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Chapter One
(Dan)

	People come to downtown Fayetteville for a few different reasons. They might be students at the college, they might want to see the funky little city nestled in the Boston Mountains, or perhaps they’re trying to find a unique shop to peruse.

	A number of mom-and-pop clothing stores populate the downtown area, along with a couple of bakeries. There’s even a chocolate shop. Second Street has the record store which has been open since 1942, and the old lady selling all manner of pickles has a tiny store on the historic square.

	Most people will find what they’re looking for at any one of those places, but some are looking for something they can’t name, something not written down on a list. No, this particular need is specifically ambiguous. It’s necessary, but unknown.

	Shoppers who find themselves with this kind of specific need will be inexplicably drawn over to Block Avenue, to a store between a pizzeria called Toppings and a fortune teller shop called Odessa’s Psychic Center.

	Nestled between the two in a long, narrow green brick building is Funky Dan’s, a store that carries a wondrous assortment of little treasures all needed by someone but not quite desired enough to be sold anywhere else.

	I hardly see more than two customers per day in my store, and to most it’s a wonder how I afford rent on such a prime piece of real estate downtown. Land by the college ain’t cheap.

	Truth is, my shop is picky about clientele. Note: I’m not picky. My shop is. People only wander into this wondrous building when they need something no one else can sell them, something spectacular.

	I moved toward a little knife that had a silver dragon wrapped around the hilt. After picking it up, I plunged it into a box the mailwoman had left me.

	“This thing’s heavy, whatever it is,” I said, taking a break wrestling with tape to scratch my bushy black beard. My long dark robe with gold stitching, which most would call excessive, but I’d say was needed to look the part of the particular salesperson that I am, got caught on the counter corner. Grunting, I freed it.

	My shop was a fire hazard if one ever existed. The store had three narrow rows between shelves and counter space each leading back to a glass case with a cash register on top. A shaggy green carpet usually swallowed the shoes of customers that stumbled in. And they always bumbled, shuffled, or tumbled into the store. But what they might call an accident, I’d learned through the years was more akin to providence or fate. Such was the power of this business.

	My shelves were lined with all sorts of knickknacks and oddball items that even the most eccentric collectors scratched their heads at. But I knew each item had an eventual owner, including whatever was in this heavy box I continued to wrestle with.

	A small eggshell fox with black tips on her ears walked over to my feet and stared up with annoyance.

	“Do you need help with that? You’re making quite a racket,” the fox said.

	“No, thank you. I don’t want you setting the place on fire, Eely,” I said.

	The fox scowled and hissed, “One time that happened! And the fire department didn’t even get involved.”

	“They didn’t get involved because you’d nibbled on the — you know what? No, thank you. Your offer is appreciated, but I’ve got it under control,” I said.

	Eely scoffed and hopped up next to her favorite perch, a little fluffy bed next to the cash register. She nosed around until she found an ancient gold coin and bit it twice for luck.

	I adjusted my black suspenders that’d caused a nasty wrinkle in my purple button down shirt and then went back to work on the box. Finally opening it, I tore through some packing peanuts.

	I pulled out a Bigfoot mask covered in dark brown fur.

	“Yuck! What is that ugly thing!” Eely asked.

	I smiled something cruel and said, “Why Eely, don’t you recognize your long lost father?”

	“That’s not funny!” she yipped, standing up on her hind legs. “That thing’s not even from the same continent as me.”

	“Oh calm down. It’s payment for that old flute I sold to the gentleman last month.”

	“The guy with the rats who smelled of Talcum powder?” Eely asked, sitting back down.

	“Yes. This is his payment. Though admittedly, I don’t know what it does just looking at it,” I said, flipping it over a couple of times.

	“Then why don’t you store it outside the store? Say in the gray trash bin behind the building?”

	I smirked and picked up some of the spilled packing peanuts, tossing them back in the box.

	“Now now. Tossing anything is against the rules. You know that. Everything has a purpose, and I’m bound by this shop to find each item’s destiny. This one. . . might just take a little longer than others,” I said, standing up and looking down at the first row of shelves.

	Walking down the aisle a bit, I came to a purple disco ball the size of my head and shimmied it left a few inches. Sliding the mask beside it, I found it was a tight squeeze, but that’s the best kind of fit in this store.

	“That disco ball has been there for three years now.”

	I shrugged and said, “It’s not my job to question. It’s my job to unite people in need with something in this shop.”

	Eely snickered and said, “Well, how about you pick up that polka-dot phone on the wall and order a pizza to unite with my belly?”

	Before I could respond, the front door opened, and a little bell jingled.

	“Customer. Hush,” I whispered.

	“Tell you what, if they happen to see all nine of my tails, then we can worry about them hearing my voice,” Eely said.

	I put a hand over my face.

	You never know when someone with just enough spiritual sensitivity is going to come along and see all the tails, furball, I thought.

	“Hello?” a timid voice called from the front of the shop.

	I squeezed behind the counter and realized my record player had been finished with its vinyl for the past half hour. Time really does fly when you can’t go outside.

	“I’m in the back. Feel free to take a look around and let me know if anything catches your attention.”

	I put the vinyl back in its casing and pulled out a sleeve in a pale color with a compass rose on the front. Carefully, I placed the album on the player and tilted the needle on the outside of the disc.

	Soft guitar and keyboard played a familiar tune crafted in the heart of Key West.

	When I turned around, a young boy, maybe around 11 or 12, was walking in front of the register. He had some scuff marks on his face and dried blood under his nose.

	“Whoa, kid. Are you okay?” I asked, looking around for some tissues.

	“I’m fine. Sorry, I don’t have any money, but I was. . . running by your shop and saw some people—” he said, out of breath.

	Finding some napkins unused from breakfast, I handed a clean one to the kid and said, “Relax. I’m not some kind of jerk that’s going to kick you out when bullies are around. You can hang out until they’re gone.”

	The kid wiped his face and sighed. There was both relief and recognition that he’d merely been granted a stay of execution.

	He looked over at the record player and asked, “Jimmy Buffett?”

	“Wow, I didn’t expect a kid like you to know that name,” I said.

	“Are you kidding? Changes in Latitudes, Changes in Attitudes, 1977. It’s only his most popular album,” the kid said, smiling.

	I cocked my head sideways. If I didn’t expect the kid to know Jimmy Buffett’s name, I definitely didn’t expect him to know the album and year.

	“How the hell do you know that?”

	“My dad’s in a band. They play a couple songs from this album,” the kid said.

	“Sounds like a cool dad. What’s your name? I don’t want to be that kind of old guy who keeps calling you kid,” I said.

	Holding up a little paper basket for the boy to toss his bloody napkin into, I tried to keep taking his mind off the bullies with different questions.

	“It’s Thomas,” the boy said.

	“Okay, Thomas. Do you want me to call somebody for you? Maybe your dad?”

	“No, it’ll be fine. I can just wait for a couple minutes and then leave when they’re gone,” Thomas said.

	I nodded and said, “Well, okay then. Feel free to look around. I’ve got some pretty cool stuff in my shop.”

	Thomas looked around at the various items sprawled on shelves and countertops. His eyes came across a monkey with cymbals for hands, a large clock with fish swimming inside, and then a tiny silver spoon with garnets in the handle.

	He continued to scan the farthest wall for even more treasures. I watched from the corner of my eye as Thomas came across a birdcage with a small red crow inside. It didn’t seem like he could tell if it was stuffed or real, which made me smirk.

	Next to that item rested a glass container shaped like a lion with something inside that resembled sand. I didn’t keep price tags on any items, which I could tell confused Thomas all the more.

	The kid glanced back at me, so I went back to scanning a magazine titled “Smoothies Monthly.”

	He kept staring, so I assumed he was noticing for the first time I had two different colored eyes, one olive, one brown. Or maybe he was looking at my chrome dome.

	I often joked my all moved down my face to make this giant bushy beard.

	And I always felt like my age was impossible for customers to place, somewhere between early 40s and late 60s. Maybe it just depended on my mood, how I stood, or how much light fell upon me.

	Thomas’ eyes moved down to Eely, and his mouth came open.

	“Wow,” he said, moving closer and then immediately taking a step back when Eely’s head poked up from the bed.

	“I know, I am beautiful,” Eely said.

	“Shut it, fox,” I said, not looking up from my magazine.

	Thomas looked up at me and asked if he could pet Eely.

	“Yeah, she’s pretty docile after living in the shop for eight gazillion years,” I said, captivated by an article on the perfect strawberry smoothie.

	Thomas moved close and allowed Eely to smell his hand. Then he cautiously stroked her fur.

	“I’ve seen people get bitten in videos online from animals they think are cute but are really wild,” Thomas muttered.

	“Yeah well, she’s more domesticated than I am, Thomas. You’re fine,” I said.

	“How did you get a pet fox?”

	“Came with the shop, unfortunately. I can’t get rid of the damn thing.”

	“Why would you want to? She’s beautiful and seems friendly enough,” Thomas said.

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Thank you! I am so beautiful and friendly,” Eely said.

	Oh brother.

	“It’s complicated. She’s here to keep an eye on me,” I said. “You’d think it was the other way around.”

	Thomas looked down into the glass case beneath Eely’s bed and saw a number of interesting wares, like a short red blade with a metal claw for a handguard. Next to it sat a black leather book entitled “Evisa Tortelia.”

	“Why are those items in the glass case instead of out there with everything else?”

	“Because they’re dangerous. You can pick just about anything up out there and be fine, but the items in that case? They’re not to be trifled with,” I said.

	He continued to look down in the glass case and eventually sat on his knees, leaving Eely without any extra attention. She sighed and buried her nose in some torn newspaper that was strewn throughout her bed.

	“Awesome,” the boy said.

	“What is it? Something catch your eye?” I asked, closing the magazine.

	“That black wooden ring with all the white swirls painted on it,” Thomas said, pointing to a ring in the case. It hung on a simple hook bolted to the back part of the case.

	Looking down at it, I smiled. Then I recalled receiving that ring several years back from an old shaman as payment for a glass eye.

	Everyone comes in here because they need something, I thought, smiling. It’d been that way for decades, but it never ceased to surprise me. Every day someone came in looking for an item they couldn’t describe, something they required but didn’t yet know they needed. And it would inevitably be in this shop. Thomas was no different.

	“You know, I feel like I’ve eaten at Toppings with my dad before, but I’ve never noticed this store. How long have you been here?” Thomas asked.

	Let’s see, was it 1888 or 1889 when I got here? I thought back, never quite sure. Through the decades, I’d inevitably lost track of time.

	“Do you want the long version or the short version?” I asked.

	Thomas shrugged.

	“Very well. Since you’ve clearly got time to kill with those bullies outside, I’ll give you the long version. More than a century ago, a young and foolish university student grew bored with his studies and wished more than anything to be incredibly wealthy. He wanted money to hire people to do everything for him, money to build the largest house in the city, and money to travel the country.”

	“He sounds greedy,” Thomas said.

	“I prefer to think of the man as. . . ambitious. He knew exactly what he wanted. Well, one day this foolish man met a witch who promised to grant his wish. But she warned it would not end happily as he thought it would. The student who had grown bored studying agriculture told the witch he did not think anyone with such a vast amount of wealth as he dreamed of could ever be miserable. The witch warned him she would return one day, and he would work for her, one day for every dollar he spent while rich.”

	Thomas said nothing for a moment and then went back to petting Eely.

	“What happened to the student?” he asked.

	“Well, he soon learned of a grandfather he’d never met before, a wealthy industrialist who recently died and left everything to his grandson in the final will. And soon the student was irrationally wealthy. He hired servants, built that funky-looking old estate on Lafayette Street, and traveled the country seeing beautiful women, watching shows, drinking and eating whatever he wished. Somehow, the money never ran out, and life was a never-ending party,” I said.

	I stopped to cough for a moment, and Thomas thought quietly to himself.

	“Something bad happened, didn’t it?”

	“Why would you say that? Doesn’t it sound like the student had everything he wanted?”

	“I’ve read enough stories to know there’s not a happy ending to this story. What happened next?”

	I sighed and looked down at my closed magazine. Smart kid.

	“The student lost sight of what was important. You see, while he was out traveling, the family that worked hard to send him to college never saw him. The student’s father and mother continued running their orchard, hoping to see their son again. Ironically, for hiring 45 servants and building that huge house, he didn’t spend much time there. And eventually, the family grew ill when a smallpox outbreak hit the town. They didn’t have anybody to look after them, and while the student was away, they died, wishing to see him one last time.

	That foolish student returned home to rest after long travels and learned from a neighbor of his parent’s death. He was devastated. And suddenly he realized all the money in the world wouldn’t buy him a second chance to say goodbye to them. It was around that time, some of the bills from his latest trips came in, and he learned the money had at last run out.”

	Thomas closed his jaw when he realized it had been hanging open for a second. An ambulance drove by outside with sirens on full blast. And I said not a word.

	“What about the witch?” Thomas asked.

	“Well, without money, the student soon lost his home and found himself out on the street. His traveling friends didn’t return his letters. None of his servants wanted anything more to do with him. And before long, he was at rock bottom. That’s when she showed back up and asked him if he was happy. He pointed a finger at her and shouted about how she killed his parents, and he wanted another chance. The student got right in her face, but she did not flinch. He demanded a do-over. This time, he promised, he would be rich and take care of his family. It would be different, he swore.”

	“Did he get the second chance?” Thomas asked.

	Sighing, I reached under the counter and grabbed a can of soda. I opened it and took a sip before saying, “No.”

	“No?” Thomas asked.

	“No. She reminded him they made a deal, and she held up her end. He became wealthy beyond all imagination. It wasn’t her fault he chose to spend his time and money as he had. She also told him you don’t get second chances in life, not like he described. The student begged. He pleaded. He promised her anything for one more chance, but she reminded him he had nothing to offer. He was hers now, one day for every dollar he spent. So the student hung his head and accepted his fate.”

	“What did she do to him?”

	Chuckling, I gestured to the store around me and said, “She put him in here. Until he’d paid off his debt to her, he was to remain put in this very shop, uniting people with items they needed to avoid making mistakes like he did.”

	Thomas raised an eyebrow and looked down at the floor. He stared at the carpet for a few seconds before shaking his head and going, “Nu uh. You’d have to be like. . . really old. It’s a cool story though.”

	I smiled and said, “It’s true.”

	“Prove it,” Thomas said.

	And I intended to.

	“You came in here because you needed something from this shop. I’m guessing you require something to help you with those bullies?”

	Thomas’ eyes lit up and said, “Well that would be nice. They make my life a living nightmare. But what do you have that would help me?”

	The kid looked back down at the glass case and said, “Unless you want to give me that red sword so I could fight back?”

	I laughed and stopped abruptly to say, “No.”

	Thomas threw up his hands.

	“The solution to your problem isn’t standing up to them. You’ve seen too many movies where someone being picked on gets powers and then beats up the bullies. That’s not how real life works,” I said.

	“So what would you have me do if I can’t fight back? Come here and hide every day after school?”

	“Heavens no. I don’t need repeat customers. The one thing about this store I like is nothing ever happens twice. Every day is fresh and interesting. No, you don’t fight the bullies, and you don’t run away. The smart thing to do is avoid them altogether. Then you don’t have to fight or run.”

	Thomas crossed his arms and asked, “How do I do that? You got a Marauder’s Map somewhere here in the store?”

	“Jesus, I’m not Dumbledore, Thomas. Don’t be ridiculous. The solution is what you were fixated on earlier,” I said, reaching into the glass case and pulling out the black wooden ring.

	I slid it across the counter to Thomas.

	The kid picked it up and said, “I thought you called everything in the case dangerous.”

	“That’s right, I did. That’s a very dangerous ring, Thomas.”

	“What does it do?” Thomas asked.

	He held it flat in the palm of his hand. Somehow, it looked like it would fit his fingers perfectly.

	“You put it on, and as long as you’re wearing it, the bullies will never see you again.”

	“Like the one ring?” Thomas asked, excitedly.

	I slapped my face with a palm and groaned.

	“Let me state for the record I’m not Gandalf either. Hopefully if you don’t feel the bullies are a threat anymore, you can actually go outside and stop watching so many movies.”

	“I actually spend more time reading the books,” Thomas said.

	“Don’t be a smartass, Thomas. Take the ring. But listen very carefully to what I’m about to tell you. Once you put that ring on, don’t you dare take it off. It’ll keep the bullies from noticing you for as long as necessary. But one day, you won’t have bullies anymore, and it’ll fall off somewhere without you noticing. If you pull off the ring yourself before that day comes, it won’t just be the bullies that fail to see you. It’ll be everyone, your friends, your teachers, your dad, even me. Nobody will ever see you again. Do you understand?”

	Thomas nodded slowly, looking down at the ring again and swallowing nervously.

	“You’re just going to give this to me? I told you I don’t have any money,” Thomas said.

	I looked over at Eely. Then I glanced at the cash register that hadn’t been opened once since we set foot in this store. Its buttons were covered in dust and maybe a cobweb or two.

	“You know, I don’t care about money so much anymore. But you’re right. I don’t give stuff away for free, either. Tell you what, why don’t you give me the one thing you do have in your wallet?”

	Confused, Thomas reached into his back pocket and opened his Batman wallet, digging around inside. He knew there wasn’t any money in there. He’d blown the last of his money on a soda from the vending machine at school, which sadly, he dropped during his scuffle and subsequent retreat from Matt and Jason Parker, as he quickly explained to me.

	At last, his fingers found something, and he pulled it out. It was a black guitar pick with “Fever Scars” inscribed in a silver font on the front.

	“My dad gave this to me when I first got this wallet. I didn’t have anything to put inside, so he tossed it over to me. You want this?”

	“I surely do.”

	The boy looked confused.

	“Why? My dad’s not exactly a famous musician, so it’s not worth any money.”

	“I told you. I don’t care about money anymore. I want that because it has value to you, and someone will wander into the shop and need it someday, in the same way you needed it for your wallet” I said, holding out my hand.

	Thomas looked down sadly at the pick in his fingers and then touched some of the dried blood under his nose with the other hand. He thought of never seeing Matt and Jason again and sighed before placing the pick in my outstretched hand.

	I closed my palm around it and then opened my fingers again. The pick was nowhere to be seen.

	“Well Thomas, it was a pleasure meeting you. Enjoy your bully-free life, and remember what I told you about that ring,” I said.

	Thomas closed his own hand around the ring. When he opened it again, the ring hadn’t vanished like my new pick.

	“Thank you. I really appreciate your help. Maybe I’ll come back here someday when I’ve got money and actually buy something,” Thomas said.

	“Doubtful,” Eely said.

	“Goodbye, Thomas,” I said.

	And with that, Thomas left Funky Dan’s, same bell jingling on the way out that rang when he came in.

	The record player stopped playing again, and I put another album on.

	Eventually, I did order that pizza Eely wanted and asked the food be walked over to my front door like always.

	When the cashier from next door came in, she asked why I never came over to grab my own pizzas. I simply told her I’d die if I left this store. She laughed.

	“Whatever. You keep tipping well, and I’ll bring over your pizza every time,” she said, stopping to pet Eely.

	The store remained empty for the rest of the day, and at last when the sun went down, the woman who owned the fortune teller business next door came in. She had long silky black hair and was smoking a long blue kiseru with a tiny butterfly carved into the end.

	The woman’s red coat covered most of her long and slender body as she let out a puff of smoke that seemed to linger over her Black skin like a thin shawl.

	“Odessa, what brings you over?”

	“Oh, nothing really. It’s been a slow day, so I figured I’d come over and help myself to whatever wine you have stashed away for the full moon viewing party tonight,” the fortune teller said.

	“Uh huh. Well you don’t break that out until the moon is high in the sky, you hear me?” I said.

	Odessa scratched Eely’s ears and said, “I bet my fox friend can help me find where you’ve hidden it. I did put her here to watch your every move, after all. Might as well take advantage of that.”

	Rolling my eyes, I prayed to whatever deity could hear me that Eely wouldn’t betray me, just this once.

	“It’s in the cabinet above the water heater under an old newspaper,” Eely said.

	“Traitor. I bought you pizza today,” I said, scowling at Benedict Foxold.

	She wore no shame in her face.

	“You know how it is, Dan. I work for her just like you do,” Eely said.

	Odessa smiled.

	“Yes, but one of you works so much better than the other,” she said.

	“And it’s me. The only way that oaf would work harder is if her job was to lay around all day.”

	“No, her job is twofold, watching you and being adorable. She does both perfectly and works much, much harder than you at her tasks,” Odessa said.

	“Har har. Speaking of working for you. How many days do I have left? I would like to see my parents eventually, you know?” I asked.

	Odessa frowned.

	“You spent a lot of money, Daniel,” she said.

	“You say that every time I ask. At least give me a number so I can make carvings in the wall or something.”

	She stared at me for several seconds before speaking again.

	“A lot of money. . . now let’s break out the wine. But not too much for you, Daniel. You do have to work tomorrow after all.”


Chapter Two
(Roxie)

	As I waited for band practice on a particularly dull Saturday, I looked myself over in my compact mirror for what felt like the 3,000th time. I sighed, sending a little powder flying up. Making one last glance at the green eyes staring back at me, partially hidden by chestnut bangs, I closed the compact and put it back in my purse.

	Still no mustache, I thought, sighing again in relief.

	I twirled some drumsticks and started practicing that rim shot I’d yet to get the hang of in our new song “Should Have Kissed Me Yesterday.”

	My black nail polish became a blur as I set into a new rhythm, not really any part of the song, just something I was feeling in the moment. I continued playing, feeling my tempo picking up to match my pulse.

	It wasn’t long before my bombastic playing grew louder, echoing out the garage and down the nearly empty street.

	Then I began to hash out some lyrics Tessa might sing. We all took turns writing songs, and I felt like I hadn’t been pulling my weight lately as we worked toward our first album.

	I began to mouth some words, “Ruffled hair glowing in the morning light, she lifts off the covers, starts her new day.”

	Another two minutes into a drum solo which, I anticipate Jenna would want trimmed, and I was done.

	“I hope I can remember all that for when the girls get here,” I said.

	A slight ahem from in front of me let me know Jenna and Tessa were there.

	“The girls have been here watching you play for a little while now,” Jenna said, putting her purple hair into a ponytail.

	I looked up and rubbed the back of my neck.

	“Why didn’t you say something sooner?” I asked, leaning over to take a drink from my water bottle.

	“Because you’re so adorable when you get into one of your little jam sessions,” Tessa teased. “Sometimes we like to play a game of how close we can stand before you notice us. You just get into your own little world while playing.”

	Jenna put her guitar case down and opened it revealing her mahogany Gibson Les Paul studio. She caressed her fingers over the smooth wood and said, “I hope you’re ready to practice, baby.”

	“Ugh, get a room already,” Tessa said, pulling out her Yamaha electric bass.

	She ran her bubble-gum pink nails over her red bass and stroked it mockingly.

	“Oh baby. I hope you’re ready to practice. Make mama proud,” she said, and Jenna elbowed her.

	I decided to come to Jenna’s rescue and said, “Hey, that’s a cute color.”

	“Thanks! They’re-”

	“You should ask your mom to pick me out a shade next time she does your nails,” I said, interrupting her.

	Jenna was in the middle of putting on her guitar strip when she let out a big chuckle that echoed through my mom’s garage.

	Tessa flipped me the bird and stuck her tongue out. That was us. Just a trio of bitchy white girls trying to make a band happen. I think we’re actually the first to try this.

	“Is that a move they teach all you cheerleaders, or. . .?” Jenna asked.

	Tessa smirked and elbowed her friend as she got her bass ready.

	Around the time we were set up and ready to practice, Mom came into the garage, walking through bays one and two.

	“Hey ladies!” she called out, wiping her greasy hands on her overalls.

	“Hi Ms. Rivers,” Jenna and Tessa said.

	“For the love of god, I’m not your homeroom teacher. Call me Melanie, or I’m taking back your rehearsal space,” Melanie said.

	“Sorry, Melanie,” Jenna said.

	Mom came over and planted a big kiss on my forehead.

	“Mom, I’ve told you that you’re wasting your time. You can’t embarrass me like that. Tessa’s mom is way worse,” I said.

	Melanie smirked and scratched her short black hair.

	“You two ever hear about the time baby Roxie got the public pool shut down when we lived in Kansas?”

	“Mom! Okay, you win. What chore do you want done? Name your price,” I said, flustered and blushing something fierce.

	She grabbed my chin and looked me in the eye before saying, “No chores. I just want you to remember this moment. I can embarrass you when you’re 18, and I can embarrass you when you’re 80.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	Like you’ll still be around when I’m 80, I thought before having a crushing realization at what I’d just said in my mind. No wait! I love my mom. Let her still be around when I’m 80. I take it back!

	“You hear from your father today?” Mom asked me, letting go of my chin.

	I rolled my eyes even longer this time.

	“Just the usual morning Bible verse addressed to Johnny. Asshole. Dear Johnny,” I began to read as if he were writing the text with a quill and parchment. “I hope you’ll find solace and wisdom in this morning’s verse, Deuteronomy 22:5. I’m praying for you every day that you find the right path. Your father, Charles.”

	“Hey now. That’s your father you’re talking about, Roxie,” Melanie said, putting her hands on her hips. “So you’ll address him as Mr. Asshole,” she finished, ruffling my hair and walking away.

	I smiled and thought back to how supportive and great my mother was, even through the divorce, when she should have spent more time focusing on herself, she took care of me.

	She didn’t balk through the hormones, counseling, and during last month’s surgery, she sat right at my bedside. When it came to fixing documents, mom was relentless. She got a paralegal friend of hers to help with everything.

	Now her voice snapped me back to reality.

	“I don’t want you overdoing it, Miss Priss. I know you’re excited with this being your first rehearsal back, but you’ve got one hour. You’ve got that appointment with Dr. Lyra this afternoon anyway,” Melanie said. “I’ll be out back working on my truck.”

	“You fix cars for a living during the week, and you’re not going to do something else on your days off?” Jenna asked.

	Before she went back outside, Melanie called back, “On the weekend I get to play with my vehicles.”

	I smiled. Ever since coming back to Fayetteville and taking over grandpa’s shop, my mom had been so happy. She’d gotten to move from car repairs as a hobby, to actually supporting her family with it.

	On the weekends, she let us set up and practice in bay number three.

	We’d played a couple shows and even got to perform at the Washington County Fair for about 20 minutes. Best 20 minutes of my life as we rocked our top two songs “Glitter Choke” and “Glistening Steed.” We even got to play our cover of Bonnie Tyler’s “I Need A Hero.”

	But since I’d had my surgery last month down in Houston, I’d been recovering. It’s amazing how painful those first three weeks were. But it was nothing compared to finally feeling euphoria, like I was finally right. Well, mostly.

	The recovery had been slow. I was glad Mom had insisted we wait until summer so school wasn’t an issue. But I missed playing with my friends.

	Our rehearsal went well. It took a few minutes for us to find ourselves, but after that it was like we’d never separated. Jenna had warmed up her voice before walking over with Tessa, so she sounded great. We knew the band had an hour, and we didn’t want to waste a moment of it.

	Though I had to admit I was pretty tired by the time we finished “Full Moon Kisses.” My energy still hadn’t come back to its former level yet.

	My doctor had said five-week recovery wasn’t out of the ordinary, even for an 18-year-old. I was a little frustrated at how limited I felt. I never used to rest between tasks. Now I needed half an hour here and there to relax. Mom had reminded me she had a few bungee cords she could tie me to the couch with if I didn’t rest up when I was tired. And she had that analytical mom eye. Like a freakin’ cyborg, she instantly knows when something is wrong, so she was completely serious about the bungee cords.

	Since surgery, she’d been on me like a hawk. Drink water. Go to bed on time. Eat fruits, vegetables, protein, fiber, and you’ll heal faster.

	As Jenna and Tessa put away their instruments, I got up and walked over to a tool chest where a wrapped gift lay. I’d used unicorn paper and a pink ribbon.

	Actually, this is about the same shade as Tessa’s nails, I thought, scoffing. I mean, it’s not like I hate the color.

	Walking back over with the small box, I handed it to Tessa.

	“I’m sorry I missed our planned get together last weekend. I really was bedridden all day. I still feel pretty terrible,” I said.

	She smiled and took the gift.

	“I totally understand, girl. You’re still recovering. You didn’t have to get me anything,” she said, untying the bow gently.

	“I know she didn’t. . . but I’m still really excited to see what she got you. Roxie gifts are always the best,” Jenna said.

	I blushed and looked down at a nearby oil slick.

	Tessa opened the paper revealing a fuzzy red ring gift box.

	“Are you asking me to marry you?” Tessa asked.

	“Shut up and open it,” I said, rolling my eyes.

	The cheerleader did as she was told and found a little necklace inside. A small pearl on a thin silver chain waited to be worn. A light green wire wrap in the shape of a sea turtle surrounded the gem, so the pearl made its shell.

	“Oh my God,” Tessa squeaked.

	“Do you like it?” I asked.

	“Whoa,” Jenna answered first, sticking her head in for a closer look.

	Tessa wiped her left eye and sniffled a little bit.

	“What is this for?” she asked.

	I looked down at the oil slick again and said, “I know you’ve had a rough couple weeks since your aunt passed away. I just wanted to cheer you up.”

	She walked over and threw both arms around me.

	“Thank you so much. I love it,” she said.

	“I’m happy you like it. When Mom and I were still recovering in Houston, I suggested we drive over to Galveston for seafood. While we were there, we stayed on the beach and went hunting for oysters. The third one I found had that inside. And I knew you liked sea turtles, so I did my best to shape the wire. I threw away quite a few drafts,” I said, laughing.

	Tessa finally let me go and asked Jenna to help her put it on. She obliged, and my smile grew. It fit her well and looked great with her red dress.

	We talked for a few minutes, and then the girls left.

	After they rounded the block, I noticed a younger boy from school walking by. His name was Thomas, and I only knew him because our lockers were next to each other last year. He was friendly enough, but the poor kid was always getting bullied, even more than I was. And, speak of the Devil, coming down the sidewalk about 100 feet ahead of Thomas were his biggest enemies, Matt and Jason Parker.

	The twins were tall and excessively cruel to me, but they usually didn’t touch me, afraid they’d catch some trans disease or the gay or something. But Thomas? They loved to throw him into lockers, slap him with mud, and generally be complete asses to him.

	My heart panicked as I watched the three near each other. Didn’t Thomas see them? He was looking straight ahead.

	I wasn’t in any shape to be running out and stopping a fight, but I could threaten to call Mom out here. Or maybe she could call the police if they hurt Thomas.

	My pulse quickened more as they were about 10 feet away from each other now, with no visible reaction from any of the guys.

	Then. . . it was over. Thomas walked right between the two, and they didn’t even flinch. The brothers didn’t turn around, either. What was happening? Before long, all three were out of sight, and I stood there perplexed. I was ready for a beatdown on Thomas’ part, but they ignored him. Had they found a better target? Did he pay them protection money for the summer?

	I was glad nothing bad happened, but I was also stunned. I shrugged and shook my head. Guess the little guy found something to help.

	I went inside to shower. I was all sticky thanks to that lovely Arkansas summer humidity. I sat on the couch for a little bit, and then I got up and grabbed my keys.

	“Where are you going?” Melanie asked.

	“I’m going to head over and walk Miss Michelle’s dog,” I said.

	“Are you sure that’s wise?”

	“Mom, she just had hip surgery. She can’t walk the animal. She can’t even walk herself,” I said.

	Melanie cocked her head to the side in that mom-cyborg daughter harm calculator, and I reassured her, saying, “Mom, I’m just going to do a few laps around the block. The corgi isn’t exactly a marathon runner.”

	“Two laps. That’s it,” Mom said.

	“Yes ma’am.”

	I walked across the street and up to a little blue house with pink flowers planted beside the porch.

	These downtown houses are always so beautiful, I thought.

	I loved that we lived right above the garage in a little flat. It got noisy sometimes, but I loved the location. I could even walk to school.

	I knocked on the door three times and announced myself loudly.

	“Miss Michelle? It’s Roxie. I’m coming in to walk Rufus,” I said, hearing the dog scratching the door excitedly on the other side.

	I walked in and found her on the couch watching a show about beach houses on HGTV.

	“Hello dear,” she said, looking at me.

	Rufus had already fetched his leash and was jumping on my knees, pawing for his daily walk.

	“Are you doing better today?” I asked.

	“Much. Thanks again for taking care of the little stinker for me. You’re a sweet girl,” she said, smiling and adjusting her thick brown glasses.

	Miss Michelle had been the high school secretary for 30 years now, and I was really close with her, had been since Mom and I moved back from Kansas after the divorce. She’d been the first person outside my family to use my new name like it was no big deal.

	Sometimes I mowed her lawn or helped her garden, but now she really just needed a dog walker. So, I looked down at the little cream-colored corgi, with his excited pointy ears and attached the leash.

	“Ready to go, boy?”

	Rufus barked and pawed at the door, eager to get on with it already.

	“He seems excited, but you’ll probably carry him back through that same door after half a lap,” Michelle said.

	“We’ll see,” I said, laughing.

	We walked for about 20 minutes, and he stopped to sniff this flower and pee on that bush. We waited for a UPS truck to drive by, and he barked at it, but mysteriously not the FedEx truck that drove by shortly after.

	Michelle was right though, because eventually the heat got to Rufus, and I carried him back inside and got him a fresh bowl of water, putting ice cubes in it.

	Then I went over to hug our school secretary and said, “You’ve got my number if you need anything.”

	“I’m fine, dear. But thank you. My son will be by in a couple of hours for dinner. You’ve done more than enough.”

	I smiled and then brought in her paper, opening it to the crossword section. I fetched her favorite blue pen with an ostrich ornament that dangled from the end.

	“Tell Jim I said hi,” I said, leaving her.

	Before I was out of earshot, she hollered, “Five down? Best-selling album of 1995?”

	“‘Cracked Rear View,’” I called before closing the front door.

	* * *

	Half an hour later I was sitting in a waiting room outside of Dr. Tina Lyra’s office. She was my therapist.

	Mom had dropped me off and then went to get us some coffee.

	The receptionist was a college student named Michael. He had his spiky black hair cut short and wore a Nirvana t-shirt. He was cute, and I sometimes thought of asking him out. He was just a college freshman, after all. Only a couple of years older than me.

	What’s stopping you? I asked myself, already knowing the answer.

	I checked my compact again, looking for that mustache shadow. It wasn’t there.

	He probably only dates real girls, I thought, missing Jenna and Tessa.

	“Hey Roxie?” he called out.

	I bolted out of my thoughts.

	“Yeah?”

	“So, Dr. Lyra is apparently out this afternoon. She called in sick, but Dr. Alanis is available to see you,” Michael said.

	I stood up and grabbed my purse. It was a big green frog with a mouth that opened to reveal the inside of the purse. The body was attached to a long green strap.

	“Oh, that’s okay. I don’t want to—”

	“Nonsense. I’m available,” a woman’s voice said, cutting me off. There stood a tall olive-skinned lady with long curly black hair. She was wearing a simple white blouse and black pants and spoke with an accent I couldn’t even begin to place.

	“No offense. I just don’t—”

	“Relax, I’m fully qualified in gender studies,” she said, gently grabbing my wrist and leading me into Dr. Lyra’s office.

	I glanced at Michael with a pleading look, but he was already back to watching Seinfeld on the computer.

	Dr. Alanis’ grip was benign but at the same time wouldn’t let me escape.

	“Why don’t you have a seat, Roxie?” the counselor said, motioning toward Dr. Lyra’s blue couch. She sat opposite me in a wooden chair.

	My heart was racing as I softly said, “I mean no offense, but I don’t know that I’m entirely comfortable with a substitute, Dr. Alanis.”

	“Please, just call me Selene. And I apologize for the sudden change in therapists, but tonight is the full moon, and the portal back to my world closes soon,” she said.

	I frozen and then shook my head at the absurdity I’d heard.

	“Excuse me?”

	She stood up. Before my eyes, her hair turned silver. And her eyes glowed pink.

	“Is it appropriate for me to ask if I’m going crazy in a therapist’s office?” I asked.

	“Don’t be alarmed, Roxie. I’m here to see you, and what you’re seeing is real, I assure you. I apologize for the abrupt display of magic, but this should help,” she said, reaching into a pocket and grabbing some blue rose petals.

	She blew them in my direction with all the momentum of an evening breeze. And at once I began to calm down. I was still confused by what was happening, but my heart wasn’t racing anymore.

	I sighed somehow smelling the entire season of spring in my nostrils and asked, “What exactly is happening right now?”

	“It’s easier for me to explain when you’re calm and at peace. Are you feeling those things?” she asked.

	I thought for a moment and then nodded slowly.

	“Good. My name really is Selene. I’m a pixie, and I’ve been watching you for some time now. I need your help,” she said.

	“You’re like. . . what? Tinkerbell?” I asked, still confused.

	She shook her head and giggled. Two large glowing green gossamer wings spread into view behind her. As they flapped, she floated a little bit. Feather-like antenna sprouted from the start of her hairline. “Do these look like something you get from Never Never Land?”

	“Yes. . . yes they do look like something you’d get from Never Never Land,” I said, finding it hard to form words.

	She landed and said, “Oh, I suppose they do. Heh, sorry. I guess that was a foolish question.”

	Selene then explained how every full moon a portal opened, and she’d venture into the human world to help with dreams until the next full moon. Then she’d travel back to her world, which she called the Pixie Realm, which I thought was extra silly. There was no way that part was real, right?

	“That’s all nice and well, but what does that have to do with me?”

	She took a drink of water from a glass on the table next to her.

	“Sorry, my throat got dry from all the explaining. Anyway,” she said, clearing her throat in between words. “When pixies return to their realm, there’s an old tradition that we sometimes empower pure-hearted maidens in our place.”

	I stared at Selene like she had egg on her face. None of this was making sense to me, despite the obvious evidence in front of my eyes. Rubbing my wrist, I tried to ground myself amongst all this madness.

	The pixie seemed to understand and rubbed the side of her head, thinking of a better way to describe what she meant.

	“Sorry, that’s old-timey language for you. I basically meant to grant you my magic and have you deliver good dreams in my place. That’s what pixies do,” Selene said. “We use magic to turn nightmares into good dreams for people struggling as they slumber.”

	I finally stopped rubbing my wrist as I wrappy my brain around everything Selene had explained. Well, almost everything. I shook my head and looked at the carpet under my black sneakers. A heavy weight inflated somewhere in my chest, and I wanted to leave the room for entirely different reasons now.

	“What’s wrong?” Selene asked.

	“I feel as though I deceived you, and I’m sorry,” I said, my heart sinking and a tear forming in my right eye.

	“How so?”

	“I’m not really a— I mean, you’re looking for a legitimate maiden. . . and I don’t. I wasn’t born like—” I said, failing about three or four sentences in a row.

	I was crying now, no way around it, full tears. Fuck. Crying during therapy was normal, but none of this was!

	Selene sat down on a little table by the couch and handed me a box of tissues. I blew my nose, and she said, “You didn’t deceive me, Roxie. I know I’ve found the right girl for this job.”

	I stood up and shouted at her, “You don’t understand, I’m not a real girl!”

	The sentence didn’t make sense, but my emotions were rushing to the surface, all the dysphoria I struggled with on a daily basis.

	Selene slowly touched my hand.

	“This feels like a real girl’s hand,” she said, softly. “Why don’t you tell me what bothers you so deeply?”

	My voice was still louder than I wanted it to be, but I was upset. This was my upset voice.

	“Three years of puberty blockers, hormones, speech therapy, and it wasn’t enough, Selene! Then I had that surgery because I thought it would finally make me feel real, like I wasn’t some impostor. But weeks have come and gone, and even this hasn’t solved my problem entirely. I still feel like I’m just pretending to be a woman instead of actually being one like I desperately want,” I said, crying and sinking to my knees in front of the couch.

	Selene just listened.

	“Every day I’m looking in mirrors, trying to find flaws my classmates and friends will see, revealing I’m just a fake. I’m testing my voice. I’m watching how I walk, how I react, how I— everything! Because I am terrified somebody is going to accuse me of being a fake somewhere down the line, and I just don’t think I’ll want to keep going after that. That’s what’s bothering me deep down. You came looking for a girl to help people with their dreams, and you instead found something like me.”

	Selene kneeled down and brushed the side of my face while I blubbered incoherently about my worst fears.

	She waited until I grew quieter and said, “Roxie, I didn’t make a mistake. You’re such a kindhearted young girl. You’re always putting in overtime to make other people happy. That makes you perfect for this role.”

	I still didn’t agree with the pixie as she helped me up and put me back on the couch.

	“I think I can help you with this if you trust me to poke around inside your memories for a moment. Do you trust me?” she asked.

	I’d never met this woman before. Hell, I didn’t know pixies existed until half an hour ago. But. . . I did trust her. I didn’t think she’d chosen the right person. But I trusted the rest of her judgment.

	As I nodded, her eyes glowed pink again. She placed a warm right hand on my head, and I was lulled into a silent place somewhere inside.

	As things came into focus, I recognized a familiar room. It was my old living room from when we lived in Kansas. And I heard a familiar noise. It was Mom and Dad shouting in front of the fireplace.

	A renewed sense of dread filled me. I’d replayed this scene so many times. I’d had nightmares about it. This was Christmas Eve, and I was nine. My chest tightened, and it felt hard to breathe.

	Dad found a Christmas dress Mom had wrapped under the tree.

	“You can’t give our son this!” he shouted.

	“Keep your voice down. She’s going to hear you,” Melanie hissed. “I can give our child whatever Christmas gift I want.”

	They didn’t know, but a kid sat on the staircase listening to them, her warm face covered in tears and snot.

	I looked over at the stairs from the hallway I stood in, and there she was, or rather, there I was. To this day, I’d never told anyone about this fight. I couldn’t bring myself to.

	They continued to go back and forth, Dad’s voice getting louder the longer Mom argued.

	“It’s not right. We have a son, not a daughter. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you give this crap to him. You’re just confusing him,” he yelled.

	“She’s not stupid, Charles! She knows exactly how she feels, and everything I’ve read said we need to provide a loving environment for her now more than ever. She’s at a critical point in her development and needs to see she’s not a mistake,” Melanie said.

	I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see Selene.

	“This is it, the single most painful memory you have,” she said.

	Mom and Dad continued their fight.

	“I’m shipping the boy off to that camp we talked about first thing next week. They’re going to get all this crap out of his head once and for all, really make a man out of him,” Charles said.

	“Are you serious? You still want to send our child to conversion therapy? You’re just going to hurt her even more. Did you read any of the articles I made copies of for you? Research shows—”

	“I don’t want to hear your biased research, Melanie! I can’t believe you’re actually encouraging this. Do you have any idea how much stress this has caused me? That boy needs to be dealt with properly, and I’m not going to let you break him even more than he already is.”

	The noise of her slap echoed through the entire house.

	“Our daughter isn’t broken, Charles. You are. I love her just the way she is. And I’ll tell you this. She is not going to be shipped off to some camp for you to feel better about yourself. If you’d read the research, you’d see there’s no ‘curing’ this type of thing. All you’d be doing is stifling her and increasing the odds of self harm, maybe even suicide in the future.”

	Charles tried to speak, but Melanie wasn’t done.

	“You think you’re stressed? How about our daughter? She feels like she was born in the wrong body and has to wake up to it every day, imprisoned in a flesh she didn’t ask for.”

	“How on Earth could you know how he feels? You’re just projecting your desires for a daughter onto him. There’s no way he actually feels like that. Nobody does,” he said.

	I couldn’t look away as more tears rolled down my face. I wanted to hide. I wanted to jump into a never-ending pit and hope there was no ground to slam into at the bottom. Nothing was worse than watching this for the millionth time.

	“How do I know what she’s feeling? She told me, you asshole. I took time to listen to her as she cried in my arms a few nights ago. Our daughter doesn’t feel like she can trust her own father after the tantrum you threw after finding that doll in her closet.”

	Charles said nothing for a moment and then uttered the most painful sentence that’d haunt me for years.

	“For Pete’s sake, Melanie. He’s a boy; just look at him! You want to, what? Let him walk around in a dress? Grow his hair out? Paint his nails? He’d be the ugliest fake girl anyone’s ever seen.”

	I sank to my knees again and let out a whimper.

	Selene gently turned my face toward her. But not before I saw little me, sitting on the stairs and trying her hardest to stifle tears so she wouldn’t make noise. With the pixie’s help, I finally broke away and looked into Selene’s pink eyes.

	“You weren’t supposed to hear this, and it serves you no benefit. Let me erase this memory and take this nightmare from you. You’ll still know how your father feels, but this shackle you’ve lugged around all these years? You deserve to be free from it. Please let me help,” she said.

	I gave the slightest nod. I wasn’t even sure my head moved. The last thing I saw was Melanie slapping him again, and the scene shattered into a billion pieces before my eyes, like tiny shards of glass. Everything broke except for the fireplace.

	The shards just floated there in the darkness until Selene pulled out a little sack, and they all flew inside with a clinking sound.

	When she’d finished, Selene tossed the sack into the fire, and my head felt numb, foggy even. Then I faded into the blackness and once more found myself in the office. I’d no clue how much time had passed or even what we’d been up to. Were we talking about something hurtful? I felt like I’d been crying.

	“What? I don’t. . .” I stuttered.

	“You’re fine, better than fine,” Selene said, still holding her hand on my head.

	When she finally moved her hand, the pixie asked, “So, do you want to help me out?”

	I remembered our previous conversation, but it felt different now. I couldn’t place why I’d cried so much, no matter how long I scratched the top of my head. Selene was just asking me to help people’s dreams, and, to be honest, it sounded like a swell idea. Fun even.

	Wonder if I can put pixie internship on my college applications, I thought.

	“I’d like to help,” I said and stood up.

	She smiled.

	The pixie held up her open palm, and it flashed with a bright light. Suddenly, a small bracelet made of smooth blue beads hovered in Selene’s open hand. They glowed and had some strange symbols carved into each piece.

	“Take these, and put them on the wrist above your dominant hand,” she instructed.

	I touched them and yelped a little. It felt like I was tracing my fingers over water, but the beads were solid. Selene giggled and said, “Don’t worry. You’re not the first to do that.”

	I gingerly took the bracelet and slipped it on my left wrist.

	“What now?”

	“You can’t use it until I exit this world, which will be tonight at exactly 1:45 a.m. your time. After that, you’ll utter the words ‘Ambulate per somnia’ while looking at a mirror. The mirror will show you the dream of somebody who needs your help. When you see it, say ‘Immeo,’ and you’ll enter their slumber, where you’ll have some control over the dream. Use that control to end their turmoil and make the victim happy again. When they wake up, you’ll find yourself back where you started.”

	It was a lot to take, so I just nodded with a blank look on my face.

	“You’ll do great, Roxie. I’ll be back in a month and expect a report on all the people you’ve helped,” she said.

	“Oh, I have a question,” I said. “If I’m helping other people in their dreams, when will I sleep?”

	The pixie smiled and replied, “That’s the brilliant thing about this bracelet. So long as you’re wearing it, your body won’t grow tired. It keeps you refreshed 24/7, and you’ll actually find it impossible to sleep while wearing it. So, I expect you to help someone every night.”

	I marveled at the jewel, and she ushered me out of the office.

	“I’ve got preparations to make, but you’ll do great. See you next month,” Selene said, and I walked out where Mom was waiting with coffee.

	“How’d it go?” she asked.

	“Really well,” I said, taking my iced drink.

	* * *

	That night I was sitting in my bed, watching the clock on my phone. At 1:46 a.m., I pulled open my compact and said the words. Nothing happened at first, but instead of looking for a mustache, I found myself staring at my eyes, were they. . . glowing?

	And just like turning on a television, the mirror suddenly showed me a dark room, a chapel of some kind, perhaps. I heard a familiar cry coming from inside.

	Without giving it any further thought, I uttered the word “Immeo.”

	And there I was inside the chapel, wearing my pajamas! It felt like getting sucked down a water slide before my legs hit solid ground.

	I looked around and spotted a silver casket up near the podium. It rested on a thick stand with black wheels over a thin red carpet. A wooden cross stood behind the podium, and oak pews surrounded me. I’d been here once
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