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The characters portrayed are fictional.
Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental and not intended by the author but for the following
re-characterizations of historical figures in existential
philosophy—the boss of Crazy Cat Bowl (Jean-Paul Sartre), Al
(Albert Camus), and Fred (Friedrich Nietzsche). Parts of their
dialogue herein are paraphrased from their actual quotes or
writings.
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This book is dedicated to children of
the Eighties who grew up being forced to eat beets. May your
palates be stoked.
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 Why Witches Don’t Like
Beets
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LET’S FACE IT. THEY
taste like dirt, they’re grody to the max, and
they don’t go down straight. But that’s not why I don’t like beets.
It’s not a super long story. It was all because of my dad and his
new low-carb, low-calorie diet he got my mom onto, and sometime
after my mom passed away, that wicked vegetable, which before, if
bought at all, would sit in the fridge until thrown out, suddenly
became a staple of just about every meal made in the Talbot
household. I mean, gag me with the fork, why don’t ya? I soon came
to resent it and associate it with everything that my mom was not.
And I hated it.

That was the summer of
1985, the same year my old high school burnt to the ground. Like a
kid’s dream come true, it just up and incinerated. Nobody really
knew for sure why, but I heard the janitor was lighting up some
cigs in shop, lit up all the scraps, which were seldom cleaned
up—and it didn’t help much that the fifty-year-old building had no
working sprinklers. Sure, we all had a little extra vacation time
on our hands, sort of like an unexpected snow day, but it didn’t
take long at all for our extended time off
to turn into a lesson in politics. We were all to be re-districted,
or rather herded discordantly, into two different schools. And I
found myself starting my senior year at Jasper Collins High without
any of my few former friends with me.

It was the same year I
discovered I was a witch. Not the creepy-eyed, green, wart on the
nose kind of witch, but more of the Samantha, Sabrina type. Well, I
wished I had all the pizzaz as Samantha or the popular look of
Sabrina. Of course, then I’d have to be a princess. You know,
popular, well-liked? Still, what did a popular teenage girl look
like back in 1985? At one point, being a princess meant looking
like a tennis player. Then came the colors and the wide shoulders
and all that flair. But I wasn’t popular,
and I didn’t care for fashion trends. I wasn’t a princess.
Unfortunately for me at Jasper Collins High, I was a brain. And
being a brain meant a social outcast. There were other girls like
me—smart, responsible—to put it simply, bumbling social dorks. The
difference being, I wanted
to fit in with the popular crowd. I wasn’t into
science really, but I was good at it, mainly physics because of the
math, and so my dad, an engineer, pressured me to pursue it. I was
really into comics. Imagine that, a girl fan of comics. If I
weren’t, then I would never have known who Sabrina was. I wasn’t
ugly, mind you, but I didn’t take time to consider my looks, and I
wore glasses with a self-installed pride like just about everybody
else in my family. My little brother, the Dweeb, loved them. I
wouldn’t have called that annoying little pest a dweeb if he
weren’t an all-out loser, yet there was one thing I really admired
about him. For a fifth-grader, he really had some guts, you know?
They called him Four-Eyes in school, and he embraced the nickname
wholeheartedly. And wouldn’t you know it, he became popular because
of it. I don’t know how he pulled it off, but in the fall of 1985
he’d be going into middle school able to really fit in. I couldn’t
do that. I just didn’t have the courage.

Oh, and one tidbit of advice if you
ever were to attend Jasper Collins High, at least before the turn
of the Century—there, it was all about the cool, but what was
popular at Jasper Collins would have been considered nerdy other
places. When you got the popular girls running around with shades,
calling themselves the Baby Dolls, dressed in black and snapping
their fingers like beatniks—and the real nerds (accepting of a
brain like me), the Homie Joanies (Joanie being the not so hip girl
from Happy Days)—it was hip to be a nerd (as long as you were with
the popular-crowd), just not a geek.


 Which Witch Rules the
School
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“I DON’T UNDERSTAND
why I couldn’t stay with Aunt Sally,” I said to
dad, looking out the backseat window of dad’s ten-year-old
Volkswagen at the students crowding up the front steps of Jasper
Collins High. “Just until I graduated. Then I could go to Midtown High, and at least I’d have Connie and
Jess to hang with.”

“You’ll make new friends,”
he answered. He peered his peepers through his bulky wire-framed
glasses that went out with disco back over the armrest at me. The
edge of his nametag—TYKEL SYSTEMS, LMTD.-LYNOL TALBOT-DIRECTOR OF
OPERATIONS—got caught on a tear in the vinyl seat cover. He ripped
it back, knocking his thermal mug out of the cup holder—lid popped
off, spilling coffee over his beige slacks. “Geez
Louise!”

I snickered as he jerked up in the
seat, bumping the steering wheel. “At least I don’t have the Talbot
clumsy gene.”

“Jamie, we’re family,” he
told me, settling back down. “This is where I grew up!”

“You don’t have to remind
me.”

“I remember it fondly.”
Dad gawked out the window at the front of the school, lost in his
daydream. “The Geek Dogs, those crazy Cool Cats—that science lab
experiment thirty years ago when we caused a power surge and blew
up the girl’s locker room!”

“Geek Dogs, dad?” I
impugned.

“The ol’ gang! Greg,
Meddling Miles—you remember Miles, Decker—”

“Yeah, all the old nerds,
dad.”

“You may call us nerds,”
he said, “but we were cool in our own way. We might have all loved
science, and each his own schtick—”

“Like Uncle Pete’s license
plate collection?”

“That’s right! But we
weren’t square. Every Saturday night, we’d meet at Pete’s house,
grease our hair back, and cruise down Main Street to Crazy Cat Bowl
and sit in the parking lot, eating popcorn and telling cat jokes
while we watched the Cool Cats ride up on their bikes and pick up
girls.”

“That’s not that cool,
dad.”

“Nerds rule the
school!

“I'm not a nerd,
dad.”

“Yes, you are, Jamie,” dad
said with a peculiar gleam in his eye I rarely saw except maybe
when the Adventure Quest Convention came to town. “And I want you
to be proud of it. I want you to follow in your old man's
footsteps.”

I stepped out of the car without
acknowledging him, shifting my heavy Glee Girl bookbag over my
shoulder, adjusting my glasses.

“Knock 'em dead!” he
jeered out the window at me. “And stay away from those Cool
Cats!”

Smirking back, I wouldn’t wave, hoping
that nobody saw me stepping out of the car and couldn’t identify me
with my dork of a dad. Breathing in a wallop of courage, I stood
straight and tried desperately to portray a righteous image of
confidence while I walked into the disperse crowd of other students
toward the front steps.

Away from the others, there he was.
The boy, a man to my eyes then, of my dreams. Russel Ringwood. I
didn’t know it then, though I could tell by his polo shirt, collar
up, pink cashmere sweater loosely knotted over shoulders, that he
happened to be the most popular boy at school. Toned chest.
Bicycler’s butt under his pressed khakis. He was an athlete, that
was for sure, but not a football star—not with that sculpted, wavy,
bleach-blond hair.

Smiling brightly, he etched past all
others on his own parallel time-stream along with his friends Chad,
in shades and tucked-in polo, and Shawn, a Class of ’86 Cardigan
sweater with a cartoon firefly, tied to waist. Seeing them, a bevy
of giggling, gossiping girls, clammed up and stood to attention
like soldiers before a general, though they were just as ethereal
as any of the others. But they couldn’t care the least. Russel was
like a demigod to them.

“This is the sorriest
bunch of losers I've seen since ninth grade,” Chad said.

Shawn sneered across the crowd of
students. “Tell me about it.”

“Hey, Russel?” a blond
girl said to him.

“Have a good summer,
Russel?” asked another girl.

“What?” Shawn said. “Are
the rest of us invisible?”

The blond girl smiled back. “Hi,
Shawn!”

“That's more like
it.”

“You wanna go out
Saturday?”

“Nope.”

I forced my eyes back to the entrance
doors. Passing my dreams by the wayside, I walked up the steps and
came upon my thin image in the glass. I stopped for a moment to
consider my average-looking face with glasses—my long, straight
hair falling over my shoulders— That boy would never go for a girl
like me.

I came to my senses and went inside
what would be my prison for the next school year.

“Hey, uh—” a boy having an
acne explosion all over his face, stuttered at me, but I barely
noticed. “How's it going?”

I was about to turn, to acknowledge
him at least with a smile, but a chubby metal-head with his
stripped jeans, long hair, and ripped jean jacket pushed him aside.
“Go back to Arnold’s!” the boy shouted at me. A couple of his
metal-head buddies came up behind him to share a laugh about
me.

A girl wearing really bulky glasses
stepped up from behind me. “Looks like I came just in time,” she
said.

“How’s it hangin’,
Jes-si-ca?” the chubby boy embellished, swinging arms.

“Take your butt ugly face
and back off,” Jessica retorted.

“You talkin’ to
me? Or maybe Geek Face
Johnson, here,” he said. The acne-faced boy dropped his head to the
floor and backed away.

“You.”

He rounded, jostling his jacket.
“Alright, Joanies.” He bolted, followed by his pals.

“What was that about?” I
asked.

“My name's Jessica,” she
said. “The Joanies, the Homie Joanies, are the gals I hang with, my
faves. It’s sort of like a club.”

“Hi, Jessica,” I said,
still confused. “I'm Jamie.”

“Nice to meet you,” said
Jessica. “Welcome to the Jasper Collins High, home of the
fireflies.”

“You say it with such
sarcasm.”

“And like a real firefly,
or lightning bugs if you’re from the South, or Indiana, your butt’s
gonna light up with all the hair-raising insanity that goes on
around here, between the Baby Dolls, the Homie Joanies—”

“But why are you called
the Homie Joanies?” I asked. “The Joanies. Because you’re unpopular
geeks?”

“The popular girls here,
who think they’re princesses but really are nerds because of the
way they act like beatniks, wanna be Cool Cats, are all part of a
gang who call themselves the Baby Dolls. They rule the school, or
so they think. Well, anyway, if they label you a Joanie, it sticks,
and regardless how many friends you might have had before, you’re
now a social outcast at this school. The rest of us Joanies take it
in stride and try to own it. Me and my faves, and you, if you’re
willing, have our own gang, the Homie Joanies. Sounds silly, but
it's really just a science club.”

A pair of eyeballs, narrowed by
drooping lids, shot from the other end of the hallway right
smackdab into mine—pupils, fixed like blackholes, grabbed me but I
tore away enough to see the itchy forehead above and furrowed
cheekbones below. My eyes shut.

“That’s the school
janitor,” Jessica told me.

I opened my eyes to the old custodian,
far away, groping over his mop bucket, wringing out his mop. He
wheeled it away and disappeared around the corner. “What gives?” I
found myself asking.

“He’s a total psycho.
Never talks, smiles—always staring at somebody, especially the
girls, cute or ugly. If you ever find him glued on you, it’s best
to just look away and avoid any eye contact. One time, when us
Joanies met in the library, he came in, sat in the back, and
watched us the whole time. Really creeped me out. Allison said she
even saw him licking his lips.”

“God. What a
pervert!”

“Totally. I asked the
librarian, Ms. Hinkels, but she just said he was on a break and to
ignore him”

“Why do they let him work
here?”

“He’s the superintendent’s
cousin or something. Going to retire soon. He never attacked
anybody, at least not that we know of. One time I heard Geek Face
saw him popping pills in the bathroom, I think medication, but I
don’t know for sure. If it’s meds for being a psycho, at least he’s
taking them, right?”

The thought of it brought out an
awkward laugh. “Right.”

“Why don’t you come eat
with us at lunch in the cafeteria?”

“Sure,” I said, already
thinking about skipping school, emancipating myself, and going to
live with my aunt one way or the other. “The Homie Joanies. It’s a
science club, you say, but do you do anything else?”

“We talk about science,”
answered Jessica, “but we mainly talk about boys, and trouble at
school from the Baby Dolls, and sometimes when we meet it turns
into like a support group of girls who have been bullied or
abused.”

“Sounds
depressing.”

“It’s not, Jamie. It’s
not. It gets down sometimes, but we always manage to liven it up
and have a good time joking around. And we do
experiments!”

“You mean like blowing up
the boy's locker room?”

“No,” Jessica said, “I'm
afraid nothing that extreme. Just tabletop stuff. Allison's into
sound mixing and music recording. She wants to become an editor or
radio technician. I'm into comicbooks, but not superheroes. It’s a
small niche. And computer science.”

“I like comics,” I
followed. “And I'm good in math. We have a computer at home, but
all I know about programing is a little BASIC.”

“See?” she said. “We have
something in common already.”

Two Joanies approached—one, a girl of
short hair, having zoot suit pants with suspenders, a button shirt
with long knit squared tie, and wearing a Fedora. The other wore
imitation cowgirl attire complete with hat and leather
chaps.

“Jess,” remarked the
Fedora wearing girl.

“Howdy, partners,” the
cowgirl said. “Who's the tenderfoot?”

“You look like you just
stepped out of a music video,” I remarked.

“Allison,” acknowledged
Jessica. “Calamity Jane. I'd like you to meet the newest member of
the Homie Joanies. Jamie.”

“Jamie,” Calamity Jane
tipped her hat to me. “Ready to rustle up some A's?”

I shook my head. “My dad's going to
jump all over me if I don't get better scores on my SATs.
Verbal.”

“It’s so gnarly,” Allison
commented. “So gnarly how parents do that. I mean, gag me with a
spoon, why don’t ya?”

“Go back to the insane
asylum, freak!” a boy called from down the crowded hall.

“You wanna look into my
Care Bear Stare?” Allison returned. “Huh?!”

Laughter was heard over the gossip.
The bell rang out.

“Let’s get to class,
Joanies,” Jessica suggested. The four of us walked away from the
entrance with our bags.
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The bell rang down the locker-lined
corridor. Students flowed in an uneven current out the classroom
doors like waves of water pouring over the opened flood gates.
Instead of the sounds of splashing and churning came vibrant
adolescent voices, overjoyed for a moment’s leisure between
lessons.

I reached my locker and—wouldn’t you
know it, I forgot my combination. Hovering head-down over my folder
keeper, ripping it open to rummage through the folders for that
tiny slip of paper with the numbers on it, I mentally hid from my
peers who seemed to spin through their locks with ease. Not well
enough—I was slammed against the painted, metal surface. Spinning
around, I couldn’t figure out who might have pushed me.

At a locker away on the other side of
the hallway
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