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      WINDFALL 12 MILES

      The green road sign taunted me. Traveling from Los Angeles to northern Nevada by way of Las Vegas had to be one of the most boring drives in America. 300 miles of going down a two-lane highway through endless beige sand and sagebrush was enough to hypnotize anybody into a coma.

      My hands trembled on the steering wheel from the cups of black tar that gas stations claimed were coffee. I lost count of how many I had consumed on my journey home. Four or five? I'm sure a blood draw would reveal that I had fifty percent caffeine flowing through my veins.

      After thirteen hours of driving, I was ready to collapse onto the nearest bed. Even if it was under my mother's roof. I glanced down at the clock on my car stereo panel. It looked like I was going to make it to my childhood hometown just before dinnertime. My mouth watered at the thought of my mom's lasagna.

      Maybe coming home wasn't going to be all bad. Mom was getting older and I worried about her all alone in that old house. I shook my head.

      Who was I kidding? I failed at life and now I'm running home with my tail between my legs.

      Up ahead, Windfall Wally waved his hand, welcoming weary travelers to our little town. The four-story tall neon cowboy sign flashed in time with the throbbing in my head.

      Wally was the mascot for the Motherlode Casino. Not only was the Motherlode the biggest employer in town, but the casino buffet was also the only restaurant in Windfall besides Peg's Ham and Eggs. The casino looked like a saloon in a classic western film that had seen too many shootouts. Its wooden plank walls were cracked and peeling from exposure to the unforgiving desert sun and endless sandy wind storms. The faux gold entrance and blinking lights would have been cutting edge fifty years ago.

      Under the harsh afternoon light, Windfall was even more depressing and run down than I remembered. Nothing had changed in the ten years since I moved away to Los Angeles to become a flight attendant.

      The same could be said for myself. Sure, I had a few annoying strands of white hair poking out of my front hairline, and there were lines at the corners of my lips, but my looks were the only thing in my life that were different. I was just as broke, unemployed, and single as the day I left my mother's house. 34 years old and I had nothing to show for it except for the pile of boxes in the back of my rundown Honda.

      As if the hunk of metal could hear my thoughts, the engine skipped a beat and then the car started bucking and jerking like a pissed-off horse at the rodeo. It shuddered one last time before stalling.

      "No, no, no, no, no!" I pounded my fists on the steering wheel. Wonderful. Ten minutes away from home, and my piece of garbage car decided to die on me, leaving me stranded on one of the most desolate highways in the desert.

      The engine let out a final, wheezing huff like a dying breath, followed by a plume of acrid black smoke that curled up from under the hood. I coughed as the bitter stench of burning oil filled the air.

      "Wait! I'm sorry, I didn't mean it. Please, don't die on me," I whimpered. Softly, I pet the dashboard like I was trying to calm a skittish dog.

      "Come on, don't do this to me," I muttered as I turned the key in the ignition. Chug...chug...chug...chug. Nothing. The engine refused to come to life.

      Resting my head against the steering wheel, I closed my eyes. Tears gathered behind my eyelids and threatened to spill out.

      Of course, this would happen. Ten years of bad decisions and awful luck, all leading to this moment. Stranded in the middle of nowhere, in a town that felt more like a graveyard than a home.

      From behind me, someone blasted their horn. The loud noise jolted me out of my self-pity session. I lifted my head and wiped my eyes to see what kind of jerk was honking at me. It was a big lifted truck. I rolled my eyes. Waving my hand, I gestured for him to pull into the opposite lane and drive around me. Couldn't he see that the road was empty? No cars were coming in the other direction for as far as the eye could see. The truck stood still. What was the driver's problem? He was going to be waiting all day if he expected me to move for him. I had a theory about men who drove lifted pickup trucks. The higher the rig, the smaller the man behind the wheel.

      I watched in my rearview mirror as the driver's door swung open. The person who stepped out fit every stereotype in my head. I was right again.

      Male, about mid-thirties, a bit over six foot tall. Lean, but with enough muscle tone to be imposing. He wore a cowboy hat, jeans that fit just right, a neatly pressed plaid shirt, and leather boots that didn't have a speck of mud on them. I was doubtful that neither this guy nor his spotless truck had ever been on a real working ranch. These rancher wannabes were a dime a dozen in these parts. He was probably a car salesman or an accountant who pretended to be a cowboy on the weekends.

      The man walked up to my car and rapped his knuckles against my window. Staring straight ahead at the road, I tried to ignore him. He knocked again. I sighed and rolled down the window.

      Cowboy-lite leaned down and gave me one of those condescending smiles that a man gave a woman when he thought she was too dumb to turn a doorknob. Who was this yahoo and why was he heading toward Windfall? Though he looked like every other boy who tortured me back in high school, I didn't recognize him. Even if I couldn't place him, I still understood his type, just a bit too smug and sure of himself.

      "Looks like your car's stalled."

      His smile was all charm, but his eyes were sharp, almost calculating. It was as if he was sizing me up for more than just a stranded motorist.

      "Gee, thanks. I couldn't tell."

      He rested an elbow on my car and leaned down until his head was almost next to mine, invading my space. "Need a lift? There's a garage just up the road on the other side of town."

      Clenching my teeth, I gave him a tight-lipped smile. "I'm fine, thanks."

      "You sure? I'm heading that way myself. It's no trouble at all. I hate to see a lady in distress."

      I bit the inside of my cheek. "There's only one road in this town. I'm sure I can figure out where the mechanic is without your help."

      He quirked an eyebrow like he didn't believe me. "Suit yourself." Tipping his hat, he turned around and began walking back to his truck.

      "Have a nice day," he called over his shoulder, his voice dripping with sarcasm. "Hope you make it to town before dark. Coyotes get real active around here at night."

      "Thanks for the warning," I snapped back, my voice sharper than I intended. "I'll be sure to carry a stick to fend off any other predators."*

      His truck kicked up a cloud of sand and dust as he drove around me. I rushed to close my window, barely managing to avoid getting a layer of sand sprayed all over the inside of my car.

      "Jerk," I muttered under my breath. The truck disappeared into the distance, but I was still stuck at least ten miles outside of town.

      Now what?

      Closing my eyes, I visualized my car coming back to life. In my imagination, the steady hum of a running engine filled my ears. My body thrummed with the vibration of a functioning vehicle. "Please work. Please work," I whispered. A wave of heat surged from my chest up toward my head. Even though I held my breath, I could not hold back the body-shaking sneeze that burst out.

      "That was weird." It must have been allergies from all the dust that truck kicked up. I said another silent prayer before I turned the key, holding my breath as the engine sputtered weakly. For a moment, it seemed like the car wasn't going to start. Then, with a reluctant cough, the engine roared to life. Well, perhaps it was more of a whimpering groan rather than a roar, but beggars couldn't be choosers. I let out a shaky laugh.

      Relief flooded through me as I eyed the dashboard warily. Not wanting to test my luck and risk having the car die on me when I braked, I gave the gas pedal a gentle tap and urged the car along at a limping pace. My car rolled down the empty road slower than a little old lady behind a walker.

      Twenty minutes later, I was home. Pulling up onto the cracked driveway, I came to a stop next to my mom's hot pink SUV. That car was a monstrosity, but its neon paint job made it impossible to miss in a crowded parking lot. The bright color was a glowing beacon in a sea of boring black and silver cars.

      The air smelled faintly of sagebrush and engine oil, the scent of my childhood that was equal parts suffocating and comforting. A patchwork of dried weeds and rocks covered the yard. In the corner, near a chain-link fence, stood the rusted remains of a swing set. It creaked in the wind, a sad metronome marking the passage of time. The house itself seemed smaller than I remembered, its once-bright yellow paint now bleached and peeling like sunburned skin.

      Our house, like all the others in the neighborhood, was a single-story ranch. Each property in the neighborhood had a large yard that used to be full of vegetable gardens and fenced pasture for animals, but that was before the wells started drying up. Some of the neighbors had to truck in water from the town well. Mom and I were lucky. Our well still had enough water to keep the taps running, but it wasn't enough to maintain a garden. Now, only sagebrush and cheatgrass grew in the dry, sandy soil.

      Our neighbor across the street had two cars parked on the street in front of their house. Neither car had any wheels. And now, my hunk of junk was going to join the neighborhood collection too.

      I sat there for a moment, gripping the steering wheel like it might keep me from sinking. This wasn't just coming home. It was admitting defeat, surrendering to the truth that I had nowhere else to go. Home. The word tasted bitter on my tongue. A medicine I didn't want to swallow, but knew I needed. When I left this place, my dreams were big enough to fill the sky. Now that I was back, I carried only the weight of my failures.

      "Maybe this is where you belong," whispered the quiet voice in my head.

      My body protested as I unfolded myself from the car. Every muscle was stiff and uncooperative. Stretching my arms and back, I winced as my spine cracked like a string of firecrackers. After being cramped inside my tiny car for half a day, my legs wobbled unsteadily, as if they'd forgotten how to stand. I couldn't wait to unload everything and take a long hot shower. My comfy sweatpants and hoodie called out to me from inside my duffel bag.

      I was home at last.
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      "Tara!" My mom's voice pierced the quiet afternoon, with a pitch that grew higher and higher until it was ultrasonic. She was barely five foot two inches tall, but I swore she shrunk an inch each time I came back to Windfall. Heavy black eyeliner rimmed her eyes and she had chosen a bright purple color for her lipstick, making her look like a goth soccer mom.

      What on earth was she wearing?

      I cringed at the neon confetti-patterned dress lined with rows of frilly ruffles. The monstrosity was a crime against anybody who had eyes.

      "My baby's home. I can't believe it." She kissed my cheek and wrapped her arms around me in a rib-crushing hug. Bending my neck, I rested my chin on the top of her head. A pang of guilt tugged at my heart for not visiting more often. The gray hairs on her head now outnumbered her natural blonde strands. No matter how much we were unlike each other, it felt good to see her after all these years.

      "Let me get a good look at you." Mom pulled back and scanned me from head to toe. What she saw must have been lacking. She pursed her lips and tutted. "You have to take care of yourself, Tara. Those eye bags and frown lines will be permanent if you don't do something. And your clothes⁠—"

      I frowned and looked down. "What's wrong with my clothes?" My asymmetrical gray sweater, slim dark jeans, and leather ankle boots were stylish while being neutral and fashionable without being trendy.

      Mom scrunched up her nose. "It's so drab. Is that what you kids in the city are wearing these days? You'll never find a husband looking like this."

      My eye twitched. Less than five minutes back home and she was already bringing that up again. "Mom! I'm not looking for a husband."

      She waved away my protest. "It doesn't matter. I have just the thing to brighten up your day. Do you like my outfit?"

      I squinted against the loud colors that somehow seemed to glow radioactively under the sun. "It's very bright."

      Mom beamed and nodded. "I know. Isn't it wonderful?" She spun in a circle with her arms stretched out to the side. It shouldn't have been possible, but the dress looked even more hideous from the back. The ruffled hem flared out like a technicolor mushroom. "It's Soosalu, my new business. Come into the house and I'll show you. You'll love it."

      Will I? My heart filled with dread as we climbed the steps up to the porch.

      "Oh my God." Nothing could prepare me for the carnage in the living room. It was like a clown and a unicorn threw a drunken rave and then proceeded to vomit all over the room. Strewn across the room were all sorts of oddly shaped clothes in loud colors and garish patterns. Not a single inch of the floor or a single piece of furniture was visible under the mess. The air was thick with the chemical odor of freshly unpacked synthetic fabrics, and with each step I took, the floor crackled with glitter and sequins that had already begun to shed from the gaudy garments.

      "I know it looks like a lot. A new shipment arrived at the post office this morning. I haven't had time to organize everything," Mom said as she gathered scattered pieces of clothing from the couch and placed them in a pile on the coffee table.

      There was a piece of strange clothing on the floor. I picked it up, holding it between my thumb and forefingers like it was a dirty diaper. The thing turned out to be a pair of pink pants that were faux distressed in an unfortunate location near the crotch and bedazzled with purple gemstones. Yuck. I threw them onto the growing pile.

      "What happened to your essential oils, Mom?"

      "I'm expanding my business and diversifying with multiple income streams."

      I cringed as I sat down and sank onto the saggy couch cushion. My mom had always been susceptible to get-rich-quick schemes and the sales pitches of the ladies at church. All my life, I was forced to be her guinea pig when she couldn't sell her products to the next sucker. I was no stranger to weird skin creams made with bee secretions or detox fruit juices that tasted like cat vomit.

      With a sinking heart, I eyed the growing pile of fabric. "How much did you buy, Mom?"

      "Oh, don't you worry about that. I put it all on my credit card. I have a month to sell everything and then we'll have enough money left over to build that extension on the house we've been talking about." She grabbed an armful of clothes. "Come on, help me put these in the car. I've booked a stall at the craft market for tonight."

      Letting out a weary sigh, I got up and grabbed the clothes on the coffee table. "You said the shipment only came this morning. Maybe it's not too late to get your money back if you return some of this stuff."

      Not only was I unemployed and living with my mother, but my mother couldn't even take care of her own expenses. At this rate, we were going to be living in a tent in the desert when my savings ran out. I dropped the clothes onto the backseat of her SUV and looked at the giant pile of merchandise with dismay.

      Mom wrapped an arm around my waist and guided me back towards the house. "Oh, Tara. This is it. I can feel it. I'm going to make enough money after tonight to take care of both of us. You'll see."

      "Mom, you said that about the essential oils too. What if this doesn't work out? What's the backup plan?"

      My stomach grumbled, reminding me that I hadn't had anything to eat since Las Vegas.

      Mom tutted and pushed me towards the kitchen. "Poor baby. When's the last time you ate?"

      "I had a burger from the drive-through this morning."

      "No wonder you're skin and bones! You have to take care of yourself when I'm not around, Tara. There's more to life than just work. I knew you moving to L.A. was a bad idea." She shook her head as she ranted. "I'm glad you're back home. Go have a seat, I have just the thing for you."

      I knew it. Mom made my favorite lasagna. For a brief, glorious moment, I imagined the comforting scent of garlic and tomato sauce wafting through the kitchen, the golden crust of cheese bubbling slightly at the edges. My stomach growled in anticipation as Mom opened the fridge, her hands diving into its depths like a treasure hunter seeking gold.

      But instead of the casserole dish I was expecting, Mom spun around with a brown blob on a plate. "I've been swamped with Soosalu stuff, but I got a roast chicken from the grocery store yesterday. There's still some left over."

      The half-eaten chicken carcass slipped around on the plate as she set it down on the kitchen table. She glanced at her watch. "Oh shoot, I have to get going to the craft market. The drive into Reno is going to be awful with all the factory workers going home." She gave me a kiss on the cheek and rushed into her room. Drawers slammed loudly and something heavy fell onto the floor with a thud. I heard water flowing from the sink tap and the hum of an electric toothbrush. "Prpindovnehtooftyfrftnmn," she shouted from the bathroom.

      Even after years away from home, I still understood mom-speak.

      Pop it in the oven at 250 for 15 minutes.

      I lifted the clear plastic lid that covered the chicken. The congealed juices glistened on the carcass like globs of snot. Delicately, I wiggled the plate and watched the juices jiggle.

      Gross.

      Mom came back with a stack of brochures in her arms and grabbed her purse from the kitchen counter. She paused in the doorway, smiling back at me. "Dinner date tomorrow? I'll make your favorite lasagna." The alarm on her phone rang. "Oh, shoot. Gotta go." She fluffed her hair one last time in front of the hallway mirror. "By the way, what's that on your nose?" she asked as she rushed out the front door.

      I stared at the closed door, torn between the urge to chase after her and demand she stop this madness and the guilt of knowing she was only trying to make things better. For both of us. But at what cost? A car door slammed and tires squealed against the pavement as she pulled out of the driveway.

      Gingerly I poked the tip of my nose. There was a bump and it was sore when I pressed down on it. Oh no! I rushed to the mirror. "You've got to be kidding," I muttered while scrubbing at the fuchsia lipstick stain on my cheek. What kind of cruel joke was this, wrinkles and zits at the same time?

      I studied my reflection in the mirror, wondering once again where my features came from. Mom had honey-blonde hair, pale green eyes, and a tan from decades of living in the desert. All of these features were the complete opposite of what I looked like. My raven hair and chestnut brown eyes stood in stark contrast to my ivory skin, which stubbornly refused to tan regardless of how much time I spent in the sun. I had what some people would politely call a muscular figure. Next to my mother, I looked like the Hulk. While Mom never met someone she didn't like, I could count the number of true friends I had on one hand.

      As a child, I never really felt as if I belonged anywhere. I scrunched up my nose at the way my heavy-framed glasses distorted my eyes. Did I get my awful nearsightedness from my birth mother? What about my tendency to hide away with a book instead of joining my coworkers for drinks after work? My love of spicy food was also strange since I was raised by a woman who thought butter was a spice.

      All I knew about my adoption was that my adoptive father had left Mom for a stripper in Reno shortly after I came into their lives. Family life turned out to be more than he'd bargained for. At least he'd signed the house over to Mom in exchange for waiving his parental rights and avoiding child support. I knew better than to dredge up these painful memories for Mom just to satisfy my own curiosity about my past. Some questions were best left unanswered.

      The house felt eerily quiet without Mom's whirlwind energy, but the silence was a relief. I glanced at the table, where the congealed remnants of the chicken mocked me, and decided to grab my keys. Peg's Ham and Eggs it was. I could start saving money tomorrow.

      I put the chicken back in the fridge and noticed that there wasn't any dessert. Mom had an insatiable sweet tooth. Even when we were eating beans and ketchup sandwiches, we always had cake in the house. She always said that a house without dessert was not a home.

      Her favorite carrot cake came from a tiny bakery on Main Street, where the air was always thick with the scent of cinnamon and freshly baked bread. The cakes there were legendary, their cream cheese frosting so rich and smooth, every bite was a guilty indulgence. I made a mental note to stop by and grab one, even if it meant delaying my meager savings plan for another day.
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      Everything in Windfall was within walking distance so I ditched my deathtrap of a car and went out for a leisurely stroll.

      I had barely turned the corner around the neighborhood when a weird fluffy black creature bumbled out from behind an overgrown sagebrush and ran across the street toward me. What on earth was that, a funny-looking dog? The strange animal was the size of a chihuahua and it looked like a stuffed animal. It hobbled over with a wobbly gait before stopping inches from my feet. With black beady eyes, it stared up at me and cocked its head before pecking at my sneakers.

      A chicken! How strange.

      Squatting down, I bent to get a closer look. Even though it was no more than a foot tall, the chicken was not afraid of me.

      "Bok bok. Bok. Bo-gok!" it clucked before pecking at my sneakers again. The chicken tilted its head and stared at me expectantly with unblinking eyes.

      It was obviously well fed so it was probably one of the neighbor's backyard chickens that escaped. Even down in L.A., keeping chickens as pets was all the rage nowadays. I looked around, but none of the houses on the street appeared to have a chicken coop.

      What a strange little thing! Instead of stiff feathers, a thick coat of fuzzy black fur covered its entire body. With a cotton ball of puffy feathers on top of its head and a round body, the chicken looked like it was made up of a pompom stacked on top of a fuzzy Magic 8-ball. Not only were its feathers and eyes black, but its beak and feet were too. The talons on its left foot were folded under like a club foot, which explained why it walked with a wobbly gait. Poor thing.

      I was never an animal person, but I had to admit that it was awfully cute for a chicken.

      Like a miniature Muppet.

      Suddenly the chicken let out a series of loud ear-piercing cackles and started hitting me with its wings.

      "Ouch!" For such a tiny creature, the blows from its wings were surprisingly painful. I blocked the stinging blows with my arms. "Cut it out, you crazy bird!"

      The chicken stopped flapping its wings. It was breathing so heavily that its entire body shook from the effort. Then it dropped both of its wings and let out a low rumbling growl from its throat.

      I got up slowly and stepped back away from the angry bird.

      Why was it freaking out? Did it have rabies? Could chickens even get rabies?

      "Who are you calling a Muppet?" a woman's voice screamed in my ear.

      A jogger slipped past me from behind and stepped onto the street to run around me. "Hey! Watch where you're going!" she shouted.

      "Sorry! I wasn't calling you a Muppet. I was talking to the chicken!"

      The jogger raised both hands in the air and flipped me off. I wanted to return the gesture, but Mrs. Dolan was peering out from behind her window curtains and I had already made myself look plenty crazy for the day.

      I looked down at the ground where the furry bird had stood, but it had vanished just as quickly as it had appeared. Maybe it found its way home, or maybe I hallucinated the whole thing. The desert heat was known to play tricks on people's minds.

      The entire downtown area of Windfall was a ten-minute stretch of shops along Main Street. There was a vintage western-themed leather goods store that was forever popular with tourists. The window displays of Windfall Leather Supply were full of boots, cowboy hats, and horse-riding equipment with golden old-timey lettering that looked straight out of the 1800s. Only the locals knew the truth. The owner was a retiree from San Francisco who came to town after he cashed out his internet startup stock options. He built the store from the ground up.

      Across the street, in a nondescript brick building was Green's Grocery and Pharmacy. The plain-looking business had been run by the same family since the beginning of Windfall's settlement. It was the closest thing our town had to a historical landmark.

      I crossed the street and headed for the shop next to Green's. The bakery and cafe had a cute pink and cream striped awning that looked comically out of place in the middle of our drab little town. Swirly cursive lettering in white paint decorated the front window. Gone With the Whisk. The lacy pink and white décor inside was almost sweet enough to make your teeth ache, and if that failed, the treats inside would finish the job.

      My mouth watered at the wonderfully rich aroma of butter, sugar, and cinnamon that wafted out. It was enchanting. I could almost feel the silky crumbs of cake and creamy frosting melting on my tongue.

      As I walked inside, I looked around in amazement. Everything, from the decadent chocolates and pastries to the multi-tiered frosted cakes on display, was a feast for the eyes. All along the glass cases on the wall, rows of donuts lined up like soldiers in formation. Each row had its own uniform, chocolate glazed with chopped almonds, powdered sugar, rainbow sprinkles, cinnamon sugar, and rich creamy caramel sauce.

      Everything looked scrumptious, but I only had eyes for the cake in the corner display. It was a plain-looking cake covered with a thick layer of creamy white buttercream frosting and topped with a sprinkling of chopped pecans. It wasn't the fanciest cake in the shop, but it was exactly what I was looking for.

      The bakery buzzed with the hum of whispered conversations. Dishes and silverware clinked in a tinkling melody. An old lady with poufy Cheeto orange hair sat near the front counter. She had her large gold handbag on the table next to a large tangled mass of fuzzy yarn that resembled a blue tumbleweed.

      "For the last time, Melusia, mugwort donuts are not going to be a thing. Stop trying to make it happen!" exclaimed the old woman behind the counter.

      Her tall, statuesque frame was hunched over a bubbling cauldron. As s stirred the contents with a wooden spoon, a wonderful nutty cinnamon aroma wafted out. The wispy strands of gray hair at her temples curled, turning into unruly locks from the steam rising from the cauldron.

      "You're missing out on a hit, Esmeralda." Melusia yanked impatiently at a strand of yarn. "Mugwort and licorice is better than sex."

      Esmeralda perched her cat-eye glasses on top of her head and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. She pinched the bridge of her nose in exasperation. Shaking her head, she turned off the burner under the cauldron and muttered, "I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that."

      Esmeralda looked up and spotted me. "Look who the cat dragged in! Tara Hart, look at you!" She put down her wooden spoon and wiped her hands on her apron.

      Melusia's eyes widened. "The prodigal daughter returns." She dropped the ball of yarn and grabbed the cane next to her chair. Her cane shook as she propped herself up into a standing position.

      The two of them fussed over me and Esmeralda wrapped her arms around my shoulders in a tight hug. "Let me get a good look at you." Esmeralda craned her neck back as she examined my face. "I still remember the first time you came in with your mother. You barely came up to my knees and now look at you."

      Melusia practically bounced on her feet with excitement. "How long are you staying? Are you back for good?"

      "I'm taking a break from work until the end of summer." That was the deadline I gave myself to get another job and move back to the city. I didn't want to admit that there was a chance I was staying in Windfall after all the noise I made about getting out of our one-horse town after I graduated from high school.

      Melusia went back to her tangled yarn ball and nodded. "Well, however long you're here, I'm glad you're back." She dug around in her giant handbag and pulled out a plastic jar. "Metamucil?"

      "Uh, not now, thanks." Not ever, if I could help it. "Actually, Esmeralda, could I get⁠—"

      Esmeralda went behind the counter and brought out the carrot cake in the display case. "A slice of maple pecan buttercream carrot cake? Coming right up."

      "How did you know that was what I wanted?"

      Her corners of her lips twitched as she sliced into the cake. "Customers don't choose their cakes." She slid a slice into a to-go box and then cut another slice. "The cakes choose their customers."

      What did that even mean?

      It didn't matter anyway. The moment Esmeralda slid the plate of cake in front of me, my mind and mouth were only focused on one thing.

      I shoveled the cake into my mouth at a frightening speed. Maybe I had been away from Windfall too long, but this was the best thing Esmeralda had ever baked. No, it was the best in the world.

      The carrot cake was a masterpiece, moist and dense with flecks of carrot and walnut scattered throughout. The cream cheese frosting was thick and velvety, with a tangy sweetness that balanced the spicy undertones of cinnamon and nutmeg. Every bite was a comforting reminder of home, a stark contrast to the flavorless health food I'd grown accustomed to in Los Angeles.

      Savoring the forkful of frosting-loaded goodness in my mouth, I collapsed back into my chair. "Ugh. I'm going to die from a sugar coma."

      Melusia grinned. "It's exactly what you needed. Your collarbone is so sharp it could cut stone."

      I tugged the neckline of my sweater. Shame filled me when I realized that the evidence of my struggles in the big city was etched in my body.

      Esmeralda tsked. "And those bags under your eyes. You look like you haven't slept for days."

      Melusia squinted and jabbed her pointer finger at my nose. "Look at that pimple!"

      I slapped a hand over my nose.

      Melusia rummaged around in her giant handbag. "I have just the thing to help you detox the poison from your skin."

      My eye twitched at the word detox. After years of experience with miracle-woo scams from my mother's MLM schemes, there was no way I was going to drink some weird cleansing cocktail. "Um. That's really alright, Melusia. I'll just put some concealer over it."

      Melusia scoffed. "Don't be stupid." She pulled out a jar of ointment and swiped a good amount of the greasy substance on her pointer finger.

      Before I could refuse again, Melusia grabbed my wrist and pulled away the hand covering my nose. She had surprisingly quick reflexes for a woman her age. "Close your eyes," she instructed.

      I doubted that her magic cure was going to do anything, but there were worse punishments than humoring a kooky old lady. If it didn't work, I could always go to the restroom and wipe off the disgusting ointment. Despite my hesitation, I closed my eyes.

      Melusia's fingers were cold as she dabbed the ointment on my nose, the scent of herbs and something metallic filling my nostrils. Her breath hitched as she muttered the incantation, her voice low and rhythmic, like a lullaby sung in a language I didn't understand. "Portortus resolutio!"

      A buzzing hum filled the air. My nose tingled and then a painful zap of static electricity hit me. It felt like someone snapped a rubber band on the tip of my nose. "Ouch!" I jumped back and grabbed a napkin to wipe off the sticky substance.

      Melusia beamed triumphantly. "Ha! I knew it would work." She screwed the cap back on the jar and threw it into her purse. "It's the agrimony extract. Agrimony is supposed to be very good for healing. I added a handful to my latest batch."

      Dumbly, I nodded, as if what she was saying made any sense and looked at my reflection in the glass cake display. I wasn't expecting anything, but to my surprise, the annoying red bump on my nose had vanished!

      "It's gone!" I exclaimed in amazement.

      That stuff she used on my nose must have been some kind of makeup. I rubbed at my nose, but nothing came off.

      A customer at one of the tables raised his coffee mug. "Can I get a refill?"

      Just as Esmeralda went to get the coffee pot, the smell of something burning filled the air. Through the window in the swinging kitchen door, I could see smoke billowing out of the oven.

      I grabbed the coffee pot and waved Esmeralda away. "Go! I'll take care of things out here."

      I called on all of the skills I learned as a flight attendant. Pasting my customer-service smile onto my face, I marched over to the waiting customers. "Everything alright?" I asked as I topped off their cups.

      A woman sat by herself at a table in the corner. She seemed kind of distracted and lost in her thoughts. Hunched over her plate of half-eaten carrot cake, she pushed at the crumbs on her plate with a fork. Though her face was a bit heavier set than I remembered, I recognized who she was. It was definitely Sara Hughes from a year ahead of my class at Windfall High. I walked over to her table, but she didn't seem to notice. Clearing my throat, I raised the coffee pot in my hand. "More coffee, Sara?"

      Sara looked up in confusion. "What?" She stared at the pot of coffee in my hand for a while as if in a trance before snapping out of it. "Oh, right. Sure, that'd be great."

      Judging by the dried crumbs on her plate, she had been sitting here for a while. "The bakery's great, isn't it?"

      She smiled and nodded. "I think I spend more time here than I do at home. Esmeralda's always looked after me." She patted her waistline as if showing physical proof of Esmeralda's care.

      Suddenly, Sara tensed and cowered in her chair. I followed her gaze to the black pickup truck that just pulled up in front of the shop windows.

      The front door flew open, and Hank Ralston stormed in, his boots thudding on the wooden floor like sledgehammers. His face was flushed, the veins in his neck bulging as his eyes darted around the room. He reminded me of a predator stalking its prey. Sara flinched, her fork clattering onto her plate. She hunched her shoulders as if trying to make herself smaller.

      "Let's go!" His voice boomed in the tiny cafe. He came over and grabbed Sara by the arm. Esmeralda stormed out of the kitchen at the commotion.

      Sara winced, but she didn't struggle or free her arm from his grip. Hank Ralston had been a bully his whole life, treating everybody else like trash just because his family was one of the original settlers in Windfall.

      "Excuse me, sir, is there a problem?" My fingers tightened around the handle of the coffee pot, the heat seeping into my palms. Every instinct screamed at me to intervene, to pour the scalding liquid over Hank's smug face. But Sara's pleading eyes stopped me. "Don't make it worse," she seemed to say silently. I swallowed my anger, though it burned hotter than the coffee in my hands.

      He looked down his nose at me and scowled. "Mind your own business. I can do whatever I want with my wife."

      "Harm one hair on Sara's head and I'll make you regret it. Just as your father learned the hard way not to mess with me," Esmeralda said from across the room.

      That sounded ominous. I raised an eyebrow at Esmeralda's not-at-all subtle threat. Despite her graying hair and wiry figure, Esmeralda guarded her shop like an imposing gargoyle.

      "It's okay." Sara grabbed her purse. "I should get home and make dinner."

      It didn't sound like she wanted to go home, but I bit my tongue. "At least let me pack up your cake. No use letting it go to waste."

      Hank grunted which I assumed was an agreement. I went behind the counter and boxed up the slice of carrot cake. Before I could secure the lid of the to-go box, he snatched it from my hands without another word. "Come on," he growled. Hank dragged his wife to the truck, uncaring that she almost tripped on the uneven sidewalk.

      Without looking away from her mass of yarn, Melusia tutted. "What a horrible man. I don't know what that girl sees in him."

      I poured myself a cup of coffee. My hands shook from anger, the pot trembling in my hands and spilling a few drops onto the counter. I cursed under my breath, but the liquid seemed to evaporate instantly, leaving no trace behind. Blinking to clear my eyes, I shook my head. That wasn't normal, was it? It was just a hallucination caused by fatigue from my long drive home.

      I slid into the seat next to Melusia. "How long have they been married?" I asked before taking a sip from my cup.

      "A couple of years. Sara's mother developed dementia, and then the nursing home fees started piling up."

      "Ah." That explained it. Hank's family owned a ton of land in town, but more importantly, they owned millions of dollars worth of water rights as they were one of the first families to settle in Windfall. Water was worth more than gold in the middle of the desert.

      Esmeralda slapped a kitchen towel on the counter. "Melusia! You've done it again. What spell did you use to heal Tara's pimple?"

      Melusia blinked owlishly. "It was just a standard healing spell combined with a quickening incantation."

      Esmeralda raised a brow. "And did you remember to bind your quickening incantation to a specific target?"

      Melusia's eyes widened. "Oh no."

      "Oh yes. Your little spell not only quickened the healing of Tara's skin, you also sped up the cake in the oven." Esmeralda sighed and rolled her eyes. "Would it kill you to double-check before casting spells all willy-nilly?"

      "I always was better at potions than spells," Melusia mumbled. She sank into her chair and sulked while picking at a strand of yarn.

      "Honestly, Melusia, one day you're going to turn the whole town into frogs with your spells," Esmeralda said with a scoff, though her eyes twinkled with amusement.

      Melusia huffed, "Frogs? Please. Lizards are far more practical in the desert. At least they don't croak all night."

      Neither of them was making any sense. "That's ridiculous. Melusia was out here with me the entire time. How could she have done something to the oven? Did you forget about the cake? Maybe you set the oven at the wrong temperature?"

      Esmeralda slammed her hands on the counter and scowled. "I've been baking longer than you have been alive. I never make mistakes. Ever."

      I raised my hands in surrender. "Okay. Okay. Don't bite my head off."

      Esmeralda stared at me. "Wait a minute. You heard us talking about magic and spells?"

      "Of course. I am sitting right here in between the two of you." I said.

      Melusia shared a look with Esmeralda and narrowed her eyes. "What if I told you that eye of newt makes the best truth potion?" she asked.

      Surely this had to be a sign of dementia. I read an article last week about old people with cognitive decline getting worse when the sun went down. It was getting pretty late in the afternoon. "I heard that too, though that is a weird thing to make. Where exactly do you buy newt eyes?"

      Melusia and Esmeralda exchanged another knowing glance. Then Melusia heaved herself out of her seat and went behind the counter. The two of them huddled together as they spoke.

      "She must be one of us."

      "There's no other explanation."

      "Do you think she knows?"

      Their whispers were loud enough to be heard from where I was sitting. I rolled my eyes. "I can still hear you guys. What exactly should I know?"

      "That you're one of us," Melusia said.

      Esmeralda came over and reached for one of my hands. She clasped my hand between both of hers and closed her eyes. She nodded. "I can feel the power flowing through her."

      The two of them were starting to freak me out. I pulled my hand away. "What do you mean?"

      Melusia smiled. "You're a witch."

      I scowled. That wasn't a very nice thing to say to someone. "I know I'm grumpy in the morning before I've had my coffee, but that's no excuse for name calling."

      Esmeralda shook her head. "No, no, dear. You don't understand. Normal humans in this town should not be able to see magic or even hear us supernaturals talking about magic. Well, that's not true. They'll definitely know if they're the target of a spell. But in most cases, only those with an affinity for the supernatural are aware that magic exists."

      "A witch? Like, pointy hats and broomsticks? Or is it more modern?" I asked, raising an eyebrow. "Because if it's the former, I'm out. I don't do hats."

      My face must have broadcasted what I truly thought about her words. She snapped her fingers. "Watch."

      I shoved a forkful of cake in my mouth. My eyes locked on Esmeralda as she stretched out her arms and hands and aimed them at the coffee pot. I choked on my cake in disbelief at what I saw.

      The coffee pot hovered in mid-air, a thin trail of steam curling from its spout. My heart leaped into my throat as it glided across the room with the precision of a ballet dancer, pouring coffee into customers' cups. The faint hum of energy in the air made my skin prickle.

      Melusia patted my shoulder and shoved my coffee back in my hands. I gulped it down. To my surprise, none of the other people in the room reacted to the flying pot. They stared straight through it like it was invisible. After every table had been topped up, the coffee pot flew across the dining room and parked itself back inside the coffee maker.

      "Wow." I should have been surprised, but I wasn't. "You know, that explains so much." Even though it sounded crazy, I knew from somewhere within me that Esmeralda and Melusia were telling the truth. My entire life, a sense of never belonging nagged at me. I thought it would go away once I moved from Windfall to the big city, but the otherness never went away.

      Now I finally knew why.

      A shiver ran down my spine, and a strange pull in my chest stirred. I wasn't just different, I was something else entirely. It should have terrified me, but instead, it felt like coming home.

      Melusia clapped her hands. "This is so exciting. The last time we had a new witch in town was—" Melusia glanced at Esmeralda and cleared her throat. She turned to me. "You must have another witch as an ancestor. Magic can only flow through blood from generation to generation. Do you know where your magic comes from?"

      Esmeralda scoffed. "It certainly wasn't from your mother. No offense."

      I shrugged and looked at the older woman. "None taken. I don't know anything about my birth family. There's really no way of finding out."

      Melusia shrugged. "Your mother might not have had magic, but there's a reason you've always felt like an outsider. The universe has its ways of guiding us to where we belong."

      I frowned. "But why haven't I seen you guys do any magic before this?"

      Esmeralda pondered my question for a moment. "Well, you were raised by a non-magical mother. It must have taken longer for your natural powers to awaken since you lacked exposure from a young age. A witch growing up in a family of other witches would realize their powers around puberty. It would still take years for them to train and harness that magic to its full potential." Esmeralda paused and smiled. "I hope you're staying in Windfall for a while. You need to learn to develop your powers."

      Melusia nodded. "Oh yes! We would be happy to teach you."

      The offer was tempting, but staying in Windfall to learn witchcraft didn't pay the bills. "I don't know. I have to find a job soon, possibly in Reno."

      Esmeralda waved her hand at my concerns. "Don't be ridiculous. You can work here. I'm getting too old for this. My arthritis is acting up and I need help with the customers. I saw you out there earlier. You were a pro."

      It was a lie, of course. Esmeralda could easily handle everything in the bakery by casting a spell with a flick of her hand. On the other hand, if she was gracious enough to offer me a job, then the least I could do is accept.

      "But what if I mess something up? You've seen me. I can barely keep a houseplant alive, let alone run a bakery," I said, biting my lip.

      Esmeralda snorted. "Honey, if I can teach Melusia to bake, I can teach you. And trust me, she's a lost cause."

      "Alright, boss. I'll stay." The words tumbled out before I could stop them, a mix of relief and dread settling in my chest. Staying in Windfall felt like admitting defeat, like giving up on the life I'd fought so hard to build. But something about Esmeralda's offer felt right.

      Melusia squealed and clapped her hands. "This is going to be so much fun."

      Esmeralda smiled. "Your first shift will start tomorrow morning. "

      I guess I was going to be in Windfall for a while.
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      Peg's Ham and Eggs was buzzing with activity by the time I walked in. Not that it was surprising since the diner was the only restaurant in town besides the buffet at the Motherlode. The casino always came with a free show when inevitably the customers started fighting over the last pan of popcorn shrimp. Tonight, however, I wanted a more civilized dining experience.

      I scanned the room for an empty table and found a booth in the back corner. As I slid into the booth, it already felt like coming home. That is, if home was a dimly lit bar with faded wood panel walls out of the seventies and nicotine-stained walls.

      The air smelled of greasy fried foods, grilled onions, and coffee. I plucked the sticky, laminated menu from behind the salt and pepper holder even though I already knew the contents by heart. The only things on the menu that had changed were the handwritten price stickers along the right side of the menu.

      "Hey, Tara. Long time no see," Darlene greeted as she came to my table with a glass of water in her hand. She was the one and only waitress at Peg's. "Are you staying for long?"

      I shrugged. "Just for the summer." Maybe if I kept saying it, it would become the truth.

      "That's nice. Your momma's over the moon, I bet." She pulled a notepad from her apron. "The usual?"

      "Yep. Hold the coleslaw. Extra fries."

      Darlene scribbled the order, snapped her gum and winked. "You got it, hun."

      I relaxed back into the soggy leather seat and scanned the room. From my position, I had an unobstructed view of the entire diner.

      Hank and Sara were eating at one of the tables in the middle of the diner. I guess they changed their minds about having dinner at home. While Sara picked at her spaghetti, he shoved heaping forkfuls of mashed potatoes into his mouth in between swigs from a bottle of beer. She never looked up from her plate at her husband.

      Over at the bar, even though it was only five o'clock, some of the customers at the were already on their fourth bottle of Budweiser.

      At the far end of the bar, a clean-shaven young man in a polo shirt and khakis shelled peanuts without taking his eyes off of the game on the television. Something about him seemed familiar, but I couldn't remember how I knew him.

      The man sitting next to him wore an ill-fitting gray suit that was two sizes too small. His jacket was stretched to the seams over his shoulders and belly. Only a single button above his bulging belly held the jacket together. The garment was one deep breath away from busting open and shooting the button across the room like a bullet. His tie dangled all the way down to his thighs, reminding me of a kid playing dress-up in his dad's clothes. The light from the retro orange lamps hanging overhead reflected off of his bald head as he slumped over onto the bar. He gripped his beer bottle like it was the only thing keeping him from sliding down to the floor.

      Loud laughter pierced the room. A table of teens near the front of the restaurant had a bunch of phones and cameras pointed at their table. The kid in front of the cameras looked like he was going to eat every pie in the diner. I counted at least eight plates of different flavors of pie. A stack of empty pie tins was stacked in a leaning tower at the edge of the table. The poor kid's face was already pale greenish shade, but he kept on shoveling forkfuls into his mouth.

      I rolled my eyes. People did the dumbest things these days for internet likes and views.

      Darlene placed a heaping plate of fried goodness in front of me. "Here you are, chicken fried steak, no slaw, extra fries. Enjoy."

      My mouth watered as I took in the mountain of golden crispy fries and gravy-smothered chicken fried steak. I could already feel my blood thickening with cholesterol.

      The first bite was all it took. My eyes closed in bliss as I chewed. Creamy gravy and crispy fried steak melted in my mouth in an explosion of flavor. How I missed Peg's cooking. There was no place that made good down-to-earth food like this in Los Angeles. Everything was either GMO-free or gluten-free or dairy-free, and definitely flavor-free. It was the taste of sadness and regret.

      My momentary bliss was interrupted by a commotion at the bar. "I'm not drunk!" The guy with the ill-fitting suit slammed his fist on the counter. He flipped off the bartender before stumbling backward. He walked away in a drunken imitation of someone trying to balance on a rocking boat. Swaying unsteadily, he took a step and bumped into Hank and Sara's table.

      "Watch it!" Hank shoved the drunk away.

      The young man from the bar caught him by the shoulders before he fell to the floor. "Come on, Robert. I'll drive you home."

      Robert shook off the young man. "Get off of me, Noah! This is between me and your uncle." Robert took a stumbling step and got up in Hank's face. "You can't hoard it forever. I'm going to get those water rights eventually." He jabbed an accusing finger at Hank. "You can't stop me. One way or another, the subdivision will be built."

      "You know my price." Hank got up on his feet. At his full height, he towered over Robert. "Pay up or take a hike."

      Robert's already red face grew another two shades redder. "You—" He swung a fist at Hank but missed. The momentum of his punch made him stumble drunkenly, sending him tumbling to the floor.

      Hank pulled Robert up by the lapels of his jacket and was about to swing his own fist in Robert's face when Noah stepped in between the two men. "Get out of the way, Noah!" Hank shoved Noah out of the way. The young man crashed into Hank's table and knocked over the beer bottle while steadying himself. Noah gave Sara an apologetic look and helped her mop up the mess with a fistful of paper napkins.

      "Enough!" Shouted a woman's hoarse voice from the kitchen. It was Peg, the diner's owner and chef. She stormed out holding a large metal ladle like it was a sword. Everybody in the room froze and all eyes focused on Peg. I could hear a fork drop in the silence. "Get out of my restaurant if you want to bash your skulls in. If one plate falls to the floor, neither of you will ever eat here again. You hear me?"

      Hank's face reddened as he clenched his fists. It looked like he was willing to get banned from the only restaurant in town and settle for eating at the casino buffet for the rest of his life. Noah whispered something in his ear which seemed to calm him down.

      While Hank was still seething, Noah mouthed some words to Sara who nodded tersely. She then immediately cast her eyes down on her plate before her husband noticed.

      Noah supported Robert as he got up on his feet. "I'll take you home. You're in no shape to drive." They walked out of the diner with Robert mumbling something about subdivisions and greedy bastards.

      Satisfied that the destruction of her diner had been averted, Peg disappeared back into the kitchen. Everybody in the restaurant breathed a collective sigh and pretended they weren't all rubbernecking at the drama that just occurred. Whispers filled the room.

      The teens with the cameras looked at each other's screens. "Did you get that?" One of them poked at their phone. "Yeah, I recorded it all." The phone blasted out an audio replay of the fight, and the boys busted out in laughter. Customers at other tables glared at them, but the teens continued to giggle.

      Even I had to admit that the drama at Peg's tonight was almost as entertaining as watching people fight each other over at the casino. Almost. I chewed on my steak and watched Hank and Sara finish their meal. He was unsteady on his feet and knocked over his chair as he got up. Sara bent down to pick it up. "Leave it," Hank barked. "That's what the waitress is paid to do."

      Peg must have been serving some strong beer for two burly men to get drunk on less than two bottles each. Then again, neither of them were spring chickens. Maybe getting drunk easily was a side effect of getting older. I knew my own tolerance for alcohol was lower than when I was in my twenties. It had been years since I could have more than a glass of wine during dinner without paying for it with a killer hangover the next morning.

      By the time I left Peg's, I was so stuffed that I almost had to roll myself out the door. At that moment, I was thankful that my car had broken down. It gave me a chance to walk off my massive dinner. I saw the glowing pink beacon of my mom's car as soon as I turned onto our street. That was quick. Shouldn't she still be in Reno? The sky wasn't even completely dark yet.

      When I walked in the front door, she was in the living room moving pieces of clothing from big plastic totes to a rolling clothes rack.

      A rainbow of Soosalu scarves and shawls spilled out of one tote, while another overflowed with quirky handbags and jewelry. The air smelled faintly of lavender sachets and fabric softener, a scent that always lingered when Mom was in the middle of one of her business ventures.

      "How were sales tonight?"

      Mom shook her head. "The market ended early just as I was about to get my first sale. One of the sellers couldn't find a babysitter so she brought her kid with her. The poor baby ended up projectile vomiting everywhere. The whole place had to be closed off as a biohazard area."

      The image made me want to throw up my dinner. "Gross."

      She laughed. "Mm, yes. I can't say that I miss that part of raising you."

      I held up my box of cake like a proud hunter who shot down an elusive target. "Look what I've got."

      Mom dropped the clothes in her hands. "Is that Esmeralda's carrot cake? That's my favorite!" she exclaimed, her voice softening.

      "I know," I said, offering a small smile. "I figured you needed a pick-me-up after tonight."

      She darted into the kitchen and returned with two forks just as I turned on the TV and flipped to the cooking channel. Celebrity chef, Maria Coffee, flashed a toothy smile as the camera zoomed in on a steaming casserole dish of mac and cheese topped with potato chips and bacon.

      As Mom and I settled onto the sofa, she glanced at the carrot cake box and grinned, her weariness momentarily forgotten.

      Her eyes crinkled at the corners as she reached for a fork. "You're such a sweetheart. I swear, you're the only one who remembers the little things."

      For a moment, we ate in comfortable silence, savoring every bite of the cake.

      It didn't take long, though, for Mom to circle back to her favorite topic.

      "The craft market was a wash, but I'll make it up in no time." Mom chewed thoughtfully and paused with her fork in the air. "I only need to recruit twelve new associates. Once they make fifty sales, I'll qualify for diamond status and get a $2000 bonus. I wonder if your cousin Olivia would be interested in selling Soosalu in Michigan. Funky clothes are sure to be a hit there. I mean, there's all those college students in Grand Arbor…"

      I felt a migraine coming on just thinking about the financial hole she was digging herself into. "I got a job today." Hopefully, this bit of news would take her mind off of her MLM.

      Mom's face lit up. "Really? Where?"

      "At Gone With the Whisk. Esmeralda needs some help with the customers so she can focus on baking."

      She nodded and chewed thoughtfully. "That makes sense. Esmeralda's getting older. She can't run around and handle everything by herself anymore." Mom speared the last bite of cake. "I never understood how she did it all. It must be some kind of magic. I swear, she has some kind of superpower."

      Her face lit up, and for a moment, I saw the same hopeful spark she'd had when she first started selling vitamins, then candles, then essential oils. She tossed her fork into the empty cake box and jumped to her feet.

      Oh no. I braced myself for what was about to come out of her mouth.

      "This is exactly what we needed! You can help me promote Soosalu by placing a display and brochures in the cafe."

      "I don't think Esmeralda's going to let me do that," I said carefully, trying to keep the edge out of my voice.

      Mom waved a hand dismissively, her optimism undeterred. "Ask her anyway. I'll cut her a percentage of the sales. I'm sure she'll be okay with it. Esmeralda has always been a smart businesswoman."

      I sighed, setting my fork down. "Mom, I'm not a salesperson. I'm there to help Esmeralda, not push your products."

      Her face fell, disappointment flickering in her eyes. "But it's such a good fit! Ladies who lunch at the cafe would love Soosalu. It's a no-brainer!"

      As Mom launched into her sales pitch, that familiar knot of frustration began to tighten in my chest. How many times had I explained that pyramid schemes were a losing game? But she never listened. She was always chasing that next big bonus, convinced it would solve all her problems. It didn't matter how many times she fell short, she'd just dust herself off and start all over again. Her tenacity would've been a virtue if she had directed that energy toward something that wasn't a scam. I wanted to scream.

      Instead, I faked a yawn and stretched my arms over my head. "Can we talk about this tomorrow? I'm beat."

      Mom hesitated, her mouth opening as if to argue, but she caught herself. "Alright," she said, her tone softer now. "We'll talk about it tomorrow."

      Just as I headed toward my room, Mom called out after me. "I'm so proud of you, Tara. It's nice to see you putting down roots at home."

      I paused, turning back to face her. "Thanks, Mom. It's just part-time for now, but it's something."

      She smiled, though there was a hint of something unspoken in her expression. "It's a start. Who knows? Maybe you'll even find your calling there."

      I forced a smile, though inwardly, hopeful was not how I would describe my feelings. Or maybe I'll just survive long enough to figure out my next move, I thought, as I closed the door to my room behind me.
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      Once I reached the sanctuary of my bedroom, I flopped onto my bed and gazed up at the ceiling. It was still covered with angsty punk-rock band posters from my middle school days. Being back in my childhood room felt so surreal, like stepping into a time capsule I hadn't realized I'd left behind.

      Something tapped at my window. It was probably the wind blowing sand and gravel against the glass. I tried to ignore it, but the noise persisted, sharp and insistent. I looked toward the window, but there was nothing on the other side but the inky night sky. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and tried to relax, but the tapping resumed, louder this time.

      What on earth?

      It took a bit of elbow grease to open the old window. I stuck my head out and scanned the darkness to find what had caused all the noise. A faint clucking came from below. There, perched on a shrub below my window, was a black ball of fuzz the size of a chihuahua. It was the chicken from earlier this afternoon.

      A coyote howled in the distance. The chicken responded by letting out a frantic burst of loud cackles, puffing up its feathers. Before I could react, it launched itself through the window and into my room, narrowly missing my face. It landed with a flurry of wings on top of my bed. I stumbled back, staring at the unexpected intruder now making itself at home on my comforter.

      "Shush!" I said in an exaggerated whisper. "Are you trying to wake up the entire neighborhood?" I slammed the window shut and the chicken finally stopped squawking.

      This had to be a neighbor's pet. Backyard chickens were the current trendy pet, after all. The little thing was already making itself at home on my bedspread, calmly preening its beak through its wing feathers like it owned the place. I would have to find its owner in the morning, but what was I going to do with a chicken all night? I couldn't toss it outside, not with coyotes, mountain lions, and rattlesnakes lurking out there. I could never live with myself if something happened to it.

      I suddenly remembered a lecture from my high school biology class. Unlike humans and other animals, birds had no control over when or where they poop.

      Oh no. No way was a chicken going to be sleeping on my bed!

      "Off!" I waved at the chicken, trying to shoo it off of my bed. It pecked at my hand, one sharp bite landing on the soft flesh of the back of my hand. "Ouch! You brat."

      That was it. I picked it up with both hands, carrying it at arm's length like a bomb about to detonate. The chicken squawked and flapped its wings in protest, most of the stinging blows landing on my arms though it did get me good in the face once. I stumbled blindly around the room, before my foot brushed the laundry basket. Perfect. I dropped the chicken onto a pile of dirty towels.

      It turned around on the pile, kicking its feet and fluffing the towels. All the while, it made a series of soft clucking noises. I bet it was grumbling at me and calling me a bunch of unmentionable names. Thankfully, I didn't speak chicken, so I pretended that it was humming in approval of its new bed.

      "I'm going to go get some food and water." I pointed a warning finger at my bed and made a slashing motion across my throat. "Stay off of my bed."

      In the kitchen, I rummaged through the cupboards, pushing aside cans and boxes. There had to be something in here that a chicken could eat. Instant mashed potatoes? Cake mix? Nope. Then I spotted an opened box of cornflakes tucked in the back.

      Aha! Chickens eat corn, right?

      Cereal was the closest thing we had to chicken feed. I hoped my new roommate wasn't a picky eater.

      Thankfully the chicken was still sitting in the laundry basket when I went back to my room with room service. "Bon appéttit." I placed the bowl of cereal and a water dish in the basket. The chicken pecked cautiously at the cornflakes before digging in. Satisfied that it wasn't going to die of starvation or dehydration, I crawled under the covers and went to sleep.

      Bright morning sunlight spilled in from my window, landing directly on my face. I groaned. I must have forgotten to close the blinds last night. I breathed deeply and a wonderful scent filled my nose. Mom was making pancakes and bacon for breakfast.

      I opened my eyes and screamed. A black blob sat on top of my chest, its sharp beak inches from my face. It was that stupid chicken. It was so close to me that it was inches away from pecking out my eyes and close enough that it was the only thing I could make out without my glasses.

      I flung the covers off and jumped out of bed. The chicken clucked in alarm and continued to yell at me even after it landed safely on the floor.

      A woman's voice filled my ears. "I would appreciate it if you stopped tossing me around like that. I have bad knees, you know."

      I whipped my head around, but I alone in the room. "Who's there?" Shoving my glasses onto my face, I scanned the room for my baseball bat. Gripping it tightly, I aimed it at whoever was hiding behind my closet doors. "Come out whoever you are!"

      "Put that down and stop screaming. It's too early for all of this drama," said the same voice.

      "This isn't funny," I yelled, raising the bat over my head as I inched closer to the closet. "You have five seconds to come out. This is your last warning."

      In a blur of black fuzz, the chicken rushed past my feet and
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