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To all of you out there fighting the good fight.
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Grab the first book Maggie for Hire for FREE at any major retailer or by clicking here:
http://www.katedanley.com/maggie.html
This is a Maggie MacKay Holiday Special, which is a series of short stories that can be read at any time in any order. 
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I pressed the probe into the charred, dark flesh.  The heat radiated against my skin and a prickle of sweat bubbled on my lip.

"MAGGIE!  Are the steaks done?"

I backed away from the BBQ and blinked the smoke out of my eyes.  "Not yet.  You got that corn husked for the grill yet?"

It was the 4th of July and my entire family was celebrating the season in some random park close to Mindy's house in Pasadena.  There were wide expanses of grass for people to enjoy, some of it even still green and not completely browned out by the summer sun.  There were little signs all over the place touting that the city used reclaimed water and not to drink from the sprinklers.  Split wood fences separated the park from the parking lot, but were more decorative than useful.  A mob of screaming kids were climbing through the railings and, for the lack of slides and swigs, turned it into playground equipment. 

Balloons and tablecloths festooned the picnic sites in red, white, and blue.  Someone had set up a volleyball net, but it was too darned hot.  The party opted, instead, for sipping cerveza beneath the shade of a eucalyptus tree.  There were a few hearty souls like myself trying to grill on the park-provided metal grates, but at this point, I was thinking we should've headed out for a bucket of KFC and called it a day. 

"I have unwrapped all of the wiener dogs from their plastic casings!" announced Killian proudly.

Now, the elves might be a pretty people, and super smart about certain things, but there are some translation issues between humans and the hunky fairy folk.  Killian is my business partner and co-owner of M&K Tracking.  While this six-foot something, blond Adonis with pointy ears can stake a vampire with the best of them, cooking junk food ain't one of his skills, bless his fuzzy vegan heart.  

I looked down at the plate he presented me.  "Killian, you didn't need to take off the casing from the hot dogs.  I just needed you to remove the packaging."

He looked down at the pile of mutilated processed meat massed together next to a wad of sausage skins.  "It seemed like packaging that one would not care to ingest."

"That's just a thing with hot dogs."

"Is the word not 'wiener'?  As mentioned in that human ode to this food by the culinary expert Oscar Meyer?"

"We try not to say 'wiener' in polite company, Killian."  He looked at me with confusion and I realized I didn't want to get it into it.  "Just trust me."

He sniffed the plate.  "So, humans eat this?  On the fourth day of the month.  Is it only this month or is it the fourth day of every moon cycle?"

"There's a few more times of the year when they are culturally appropriate," I answered as I put the steaks on a plate and tried to indicate he should put them on the table instead of standing next to the BBQ asking me questions about processed meat.

He looked down at the perfectly grilled beef and then over at the pink mush.  His head tilted before he very profoundly asked, "Why?"

"One of life's mysteries."  I gave him a shove and he wandered over to my mom to pepper her with the sort of questions you get from a four-year-old.  I pulled out some aluminum foil and regarded the hot dogs.  I tried to mush them back into general hot dog shapes, but they had lost their magic.  I glanced over at the family one picnic site over.  Dressed in red, white, and blue, a little girl with perfectly curled pigtails and a boy with a bowl cut were roasting their dinners on skewers above the charcoal, looking like something straight out of the gawddamned Brady Bunch.  

Meanwhile, my dad was wearing a Three Werewolves Howling at the Moon t-shirt and Mom had busted out her firework print muumuu.  My black "I Stake Steak" apron was feeling a little out of step with the whole Americana vibe.  I smoothed my neckguard and hoped that folks assumed it was just a funny looking turtleneck. 

In the span of taking my eye off the grill for that one moment, though, Killian's veggie kabobs decided to go up in flames.  I grabbed the metal skewers and blew out the green pepper.

"It seems a bit blackened," Killian noted as he returned with a clean plate.

"Like my soul," I responded.  "It's good for you.  Charcoal filters out stuff in the blood.  And stuff."

"I am not entirely sure that is how anatomical cleanses work," he answered.

"Scrape it off and call it Cajun.  It'll taste fine, you whining wiener."  

"I thought you said that word was not used—"

"I said not to use it in 'polite' company."  And then I booped him on the nose.

"Ah," he replied.  "Noted!  Such an educational holiday!"

Speaking of education, I was going to need a gawddamned masters degree in culinary sciences to figure out how to undo the damage to the hot dogs and serve them in a form other than lips-and-assholes tartare.

The family next door had moved on to their dinner.  There were no shouts about spilled mustard or 'drink your water before you chug the 2-liter of grape soda.'  Not even so much as a belching competition.  Just cheerful laughter and comments along the lines of, "This is the best hamburger ever!"  There was something just not right about them.

But speaking of eerily perfect nuclear families, a shout interrupted my picnic envy.  "Can someone give Austin a hand?" Mindy called.

Perfect Mindy with her perfect hair and her unwrinkled linen capris and crisp cotton maternity top came toodling along with a perfectly cut fruit salad housed in a watermelon carved like a basket.  Which was, of course, perfectly done perfectly.  A wad of the hot dog mush fell through the grate and caught fire on the coals.

Austin, my sister's husband, was struggling with an Igloo cooler as Father Killarney, our family's Irish Catholic priest, stumbled alongside.  His white hair was sticking out in all directions and his eyes were already rheumy.  Evidently, Father Killarney's version of helping was lightening the load one beer at a time.  

He raised his open can of American pilsner in our direction.  "To liberty!  Justice!  And the American way!"

"There's a lot of shouting in this family!" my dad shouted as he walked over to grab the end of the cooler from Austin.

"HIP HIP HOOORAY!  IT IS THE DAY OF THE BIRTH OF THIS GREAT LAND WHICH LED TO THE HOME OF THE MIGHTY MAGGIE MACKAY AND HER PARTNER KILLIAN OF GREENWOLD!"

Hidden behind Austin was everyone's favorite brownie, the small fairy creature Pipistrelle.  He was a couple feet tall and as bald as a cue ball.  His round little body was shaped like an apple with some twigs poking out of it for limbs.  He was dressed in a young boy's blue sailor suit to try and fool the locals into thinking he was somebody's kid.  But his wee little arms were filled with enough munitions to get us all put on the no-fly list.

"Who told Pipistrelle to pick up fireworks?" I asked suspiciously.

Austin rolled his eyes and shook his head, not saying a word.  

Mindy picked up where his nonverbal left off, though.  "Pipistrelle did it without any of us knowing."  The little brownie's chest puffed out with pride.  "He bought them and packed them all in the trunk of the car all by himself.  He said he wanted to surprise us."

"By blowing you both to kingdom come while sitting in traffic?"

"The explosions are a part of the day's celebration!" Pipistrelle pronounced with enthusiasm as he dropped his load of fireworks on the ground.  "HIP HIP HOORAY FOR THE EXPLOSIONS!"

"Is that a professional grade MORTAR?" I asked in horror.

"We shall all be the most festive in the whole park as we explode everything with the most patriotic of spirit!"  He then began a rousing rendition of Three Cheers for the Red, White, and Blue as he did his best kazoo impersonation with his mouth. He ended kneeling on one leg with jazz hands, his bitty chest heaving with exertion and excitement.

"He really worked hard," Mindy said, giving Mom a distracted kiss on the cheek.

"And I see no impending danger," Mom stated, the plastic bangles on her wrists jangling in emphasis.  "Relax, Maggie!  You're always looking for a reason to blow things up.  Now it is the actual holiday where it is actually encouraged and you are a bundle of nerves!"

Dad patted me on the back.  "It's gonna be great."

"Many thanks for the financial support for this evening's entertainment!" Pipistrelle announced, handing Dad a wad of change.

"YOU financed the procurement of illegal fireworks?" I accused him.

"It's what future grandpas are
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