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      What does the Witch’s Union do with underperforming, socially awkward and mistake-prone young witches like Gertie and her friends? Send them away to college, of course.

      Leaving the Paranormal Plantation, Gertie finds herself living in a strange new world—college. With two witchy classmates stumbling along with her, the trio learns about football players, fraternity parties, social activists, and even a few new spells.

      After investigating a mysterious campus legend, it turns out that writing papers and staying awake through lectures aren’t the only challenges college life brings. Vampires, devil worshipping cronies, and a hungry dragon are just a few of the complications Gertie and her friends must face.

      Meanwhile, Gertie has to come to grips with the dilemma created by her unrequited love for her best friend, along with her love for her boyfriend. It seems decisions of the heart are more difficult than any college exam.
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      “Two sniffs of Meowie Wowie,” I purred.

      Catnip, which once provided me with the occasional joy of heightened arousal, had become a stimulating habit of necessity. All those humans strung out on caffeine have no right to judge me. I’d like to see them try to keep their eyes open through these monotonous proceedings of Witching Hour Night Court without chemically induced alertness.

      Settling in my chair, I mumbled, “Another night, another wayward witch in the old hot seat. What’ll it be tonight? A case of hexing and flying? Perhaps a failure to yield fright-of-way?” Sizing up the antique stenograph, I felt a human-like urge to loosen my paws with a good knuckle cracking but settled for a clawing of my mahogany desk. “This job is hell. No, it’s purr-gatory.” I chuckled, not so much at my pun, but more about the fact that I’d ascertained my own state of insanity. “This job, it’s driving me mad.”

      Aside from boredom, one problem with my job as a court reporter for the Supreme Council of Witches was the requirement to record legal proceedings on such an obsolete contraption as the stenograph. One would think witches, especially a Supreme Council of Witches, could manage to whip up a bit of magic to automatically record their kangaroo court proceedings.

      But technology, even the most rudimentary sorts of it, is unsuitable for old-timey witches. Frankly, it scares the hell out of them.

      That’s where I come in. I’m Annabel, the prize-winning British Shorthair, official familiar to the Supreme Council. I have been gifted with the ability to record four hundred words per minute… short-paw of course.

      You might ask why I bother with these humans. Simply put—it’s out of pity. They are such a woefully feeble-minded species. They would have slipped off the evolutionary ladder long ago if it weren’t for us cats herding them along. And, in my opinion, witchy humans with abilities to wield magic weren’t at any advantage. In fact, all their conjuring, spell-casting and other such deviltry has led them to be rather lazy, even careless.

      “This should be an early night, ladies,” Head Witch Gwendolyn said, glancing at the two other old hags snoring in their chairs. “Unless the defendant is another one of those buffoons from Local 1313. In which case, we could be here until sunrise,” she growled, snatching a document from the desk. With one stubby finger, she adjusted her foggy-glassed spectacles and scanned the paper. “Son of a troll! It is one of those buffoons! Annabel...”

      I held up my paw, interjecting with a sarcastic meow. “I know the drill, Gwendolyn, set the mood lighting, call in the accused, state the charges, blah, blah, blah. No need to tell me my job.”

      “No need to get catty, Annabel.”

      How does a cat reply to such an idiotic comment? “I’m the living embodiment of the word, you numb-titted old bag.” I dimmed the lights, save the single bulb dangling over the witness stand. “Gertie O’Leary, Witch’s Union Local 1313, please take the stand.”

      A petite young woman entered the room, smiling as she took the stand. I was impressed by her cheerful appearance, considering the circumstances. She wore a sleeveless, lime green mini-dress and an orange sun hat with a large floppy brim. I didn’t know whether she was a fool, oblivious to her potential fate, or if it was all a charade to garner sympathy.

      “Take off the hat. You look like a walking sunflower,” Gwendolyn commanded.

      “Really? Thank you! That’s exactly the look I was going for!” Gertie’s peculiar Irish brogue resonated through the gloomy, stale atmosphere. Flashing her bright green eyes, she added, “And you look lovely as well, ma’am. You really nailed the wicked witch look.” She meant it, not the slightest hint of sarcasm in her voice.

      “Authentically naïve,” I purred. She was just another one of those happy fools, heedlessly skipping through life, completely unaffected by humanity’s collective anxiety. When it comes to humans, she was one of the lucky ones.

      Gwendolyn rolled her eyes, moaning in despair. I recorded her response as a throaty “Ugh.”

      As directed, Gertie removed her hat and shook her long, red hair into place. “I’m ready!”

      I cleared my throat and read the charge sheet. “Witch Gertie O’Leary, the Special Board for Misconduct has considered the following charges against you: inappropriate use of magic on non-witch humans, destruction of a senior witch’s workplace, destruction of public property, consorting with a devil, conduct unbecoming a witch, and manslaughter.”

      “Manslaughter? Can we choose another word? How about homicide or even murder? Manslaughter makes it seem like I was involved in some sort of grotesque butchery. Like I went all Lizzy Borden,” Gertie said, swinging her arms like she was wielding an invisible ax.

      Gwendolyn slapped her forehead. “How do you plead? Guilty or not guilty?”

      “Hmm. You’re the experts. I’ll tell you everything that happened, then you can decide for me. I even brought along a bottle of truth serum so I wouldn’t forget to tell a thing. It’ll be just like I’m reading a book to you… in first person, past tense of course.”

      “I was afraid of that,” Gwendolyn groaned. “Drink up and get it over with.”

      “I’ll have to fill you in by telling you everything that happened before I even left for college. A bit of a prologue might help you make sense of why things are the way they are down on the Paranormal Plantation,” Gertie replied, uncorking the little bottle. “Cheers!” She guzzled down the entire contents in a single gulp. Almost immediately, she fell into a trance-like state and began telling us her strange tale. I started a tape recorder to capture her words as I typed along.

      This is her story.
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      Magical Salem on a chilly Halloween night, let me tell you, there is no better place for a young witch to be. Strolling past the colorful vendors’ stalls in the Charmer’s Market, it’s like seeing life through a kaleidoscope. Not only to see it but to let my mind be filled with the possibilities and surprises that only magic can provide. It’s nearly as fun as the Witches Ball.

      I can still hear the chattering crowds and the music. And if I think hard enough, I can still smell the fragrant scents of a hundred aromatic herbs as I browsed through exotic fabrics. I can still see the misty veils rising up from the cauldrons filled with steaming cider and chocolate. And I can still hear Randy’s voice growing louder and louder, haggling with an old witch like they were old-time horse traders. I knew it wasn’t about what was most certainly a shabby trinket. He just wanted to prove himself to be the cleverest haggler in town.

      “Stick to your guns, lady. That boy will pay you double,” I shouted over my shoulder. Smiling with the knowledge I’d torpedoed his hopes for a bargain. More importantly, I wouldn’t have to listen to him brag about how shrewd he was.

      I, on the other hand, was looking for exotic paranormal pets in need of a good home. Earlier, I’d stumbled across a lucky find; a pair of Persian unicorn rabbits who were safely sleeping in my shopping bag. Still, I hoped to find some even more remarkable creatures.

      Unfortunately, my boyfriend, Brad, was working a weekend shift at the firehouse and I was on my own. I knew it was the downside to having a hot fireman for a boyfriend.

      Warming my hands around a cup of hot cider, I glanced up. Something caught my eye, a lavender bag sitting all alone in an old crate.

      “Ah, so you’re the one it wants, eh?” a cracking voice asked.

      I squinted, looking for movement in the shadowy recesses of the market stall.

      “Go ahead, take it.” A tiny old woman shuffled towards me, solving the mystery of who had called out to me. “You are most definitely the one it wants,” she said.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, cocking my head like a confused terrier until I realized she was pointing to the lavender bag. “Uh. No, thank you, ma’am. Sorry to disappoint you, err, I mean to disappoint your bag.” I paused, watching the old woman’s eyes. She was squinting at me. And she looked puzzled like she was taking an eye exam, but all the letters were in Egyptian hieroglyphics. I know I was rude, but I couldn’t help myself, I had to take a step back. I felt uncomfortable.

      I was distracted enough to force down a giant gulp of hot cider, scalding my esophagus like I’d just downed a pint of molten lava. I spun away, my arms flailing. A weird gurgling hiss escaped from my throat as a humorous thought crossed my mind; the irony of it all. You see, my death would come not from battling an evil sorcerer, nor from being eaten by one of my toothy pets, but from scalding my innards with a comforting cup of hot apple cider.

      Fortunately a blue spark shot through me, and the pain was gone. It was the old woman’s magic that saved me. With a touch of her wand, my throat was cooled and I was fine.

      “Whew! Thank you! I nearly boiled my insides. Anyway…” I paused, afraid to seem ungrateful by declining to buy her bag. I apologetically explained, “Um… you see… I’m looking for pets who need a good home. Of course, if you have fabric in that same color you can show me, I would certainly like some. I’m always interested in something different for new dresses. But perhaps…”

      My gaze drifted back to the velvet bag. Strangely, the bag seemed more intriguing. I just had to ask, “So, what’s in that bag anyway?”

      “My very last seed collection,” she said, carefully lifting the little satchel. “I call it the Natural Lady’s Garden. You plant the seeds by sprinkling them on the ground, in a big circle around the outside of your house. There’s purple Hogweed, bucktail thistle, purple dragon tongue, just to name a few.”

      “Are they wildflowers or magic seeds? Because I’ve heard that story about Jack and the Beanstalk. You know, Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum and all that. A horrid, tragic tale. So I’m not too keen on buying magic seeds.” I was proud of myself for being cautious and adult-like, for once. Even still, I picked up the bag and peeked at the mixed flower seeds inside.

      “All rare witch herbs in there,” she said with a nod, like she knew what she was talking about. “Of course they’re magic. You’re in the Charmer’s Market, ain’t you? What did you expect?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I whispered.

      “Don’t get yourself all scared, talking about fairy tales. I handpicked these seeds myself. Each plant provides a balancing force. Planted together, exactly as instructed, your home will be enveloped in an invisible cloud of peace, love, and understanding. It will be safe from negative forces like envy, hate and violence.”

      “Like a fence made up of positive vibrations?”

      “Much more than that, my pretty little witch. The space it encircles will be filled with those good feelings, and all those who live in your house will be charmed by the magic.”

      For a witch sharing a plantation with paranormal creatures, some less stable than others, her offer sounded great. Perhaps, more importantly, I lived with my boyfriend and another man, who is my best friend. With two men in the house, who wouldn’t want to add some magical peace and understanding?

      “I’ll take it!” I said, laying out my money. The old witch went on and on talking about the seeds. I heard her say something about being careful with something called hyper-passion—something or another. You know, the typical old witch lecture about balancing natural forces, which I didn’t really understand. Mostly, I just heard, “Blah, blah, blah.”

      “What did you get suckered into buying this time?” Randy sneered, poking his head over my shoulder. “A wrinkly purple sack. Good job, Gertie. You are now the proud owner of a mummified elf scrotum.”

      Using my two fingers, I pried his chin from my shoulder and flicked his nose. “Seeds,” I said proudly. “Magical seeds for my new All Natural Lady’s Garden. I’ll grow it so thick and lush, it’ll be fragrant and filled with vibrations.”

      Taking a step back and with his arm out like a traffic cop, he begged, “Oh, my. Please, for God’s sake, spare me from learning about your furry, vibrating hedgerow.” He shook his head like a wet dog and walked away.

      “Why is he being so weird about it?” I wondered aloud. “And he calls me a freak?”

      I supposed he heard me. Calling over his shoulder, “Come on, your freakiness. Let’s grab a drink or five before we head home.”

      At The Stake, the nearest pub, we were soon wedged in among the writhing crowd of witches, fighting our way to the bar like salmon swimming up a stream.

      A dark-haired witch in a boob-squishing black corset leaned across the bar. “What’ll it be, handsome?”

      “Hex on the Beach,” Randy replied, practically talking to her cleavage.

      “And for your cute girlfriend?” she asked.

      My head involuntarily pulled back. “Oh no. Nope,” I interjected. “Not his girlfriend. Just his friend. Yup. A friend who just happens to be a girl. Like a friend-girl, you could say.”

      “I’d rather not.” She sighed. “So, whaddya have?”

      Puzzled by her strange request, I looked down at my shopping tote and wondered which of my purchases I should reveal first. It seemed weird. “What do I have? Or do you mean, what do I want?” I asked.

      “Oh, for Hecate’s sake. Why do I work Halloweens? Everyone’s a frickin’ smart-ass.” The bartender groaned, smacking her hands down on the bar.

      Randy patted my shoulder. “Just get her a Cosmopoliwand and a shot of Ruby Slippers.”

      Her Cleavageness winked and turned to fix our drinks. I observed several of the bar’s patrons staring at the back of our bartender’s skimpy black shorts. The guys definitely liked it. I could tell by the way they looked at her ass like they were spellbound. It made me wonder. Could I get away with wearing something like that? What would Brad think if one evening I strolled into the dining room wearing such an outfit? It’s not like he needs any inspiration or anything, but the thought of teasing him with a sexy surprise was definitely exciting. Although, I had my doubts about how comfortable it would be.

      The bartender returned with our drinks and smiled. “As an apprentice matchmaker, I’d have to say you two would make a great couple. I’m willing to bet you’re more than friends.”

      Randy flicked his wrist. “Too gay. And definitely too cynical.”

      “Too cheerful and optimistic,” I added, raising my hand.

      “And crazy. Don’t forget crazy,” he said, nudging me.

      “Flattery will get you nowhere,” I teased.

      “If you could only see yourselves the way I do,” the boob-bouncing bartender said, shaking her head. “Tough luck for the two of you.”

      “Tough luck? On the contrary, my voluptuous victualer,” Randy replied, seemingly taken aback by the bartender’s observation. “Serious committed relationships, like the abominable sort you hinted at, are actually the number one source of psychological distress. Take my parents, for example, my dad was once an independent, freethinking individual with his own opinions. After enduring decades of tortuous marriage, he no longer does what he wants. Now, he enthusiastically goes along with whatever my mom says. The man has full-blown Stockholm syndrome. So being single is not tough luck.”

      “Whatever you say, Doctor Freud,” she replied, walking away. Peering out from the bar, a dozen pairs of eyes zeroed in on her backside.

      I’d taken a few sips and the magic drink had kicked my mouth into gear. “Randy, why do you suppose guys keep staring at our bartender? Is it because she’s pretty, or is it because she’s squeezed herself into that little outfit?”

      “Maybe both? You know clothes should accentuate what you have. And in her case, her ass, legs, and boobs. She’s showing off her assets to everyone.”

      “Well, she has a lot to work with, and she doesn’t have much covering it. Do you think I’d look sexy in something like that?” I lifted my boobs and squished them up until I was putting on a good display of cleavage, if I say so myself. Leaning toward him, I asked, “How about this?” Wiggling them back and forth, I added, “Like this, so my boobs would nearly pop out. Would that make me irresistibly sexy?”

      “I don’t know about sexy, but it might get you a visit to the ER. Don’t hurt yourself,” he replied.

      I hatched an idea. Plucking out my wand and tapping my shoulder strap, my little evening dress was instantly transformed into a dark red, and very squishy, corset with a matching thong. I was a hiccup away from a major nipple-releasing, vagina-flashing wardrobe malfunction.

      “How about this? Am I a sexy vixen now?”

      Randy nearly spit out his drink. “Gertie!” He wiped his lips. “Jesus! What—why?” He was shocked, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself from staring at me, even as he chugged down his drink in two noisy, eye-bulging gulps. Wiping his lips with the back of his hand, he leaned back to get the full view of me. I guessed the drink hit him hard because his breaths were labored, like a sack of flour sat on his chest.

      “Sexy? Of course. Brad would gobble you up!”

      “Gobble me up, huh?” I teased. “You mean because I look like a sausage? Because I feel like one now.”

      “Yup. Hell, I’m damn near ready to gobble you up myself.”

      “Wha-wha,” I stuttered. “You?”

      The shock of his confession must have disconnected my mouth from my brain. It actually took a few seconds of concentration before I spoke again. “You would? That was weird, Randy. I think the liquor made you misspeak. Try again.”

      “I didn’t misspeak, Gertie. I meant what I said. I could gobble you right up, like a starving cannibal high on bath salts. And I’m not even interested in women.” Peeling his eyes off of me, he snagged my shot of Ruby Slippers and threw the contents down his throat.

      Then I noticed it. Even in the flickering glow of the pub’s jack-o-lanterns, I could detect a strawberry hue spreading over his face. “Randy? Are you okay? Because your face looks like a freshly slapped ass.”

      He didn’t say a word, he just blushed. Surely, I thought, this was one of his smart-assed comments that’d whizzed right over my head. And he was embarrassed for me and my skimpy sausage skin outfit, I must have looked like a bacon-wrapped clown.

      “All right, Randy, I get it. I look like a fool. Please don’t feel embarrassed for me. Come on, now. This is the time when you start tossing lighthearted insults and I come back at you with my witty barbs. You know. It’s our thing!”

      “No, no insults. I was being serious. You look...hot,” he replied in a very Un-Randy-like way, turning his eyes on me once again.

      Even more alien than his comment was the look he gave me. I saw a different Randy. There was no toothy grin, no comical arching of the eyebrows, not even a scrunching of his nose. Nope. None of the usual Randy.

      His rare, serious look had always showed off how handsome he really was, but this was more. In the orange glow of the flickering pumpkins, I suddenly felt something break loose inside of me. It was something I’d repressed, an admission of how perfectly gorgeous this dark-haired, Italian man really was. He looked exactly what I’d always imagined a Roman god to look like. His eyes, staring into mine, were sad and lonely. Strangely enough, they were also deep and filled with desire. Those damned eyes of his, they pierced me right through my heart.

      I felt my eyelids droop as I wallowed in the depth of his gaze.

      Did he just take a hold of my hand? Is he leaning toward me? I wondered. Oh, those lips! Don’t kiss me, boy. Don’t you dare.

      In my head, I was saying no, but my body was saying Oh yes. Yes, please just kiss me. I was leaning closer. It felt like we were two magnets being drawn together in slow motion by a natural yet mysterious and invisible force. Okay, I only said it that way because I’ve read it in too many romance stories. Magnetic force or not, we were caught up in a magical moment.

      His mouth a mere inch away, his warm breath flowed over my lips. I knew the kiss we were about to share was a moment of reckoning. Something had been quietly stirring inside of me from the day we met, and it was about to be uncorked like a genie from a hot bottle.

      In the nick of time, my head involuntarily flew back. It was as if my shocked guardian angel grabbed me by the hair and jerked me away from danger. My eyelids instantly opened so high, I was certain my eyelashes had stuck to my eyebrows like Velcro.

      An alarming clamor rose from deep inside my brain.

      Have you ever heard the squealing, clanking, and hissing sounds of a speeding freight train making an emergency stop? Add to that the annoying warning bells of a railroad crossing. Well, I heard it all in my head when I realized Randy was dead serious. He liked what he saw and he wanted what he saw.

      “Sweet Jaysus, Randy! I never meant to—seduce you,” I squeaked. I cringed after I spoke because Subconscious Gertie had a differing opinion on the matter.

      Liar, liar, pants on fire. Deep down, some part of you must have known what I’ve been up to all along. But go on, keep kidding yourself. I’ll keep the fire stoked until next time.

      With all my might, I beat Subconscious Gertie back down into the deepest part of my mind.

      “I honestly wanted your unbiased opinion about this outfit, Randy.”

      “Well, I gave it to you,” he replied, his voice quiet and sad. “But what do I know about beautiful, sexy women? I’m the gay friend. Probably the witch’s brew in those drinks made me a bit straight-curious.” He winked and I blushed. We didn’t mention another word about it.

      But my mind was busy rehashing the moment. I had so many questions swirling through my head. I wondered about the men in the bar. Could it be true that men, including Randy, were so responsive to a woman’s simple clothing choices? Could it be the male of our species was so easily aroused by the sight of flesh, even without a scintilla of mutual flirtation? Was it possible Randy just had one of those male reflexes? Can a gay man have those in response to a woman? Is that what he meant by “curious?” I’ve heard a couple of people use that term, but I never realized that perhaps a gay person could be curious about the opposite sex. Was I doing something to confuse Randy, or did he truly want to kiss me? And what did bath salts have to do with any of this? Or cannibalism, for that matter? And what’s a Stockholm syndrome? Isn’t that a city in Minnesota?

      Randy placed some money on the bar and waved to the boob-bouncing bartender.

      My legs, rubbery from slight intoxication, nearly abandoned me when I slid down from the barstool. Randy placed his arm around my back, steadying me as I found my land legs.

      I felt a bit queasy, not from the drink, but from realizing all of the attention I’d garnered from the men in the pub. Sure, some of them smiled or winked, but others eyed me hungrily with bulging eyeballs, like panting little French bulldogs.

      But there were two men in black suits who gave me different looks—chilling looks. They reminded me of the intense, nearly angry stare of a cat ready to pounce on its prey.

      The two large, bald men huddled in the far corner of the room stared straight at me. I felt like my feet were glued to the floor for the few seconds my eyes met theirs. They said something, which I couldn’t hear. When one of them pointed at me, I turned to Randy.

      My voice squeaked like two balloons rubbing together. “What do they want?”

      “Hell if I know,” Randy said, sliding behind me as if I were his human shield. His hands trembled. “I thought they were looking at me. Gave me the shivers.”

      “Who are they?” I whispered.

      “No idea. I’ve never seen them before. Come on, Gertie, let’s get out of here.” He moved in front of me, glancing at me over his shoulder. “I’ll lead the way, you stay right behind me so you get eaten first.”

      “Such a gentleman,” I squeaked.

      We nearly ran out of the pub and flew back to the plantation.

      Randy went off to his room while I skipped around the edge of the property, sprinkling seeds and singing Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum.

      Overnight, my Natural Lady Garden sprouted and flourished.

      Other than enjoying the beauty of it, I never paid it much attention as time went by.

      As far as the weird Randy incident, we never spoke about the details again. However, there was a development over the last year. I like to think of it as an evolution of our friendship. At least for me. I felt a new and growing attraction to Randy, completely different from our close platonic friendship. Nothing physical ever happened, but as time went on, I found myself growing increasingly curious about him and fantasizing about the unexplored side of our close friendship. To be honest, it grew into a secret passion that nearly bubbled over, and I was certain Randy held the same secret love for me. He just wouldn’t admit to it.

      Now, I might be a lot of things, but I’m no cheater. I fully disclosed everything to Brad and he was completely understanding. I’m sure it was because we are always honest and open with each other.
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      Anyway, bringing my story to the more recent events of this past fall, I’ll tell you about my trip to college. It all started with my annual performance review with Marie Laveau.

      I arrived at her mansion in New Orleans and stared at the thick ancient door. “Performance review. Why bother?” I mumbled. My stomach churned. It felt just like the time I wolfed down one of Randy’s enchilada dinners.

      The doorknocker, a grotesquely shaped brass lion’s head, opened its mouth and began to speak with Marie Laveau’s voice. “Welcome, my sweet girl! Please, come into the study.”

      The hinges creaked as the door swung open to reveal a floating candelabra. Typical Marie Laveau magical theatrics, I thought as I followed the flickering glow down the hallway and into the study.

      I found Marie leaning against her antique oak desk. She nodded, a silent suggestion for me to take a seat.

      This wasn’t going to be good. Marie Laveau was about to clobber me with my second annual performance review and I hadn’t remedied a single deficiency from my first review. There were many things I could have worked on if only I could’ve remembered what they were. This go-around would be different. I vowed to make a detailed list. So I brought along my cat, Darcy. Like most cats, she is excellent at taking notes and great at pointing out what you did wrong.

      “Gertie, I don’t believe in long, drawn-out discussions,” Marie said, waving a single finger as if it were a magic wand. “So I’m going to be direct.”

      I nodded. “Right to the point. Got it, Darcy?”

      Darcy’s feather quill pen danced over the parchment scroll. “Meow.”

      Marie breathed out in a huff. “Girl, you’ve been making a lot of mistakes. I’m not exaggerating when I say beaucoup mistakes.”

      Feebly, I raised my hand. “I’m not sure what a boo-koo mistake is, Marie.”

      “Ugh. Never mind, child. I’ve given this a lot of thought. It’s not your fault. After all, you grew up in a nineteenth century orphanage, and as an adult, you only received the equivalent of a fifth grade education. Then you were frozen. Once you thawed out, you became my responsibility. I assumed you’d quickly come up to speed and gain knowledge—if not of the academic variety, at least of the streetwise variety. Unfortunately, the world has changed too much in the past century. In other words, you’re both uneducated and naïve. Then there is the matter of learning how to witch properly.”

      “Ooh, that doesn’t sound good. Does it, Darcy?”

      “Meow.”

      “No, Gertie. I didn’t want to make it sound bad. You’re a wonderful, carefree young witch with a heart of gold. Everyone cherishes you. Still, your lack of education and common sense are things that are holding you back from making better decisions with your magic. We need a plan for personal growth.”

      “Take that down, Darcy. A plan to grow is needed.”

      “No need to worry. I’ve come up with a plan which will broaden your horizons. And you’re not the only one who needs a plan, Gertie. We also have two fresh witch recruits this year; Kelly’s cousin, Jessica, and her roommate, Gina. They’re both new to witchcraft, twenty-two years old, and like you, they come from unconventional backgrounds. They are also in desperate need of common sense.” Marie crossed the room and retrieved a folder from a dusty filing cabinet. Handing it to me, she explained, “This is the Official Witch’s Union plan for you three young witches.”

      The folder was crammed with paperwork, which spilled across my lap. Images of happy young people smiled at me from the pages of glossy brochures.

      I read the title of the largest booklet. “Welcome to Cramdin College, providing that private school backup college plan for SAT-challenged students since 1895. Our motto is: ‘If you’ve got the money, we have your degree.’ Terms and conditions apply.”

      That uneasy enchilada reflux feeling returned. “You want me–er–us to go to college? In Iowa?”

      “You got it. Two semesters, starting this fall. You’ve been accepted, enrolled, and your courses selected. Tuition, room and board are free to you, courtesy of the Witch’s Union. Look at the blue paper, it contains your course schedule. Those are your general education required courses: English, natural sciences, math, and so on. Cramdin is a run-of-the-mill private Midwestern liberal arts college. But the real meat of your education is going to be at MIT.”

      “MIT?”

      “Magical Instruction and Tutoring. MIT is a covert education program we are reinstating at Cramdin College, one specially designed for witches. The course hasn’t been offered in years and I’m happy to see it make a comeback. It’s a top-secret program. Nobody at Cramdin is even aware of its existence, only us witches. You will have a special professor for the MIT course, Mistress Frunk. She is also new to the school, having volunteered to take over the duties that have been neglected for so long.”

      “Was there a reason why the course had been shut down for so long?”

      “Ever since the loss of the last instructor, the unfortunate Mistress Mallard, there hasn’t been any interest in getting the program up and running. That is, until Mistress Frunk volunteered.”

      “Unfortunate Mistress Mallard? Isn’t that the polite way of saying tragic?” I asked.

      “Oh, all right. Mistress Mallard went missing ten years ago. But it’s nothing. I never should’ve mentioned her name. Really. You see, repeated investigations by the Witch’s Union found no sign of foul play. No pun intended. Nothing at all. As far as we’re concerned, she just walked off the job. She must have gone off the grid, too. Nobody has heard from her since she left. Anyway, you don’t need to worry about any of that. It’s old news.”

      “The fewer things to worry about the better,” I replied.

      “Good. Now, here is one key thing to know. The only time you can use magic, or reveal your true witch identity is while you are under Mistress Frunk’s supervision. The rest of the year you will be living, learning, and socializing, just like any other young adult college student. Nobody, not the faculty, not the students, not even the local community can find out about MIT. It is completely under the radar.”

      “Wha-, wait. You’ve been talking about this as if I am actually going. You must know I can’t go to college. I can’t just abandon my responsibilities on the plantation. Who’s going to take care of the creatures? What about Brad? He’ll think I’m running away from our relationship. And Randy? He’ll be helpless without me. Please, Marie, I’m begging you. Don’t send me away. I can learn all about magic right here at the Witch’s Union.”

      “I’m sorry, Gertie. But with your track record of magical mishaps, you need more than magic training. More importantly, you need to experience life outside of your comfort zone. You need to socialize with young non-witch women so you can be a part of your generation. Don’t worry about those men of yours. I’ve already talked to Brad and Randy. I explained everything and offered the full backing of the Union to help them maintain the plantation. Incidentally, I think getting away from the plantation will help you put matters in perspective. I’ll be frank with you. Randy confessed to me, that he’s noticed a change in you.”

      “A change? I have no idea what that means. Okay, maybe I do. But what exactly did he say?”

      “You’ve taken your platonic friendship with Randy to a physical level, even if it’s only your fantasy. In other words, cowgirl, you’ve been looking at him like he’s a bull and it’s your turn to rodeo. You’ve confused the boy, more than he already is. And he told me something else, an idea you propositioned him with.”

      “A proposition?” I asked. Then it hit me. Something I’d said to Randy months prior while we were all visiting Chicago. We stayed in a penthouse suite at a luxurious hotel. I’d proposed something crazy and impulsive, surely brought on by a close friendship, too many witch’s brews, and hanging out in the suite’s private hot tub with Brad and Randy.

      “Oh, my god!” I whimpered. “Randy!”

      He told Marie about what I suggested to him that night. I’d prayed he wouldn’t remember. Considering his inebriated state, and the fact that he never mentioned a word of it, I figured he didn’t remember. But now Marie knew. She knew I’d suggested Randy join Brad and me for some fun, and I didn’t mean for a game of cribbage.

      My expression said it all. I wondered if there was a spell I could use, some handy magic that would make me melt so I could slip through a crack in the floorboards, like a spoonful of mercury. Was nothing sacred anymore? No secrets between friends?

      “Damn girl, you look like a bulldog who just licked hot sauce off an electric fence. Un-scrunch your face so I can talk to you. You have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      Rubbing my cheeks, I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Embarrassed? I’m mortified. It was just a crazy, spur-of-the-moment thing. You know what I mean, right? And you do know he refused, right?”

      “Hey, I get it. No shame. You may not realize this, but witches all have a libido that makes the average porn star seem like a prude. It’s a scientifically proven fact.”

      Libido. Wasn’t that one of those big fancy cars the millionaires ride in? Why would a witch need one?

      I raised my hand. “Marie, will I need to get a chauffeur?”

      “What? Jesus, Gertie. Never mind. I need to tell you what Randy said. He told me at first he flirted with the idea. As time went on, for the first time in his life, he caught himself fantasizing about being with a girl. And you’re that girl, Gertie. Listen, fooling around in a threesome is
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