come on. It’s Poison Ivy’s time.”

			Inside, Poison Ivy lay on the ground, knees apart, screaming, and surrounded by even more women. She was having a baby, one that she would share with Hanky Panky. 

			“I’ve got it!” Blue Velvet called, appearing at the cave entrance with a radio. “The men left it under one of their lawn chairs.” She sat next to Poison Ivy and adjusted the dials, trying to find a signal. 

			“Keep trying, it will come.” Sweet Pea took Poison Ivy’s hand in hers. “We’re right here with you.” 

			

			Blue Velvet shook her head. Still no signal. She scrambled to Poison Ivy’s left side, hoping for better reception.

			A promising fuzz started to fill the radio. 

			“It’s coming!” Blue Velvet cried. 

			Poison Ivy let out an extended groan. The cry of a baby followed, echoing off the rock walls. 

			All eyes turned to Blue Velvet. She fine-tuned the dial.

			Dee Dee Sharp’s voice rose:

			Mashed Potato! 

			Get up to the beat now 

			Mashed Potato! 

			Mmm, come on and twist your feet now, baby It’s the latest!

			Come on, honey It’s the greatest! 

			Come on, baby 

			Mashed Potato! 

			Mmm, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah! 

			“Mashed Potato!” the women sang in harmony. 

			Sweet Pea placed the baby in Poison Ivy’s arms. “Mashed Potato,” she whispered.

			Poison Ivy kissed the top of her baby’s head.

			“I think we’re going to need more batteries,” Blue Velvet said.

			The radio hissed… then faded to silence.

			A Need for Batteries

			Rawhide and Chantilly sat together on a mossy rock beneath a canopy of fallen trees, passing a spider web between them. It was Chantilly’s turn. With the web extended across her fingers, she held it to Rawhide.

			Rawhide pressed his fingers into the web, inverting it into the shape of cat’s whiskers. Holding the delicate web beneath his nose for emphasis, he entreated, “Kiss the king of beasts, my kitten.”

			Blue Velvet stepped towards them tentatively, hoping they might notice her before she had to announce herself. 

			“Blue, what’s up?” Chantilly asked, not taking her eyes off the web.

			Rawhide dropped his spider web whiskers. “Hello, Blue! I haven’t seen you in a while!”

			“Hey. Sorry to intrude. But you need to know.”

			“Know what?” Rawhide asked.

			“It’s about the radio. The batteries died.”

			Chantilly and Rawhide exchanged knowing looks. So far, they had been lucky. New arrivals had brought batteries, most just the right size to power the radio. But it was only a matter of time.

			“I will talk to the men,” Rawhide said. “May Day is coming. It will be a good time to go.”

			“May Day.” Chantilly echoed with a roll of her eyes. “I bet it will be a good time.”

			

			“Yes, May Day,” Rawhide repeated, waving Blue Velvet away. “Thank you.”

			Chantilly handed Rawhide a small bag filled of dried greens. “These should see you through trip.” 

			Rawhide accepted the bag with a soft kiss to Chantilly’s brow. “I’ll miss you,” he murmured.

			“I hope so,” she replied.

			The Quest 

			A rusted water pump rose from a weather-beaten platform outside a long-abandoned bungalow, tucked just off the main highway. Vines, moss, and weeds had swallowed the house whole, as if nature were stitching it closed. A faint blue-green haze from strip malls and streetlights bled through the trees. The pump stood like a monument to a life long extinguished.

			Two floorboards exploded upward as if a bomb had blasted underneath them. Rawhide burst through the opening, roaring like he’d been reborn from the deep. He shook off the water and stepped onto the platform. Mr. Sandman surfaced next, followed by Daddy Cool, carrying the radio.

			Daddy Cool shook the radio, hoping for a signal.

			“No, no, no,” Mr. Sandman groaned. “Just showing up doesn’t fix it. We still need batteries.” He turned to Rawhide with a shrug. “It’s his first time.”

			

			Rawhide assessed the area. Headlights cut across the highway nearby. He nodded to the others and gestured toward an overgrown driveway leading through the brush.

			“Shouldn’t we be going that way?” Mr. Sandman pointed back. “That’s where the women are. The Laundromat, right?”

			“Not now,” Rawhide said, his tone final. He motioned the men to follow him to the road, where a billboard emerged — sun-faded but legible: WONDERLAND. A life-size Tyrannosaurus Rex loomed above it, gnashing its teeth into fresh kill.

			“We will check it out,” Rawhide noted.

			“Might have batteries,” Mr. Sandman nodded.

			“Is this where dinosaurs live now?” Daddy Cool whispered, half-hopeful.

			A semi roared past, spraying muddy water and knocking Daddy Cool off his feet.

			“To the woods!” Rawhide directed the men. They retreated into the trees.

			“What was that?” Daddy Cool gasped.

			“A truck. They’re loud,” Rawhide said.

			“And dangerous,” Mr. Sandman added. “They spew mud.”

			“Like dinosaurs?” Daddy Cool asked, eyes wide.

			“Close. They run on the guts of dead dinosaurs,” Mr. Sandman said.

			“What? Like zombies? No way!” Daddy Cool shook his head. This place made less sense with each step.

			

			“You’ll be okay. Just pay attention.  It’s a mean world out here. With a lot of hard edges.” 

			Rawhide took out the bag Chantilly had given him. “Here. Find some courage.” He gave each man a pinch. They tucked it into the sides of their mouths.

			A low howling drifted from the trees near the highway.

			“What is that?” Daddy Cool whispered.

			“Reality Dog,” Mr. Sandman said.

			“Cut it out,” Rawhide groaned at Mr. Sandman. He turned to Daddy Cool. “He’s tripping. It’s just another truck. Stay away from them.”

			Chipper in the Belly 

			“What are you doing here?”

			Chipper opened his eyes. Who said that? Light engulfed him. Everything glowed white. Blinding rays cut into his vision. He reached to cover his eyes, but his hands were gone. Just stumps. Chipper screamed and blacked out.

			“What are you doing here?”

			Chipper scurried in the nothingness, desperate for something—anything—to curl against and hide. But the light was endless. All-encompassing. With no defining edges, even shadows were obliterated.

			“I’m supposed to die,” Chipper whispered, barely daring to speak. “I was supposed to go.”

			“Go where?”

			

			“God, just… away. I have to get out of this. It’s—you are so strong and frigging in my face.”

			No answer came.

			“Come on! Who are you?! Where am I? What happened to my hands? Did the fish eat… Or, um, for stealing. Is that my punishment?”

			“What happened to your hands… also happened to your eyes.”

			“My eyes?”

			“They’re everywhere now. No longer in your head. You can’t escape the light. You can’t unsee who you are.”

			“Oh god, I can’t not see what I did!” Chipper sobbed. “It won’t go away!” Chipper recoiled as the light cut into him, burning everything that had made him real. “Let me go! Please, I just want to go!” Chipper wept and moaned in agony.

			“Be with it,” urged another voice.

			“No-o-o!” Chipper pleaded. The light flared, searing through him, dissolving all that remained.

			Booty from The Wonderland

			Rawhide woke in the woods to the sound of traffic beyond the trees. Mr. Sandman and Daddy Cool lay nearby. He nudged them with his foot. 

			“Let’s get batteries!” Daddy Cool cheered, throwing a fist in the air.

			

			“Soon,” Rawhide said. “Follow me.” As the sun set, he led them single file down the highway, turning down a side road past a clutch of small houses, a strip of buildings and a small lake beyond. All the buildings were dark except for the laundromat, which lit up the evening with a sign written in cursive: The Laundromat. Its front door throbbed from the steady pounding inside.

			Rawhide held out his hand. Mr. Sandman passed him the bag of greens. Rawhide took a snort, then signaled the men to follow him to a door at the back of the building.

			“Wait,” Rawhide whispered.

			The men crouched, waited, and listened to people inside the laundromat as a steady bassline pumped. The scent of the nearby garbage bin was distracting but its location proved providential. Eventually, the door swung open. A young man stepped out, dragging a trash bag. The moment his back turned, the men slipped inside.

			Dryers spun in stacked rows along one wall. Women in shiny dresses glittered like fish as they danced in raised cages atop of washing machines. To the side, a bar gleamed beside a door to a back room. Colors spun across the walls while music thumped. The laundromat churned like a stomach digesting French fries of long ago with beer.

			Rawhide let out a growl and jumped on top of one of the washing machines. He ripped open the cage and joined the woman dancing, who wore white go-go boots that went up to her thighs.

			

			The woman laughed. “Got a tip for me, tiger?” she teased, slipping his arm off her waist. It was clear Rawhide was no stranger.

			Rawhide’s eyes twinkled. “The tiger’s tip is waiting in the woods. Meet me there,” he purred, nuzzling her neck with his chin. The dancer pushed Rawhide off, turned around, and rubbed up against him. He wrapped his arms around her and added some of his own moves.

			Taking a cue, Daddy Cool took on two dance partners on the floor, while Mr. Sandman coaxed a woman wearing a green boa down from her cage.

			Morning came after much activity, some of it best not remembered. Daddy Cool stirred as a broom handle jabbed his stomach. 

			“Wake up, buddy,” said the young man from the kitchen. 

			Daddy Cool sat up, peeling his shirt off the sticky floor. Sunlight streamed through the propped-open front door. Rawhide and Mr. Sandman stood there, waiting.

			“C’mon, buddy,” Rawhide repeated. 

			Mr. Sandman smiled and twirled the end of the green boa slung across his shoulders. 

			“Where are we going?” Daddy Cool met them at the door. “Batteries?” 

			“Soon,” Rawhide slapped Daddy Cool’s back. 

			“Ow!” Daddy Cool shaded his eyes from the morning sun.

			The men returned to the highway. Rawhide pointed down the road, where the head of a Tyrannosaurus Rex rose with the sun behind a concrete wall. “Gentlemen,” Rawhide said solemnly, “within those walls lies the booty of Yhe Wally-man Wonderland.”

			The three men raised their fists and charged down the road after the dinosaur as semis roared past, oblivious to the hunt.

			Rawhide scaled the concrete wall surrounding The Wonderland and let Mr. Sandman, and Daddy Cool in through a side door that led to the Wonderland exhibit hall. Daddy Cool had already pried loose a concrete tooth the size of his fist from the gaping monster mouth surrounding the door at the entrance. His spoils whetted the men’s appetite for more. They advanced through the exhibit hall, checking as needed to make sure the towering dinosaurs they passed were indeed art and not real.

			Daddy Cool ran ahead down the hallway that led to the Wonderland souvenir shop. 

			“Look,” Mr. Sandman said, pointing to one of the exhibits. A fiberglass dolphin hung suspended from the ceiling.

			“Not a dinosaur,” Rawhide growled.

			Rawhide and Mr. Sandman let out a collective growl. They charged and pummeled the dolphin with bloodthirsty vigor. The replica hung split in half, its skin pocked from fist punches. 

			“I found booty!” Daddy Cool called back to them from the gift shop. 

			“Sh-sh!” Rawhide chided. 

			

			Rubbing sore knuckles, he and Mr. Sandman joined Daddy Cool in the gift shop, where they pillaged: tiny plastic dinosaurs, a coonskin cap, and bottles of soda from the glowing cooler. The men roared in delight with their spoils. 

			“Wait! Batteries!” Rawhide recalled. “Shit.” 

			“They don’t have batteries here?” Daddy Cool asked. 

			“Nope,” Mr. Sandman rose from behind a counter. “But there’s a 7-11 on the way back.” He flicked his green boa. “They always have batteries.”

			The men retreated to the woods and waited for the sun to set to reduce the likelihood of being noticed, carrying the jewels of their hoard. At dusk, they huddled in the drainage ditch along the highway and under the sign for the 7-11.

			“Wait here,” Rawhide instructed, dropping his booty into Daddy Cool’s lap. 

			“Get some jerky,” Daddy Cool called out.

			“Sh-sh!” Rawhide snapped.

			Mr. Sandman nudged Daddy Cool and sat next to him.

			“What? They might have jerky.”

			“You talk too damn much,” Mr. Sandman said. 

			“Sorry man, this is all new to me. I love this! When do we see the dancing ladies again? I found one who likes me! I got her this tooth!” He held up the concrete tooth. 

			“You think she wants a tooth?” Mr. Sandman let out a sigh and turned to wait for Rawhide.

			Sporting his coonskin hat, Rawhide marched into the 7-11. At the cash register, a man named Clark folded the nudie magazine he was reading and slid it under the counter. “Can I help you?” Clark asked.

			“Not sure,” Rawhide said. He drifted toward the coolers at the back of the store. They were similar to those at the souvenir shop. He knew batteries would not be in those coolers, but he went there anyway. With some distance from this cash register sentry, he could assess the store, figure out where the batteries were, and come up with a plan on how to leave with them.

			After several minutes, Clark called back to Rawhide, “Are you sure you don’t need any help?” 

			“Stop rushing me!” Rawhide spotted the batteries. They were up closer to the door and that annoying man. Rawhide would wait for the right moment. Thirty minutes later and after many exchanges of glances with the man at the front door, that moment presented itself 

			Two young men came into the store. One ordered cigarettes from behind the counter. The other went over to the rack with the motor oil, not far from where the batteries were displayed. 

			Rawhide sidled closer to the batteries, stuffing a few jerky sticks into his pants as he went. 

			“Nice hat, man,” the young man nodded at Rawhide.

			“Thanks.” Rawhide walked past and knocked several batteries to the floor, landing at the young man’s feet. Both he and Rawhide bent over to pick them up.

			“Sorry, man,” Rawhide said, slipping a few batteries into the man’s coat pocket before they stood up. 

			

			“Are you sure you don’t need some help?” Clark called out.

			“You have a problem with me being here, mister?” 

			“Are you going to buy anything or just make a mess?”

			Rawhide considered. He loved a good fight, and it would please him to punch this man in the face. “Hey, I can leave if that’s what you want. You want me to leave?” 

			Sensing anger, Clark and the two other men froze, uncertain what to do or say to get Rawhide to change his mind about a fight. Rawhide waited. They continued to do nothing. “Fine, I’m out of here.” Rawhide stomped into the parking lot, yelling, “I’m out of here! You happy now?”

			Rawhide looked across the lot to where Mr. Sandman and Daddy Cool were waiting. A truck tore past, its headlights briefly reflecting the light of their faces. Rawhide held up two fingers. 

			Mr. Sandman and Daddy Cool crawled up from the ditch. Rawhide pointed to the young man coming out of the store with the motor oil. He was parked in front of the gas pump. He popped open the hood of his car and propped it up, providing a perfect shield. 

			Mr. Sandman and Daddy Cool rushed the young man, took him down, and fished out the batteries from his pocket. 

			Rawhide stood over the young man and cast a shimmering arc of the greens into the air. The greens scattered onto the stunned man like stars, petals, and dewdrops, while Rawhide, Mr. Sandman and Daddy Cool ran towards the highway. 

			

			“What’s going on, man?” his friend asked. “Are you okay?” 

			The young man brushed the greens off his arms and shoulders as he got up. “Did you see that?” 

			“See what?” 

			“These three really tall leprechauns. They took my batteries. Now I don’t work.” 

			“Shit, man. They’re not leprechauns if they’re tall, you idiot.” He helped his disheveled friend into the car. Noting a scent, he took a sniff to confirm. “Hey man, you smell like weed.” 

			“The hell I do. Weed’s illegal, dickbrain.” 

			“You got any more?”

			Rawhide and the others vanished into the bushes.

			“Do we go back now?” Mr. Sandman asked, counting the batteries. “These look like the right size.”

			Spoils Brought Forth 

			Peepers chirped along the riverbank as the sun set.

			Rawhide, Mr. Sandman, and Daddy Cool popped their heads out of the water and swam towards the riverbank.

			Nearby, Cathy’s Clown and Hound Dog reclined in lawn chairs, sipping beers with a group of other men. Between the riverbank and the ravine lay an open field, where women wandered among the wildflowers, bending to sniff each bloom and calling others over to admire them.

			Rawhide raised up a
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