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Henry and Mable Bootz sat together on their front porch with a glass of scotch as the brisk April night air rolled in. “Oh Henry, you’re making a big deal out of nothing. Now that Lotti has left Richard we can start over and build a new life with her and the kids.” Tapping his leg, “Lord knows I’ve missed them so. It’s been nine years.”

“Well,” he said, “you could’ve asked me first before making outlandish plans, Mable. I don’t think you realize how dangerous this is, with all of the changes around here. We need to find out what’s going on. It’s been peaceful for so long and I don’t like the idea of changing our way of life.” Pacing. “Besides, I don't know what to do with kids- we have nothing in common- let alone with three of them. I despise their father- and I’ll bet they’re just like him. I’m a busy man- and I haven’t got the time for playing around- do you hear me? Rutgar! Bring me another damn scotch!” motioning to their butler through the window, “I’m dying out here trying to talk sense into my wife!

“It’ll be good for us, Henry. How hard can it be to show them attention? I’ve never overstepped you, but I feel this is a priority. We’ve lived a quiet life long enough.” Getting up with the blanket around her. “Get to know them. They’ve been through so much. God knows the boys could use a  healthy male figure. Someone to look up to. A mentor. I love you. You’re stubborn, but a good man indeed. Trust my decision to let them live here  for the summer. Besides,” she grinned, “I sensed something from Lotti during our phone call last night, if you know what I mean. We need the kids here, don’t you see? You know... to ramp things up.” His eyes narrowed, cheeks blotched.

“What do you mean?” and just then came the pounding of heavy quick footed steps, the front door swinging open, partially flying off its hinges and Sir. Rutgar Rhoad’s massive blonde shaggy head popped out through the doorway...

“They’ve- been breached- we’ve gotta go in!” he screeched, distraught, then spun around in a swift jerky movement like that of a large bird and in a fleeting moment disappeared back into the house.

“Bloody blazes, Mable. Hurry- up and make preparations!” said Henry in a frenzy, but before she went back into the house, he engulfed  her in a protective embrace... “For God’s sake- I hate to admit it but... we really do need the kids here...
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Lotti stressed over how the kids would take the news of their summer stay with her parents and how her step father Henry would take to them. After all, he was the one who had cut off communications when he couldn’t bear to see the kids living under the conditions that they were...with their father never being around. She knew that the kids would be pissed to have to go there. They’ve gone through an obscene amount of life changes. Her best friend Gail and she have been all they’ve had in the world. Her thoughts bounced from the kids to the non-rational things her mother spoke about as she always had since  her childhood. Overcome with concern for their well being.

There was a knock at her bedroom door. Richard, her seventeen year old, standing with a twisted face in his boxers scratching at his hairless chiseled chest, bloodshot eyes boring into her with scorching fire. What -is it?” fumbling. 

“Got up to take a wiz last night. Heard you on the phone. It sounded serious. You alright?” eyes narrowed. Searching his face for any signs that he may have overheard. He didn’t blink. Uncomfortable she fussed, covering every inch of her guilty flesh. 

“My boss.” 

“Really?” staring.

“Yes. He wanted to make sure that all of our travel plans were in order.”

“Sounded intense. Is this boss giving you crap?”

“No. Everything's fine. I’ll be downstairs in a minute and we’ll get on the road soon.

His anger towards her switched gears into loathe. He wanted to call her out on her lies and had enough of her, the woman in which his maternal love had wilted. He was beyond angry. Although he was enraged with his life situation, he couldn’t get a handle on his anger lately...his father leaving them, moving out of their rural neighborhood to live in a flat in Amsterdam and a new school, all of which was hours away from their friends. The marrow in his bones boiled. He didn’t want to harbor so much resentment but couldn’t help it. He felt out of control which was a new feeling for him. The stress made him feel feverish, especially his hands for some reason...it was like someone was tugging and pulling on his veins like a puppet. 

“Romy, her fourteen year old daughter was in her room next door packing sluggishly. She put on her favorite Jordache blues, tank top and converse. While finalizing her packing, she recalled the happy memories of her lifelong friends and the few weekends her family was all together. Rudely interrupted by a particular memory of Christmas when her father called from the office late Christmas Eve saying that he wouldn’t be able to make it home for the holiday due to mandatory overtime. Later on, they had learned differently.

She stopped in front of her mother’s room. She was slumped on the bed. It was obvious she’d been crying. “You coming? You need to eat before you drive.”

“Right!” she shot up, wiped her cheeks and joined her in the kitchen.

Richard and her twelve year old Gus were at the table when they entered. He was tipping back in his chair sporting Sponge Bob boxers which in Lotti’s motherly opinion, revealed too much  as he scratched at his protruding stomach with satisfaction.  “Thanks Richard.” Her arms shook as she reached for a plate sick to her stomach because lying wasn’t of her character and she wasn’t handling it well. In due time.

“Yeah, thanks!” Romy slapped his back, helping herself and then went back upstairs until it was time to leave.

“Gail’s here!” Gus yelled from the doorway, screen ajar, ketchup on his mouth. 

“Right on schedule!” said Lotti, heading outside just as Gail was getting out of a puttering taxi and doing a strange dance fanning her sweat stained top. The driver skittishly took her three pieces of luggage out from the trunk, and she heard Gail say,

“Well- aren’t you a fine lad! No wonder you stay in such great shape- you should really get a case for those guns- they’re pointing straight at me- not that I mind of course. BANG! BANG!” she billowed, causing the boy to recoil. “I really need to get me one of you. Good Lord! It’s as hot as a witch’s bunion out here and it’s not even seven thirty!” handing him cash.

“It...it’s my pleasure to do your service ma’am.” He squawked, arm outstretched, cautiously inching away in fear that this untamed creature could pounce on him any moment. Taking the money, he ran.

“Oh- there’s no need to be proper with me sonny. There’s no bosses in this God forsaken scorching hot driveway!" hauling up a suitcase.

He sped off kicking up bits of rubble in her face. “Well!” she said, greeting Lotti, “he could’ve at least helped carry the bags over to your car. Will- ya look at my wave perm. It’s all frizzled up in this heat!”

“Morning, Gail!” 

“And- a good morning to you sunshine.” Giving her a sticky hug. “Today's the day sister!”

“We’re ready. The U-Haul came last night. Everything else is at the flat.” Taking a deep breath, hands propped on her hips, holding up her weakened soul.

“You’re looking a bit peaked.” Lotti shook her head. The two bent over wordless, lifted the bags and walked silently over to the overflowing rusty wagon. “You sure Old Daisy is gonna make it?” Gail gaped.

“I plan on buying a new car as soon as we get settled. Guess Daisy’ll do for now.” She smirked. Their brief chirpiness faded as they glanced up at the house, making sure the kids weren’t around when Gail said,

“You make the call to your parents yet?

“Early this morning.” Nodding.

“And?”

“My mother is thrilled  to have them. It’s hard to know about Henry.” Shrugging.

“Well that’s not very convincing.”
“I hope I’m not making a mistake. My mom hasn’t changed a bit.”
“Ha! What’d  you expect?”

“No, Gail. She’s still a superstitious wacky woman like when we were kids. I fear for the kids' wellbeing and mental state.

“The woman is as sober as can be. To this day you deny things aren’t true.” Eyes narrowing with a desire to rip open the contents of her head. She’d always felt like she was hiding something from her.

“Ugh.” She slumped. “All she did was talk about that damn house! Trying to convince me of non-rational mysterious things- and my childhood.”

“Ha, ha, ha, yeah!”

“Oh- shut up. You’re just as bad as she is.”

“Sorry. Go on.”

“She rambled about the house and how things are getting bad in their area with The Hague taking more from the people.” 

“What did Mr. Ex Richard say when you last talked to him? Since he works over there.”

“He never discusses work with me, Gail. Only slams the den door in my face when I would ask. He got secretive before the divorce, now that you mention it. I remember he said something to the nature of “a revamping of the government seats.” Shrugging. “I never cared much for politics. Mom asked if we were experiencing any negative effects here.  I told her that things are fine but agreed that we shouldn’t have waited this long to come see them regardless of our situation. It’s not like pop would’ve sent us out onto the streets.” Gail nodded.

“When do you plan on telling the kids?”

“When the moment is right...whenever that is.” She huffed.

“I think I’ll go check on my favorite kids. See if they need any help.” She spun around on her heel off balance towards the house.

The two have been kindred spirit friends since birth. Moments apart. Their mothers were best friends and neighbors. Gail is short and stout with wavy hair to her shoulders and straight across bangs in a jet black shade she’s proud to have bought on the clearance rack at the local corner shop. Her clothing resembles that of a gypsy because she is one, crystal ball and all and prefers to wear them two sizes smaller than she is and in shades too loud for her ivory complexion. Her upbringing wasn’t as refined as Lotti’s. The two were separated at the age of twelve when Gail’s parents divorced, forcing her to live across town with her father. He chose not to send her to the same private school as Lotti as his extra cash went to his fine collection of whisky and herbals. But it never bothered Lotti that her best friend missed the grade. She could care less about proper etiquette and grades and other such nonsense. The two were reunited as teenagers when Gail’s mother acquired full custody then bought a small house in the same neighborhood across the street from them. 

Lott slumped against the car drained of strength, masking her fear and grief behind sunglasses thinking of how she was supposed to move miles away from the only home they’ve ever known and raise three children. 

Richard came out from the house in a slump and a melancholy face. “You might wanna open the windows because Gus hasn’t changed his underwear in a week.” He said with a wicked cocky grin.

“Oh belt up! Gus retaliated from the back seat. It was awfully warm for the end of April.

“Romy. hurry up, we need to get on the road!” Lotti repeated.

“Get in the car, I’ll get her.” Gail marched back into the house and up to where Romy’s room used to be.

Romy is attractive and quite simple for her age. Doesn’t follow trends with her natural blonde hair sweeping her collarbone and wearing practically no makeup with the exception of a striking teal lining her eyes. 

The two girls hurried back out from the house with perturbed faces. “Honestly, Gail, are you sure you’re okay? You practically knocked yourself out there for a minute!”

“I’m alright darling, not another word about it.” Chuckling nervously. “I’m fine, it happens all the time! Thinking of getting myself a helmet in fact.”

“Let’s leg it! Gail, what’s Romy talking about?” Slidding into the driver’s seat.

“Oh- it’s nothing.” Waving a hand to the wind, “I tripped and fell down the stairs. It's nothing to worry about, you know how clumsy I am.” Lotti passed a suspicious look.

All were settled in the car. And with a trembling hand Lotti shifted the gear into reverse and backed down the driveway and then switched back into drive. Her body shook like a leaf as she coasted at a snail’s pace gazing with watery eyes into the rear view mirror, watching the only life she’s ever known shrink smaller and smaller. Gail patted her leg, letting out a sigh as the tears ran down both of their cheeks. Gail sniffed and nodded, amazed at how beautiful her friend looked even on this day, adorned with delicate sparkle, her long blonde locks soft and flowing, makeup modest dewy and fresh- and as taxing as the day was, she looked as radiant as ever. The two nodded, staring back at the glorious English Tooter now ready to endeavor on into the horizon of a new day.

Preperations

Hours later, Mable fussed in the kitchen. “Darn it,” she murmured, “where have I hidden that spell? I really should’ve memorized it...fiddlesticks!”

“Ma’am?” said Sir. Rutgar Rhoads. “Is everything alright?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, did I wake you?” 

“No. I never went back to sleep after last night... Can I help you find something? Did I hear the tele ring a while ago or was I dreaming?”

“No. You heard correctly. Ah-ha!” spinning around with a swatch in her hand. “You and I have a very important job to do... with all of the developments from last night and...” eyes twinkling intensely.

“Well, what is it ma’am?” 

“The kids are finally coming to visit!” she squealed.

“Well I’ll be. Is that right?” he beamed, but within seconds his enthusiasm faded. “When do you plan on telling him? Oh, I don’t think he’s going to like this...not much at all.” Shaking his head, shuffling his overly large duck feet around the kitchen, massaging his whiskered chin in thought. “Well. I guess the timing couldn’t be better. I’ve spent most of the night using counter spells trying to break into the passages. So. In other words. We really do need the kids here, to see if they have better luck breaking in.”

“Exactly!” gripping his shoulders. “So you and I’ll  go through the house, giving it a good cleansing before Mr. Grouch wakes up. The kids won’t be arriving until they finish their exams at the academy- but we can’t wait. Anything could’ve come through the passages during the breach. Looking grave. “So let’s get moving.” 

They scurried room to room, smudging around all of the doorways and windows with a bundle of white sage in preparation for the arrival of the grandchildren. When that task was complete, they regrouped in the kitchen. “This is dirty work.” Said Rutgar. 

“There’s one last chore that needs to be done before making breakfast.” Gesturing for him to follow into the living room. “Once they’ve realized they can’t get out through the passages, they’re going to try jumping shadows as transport. We need to make adjustments to the light sources accordingly, so as the sun changes position throughout the day all of the nooks and corners will be safe.

* * * 
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Gail fidgeted in her sticky seat, rocking back and forth clawing at her chest. “Umm-hum.” Mumbbling, staring out the window and then said, “Well that explains it.”

“Explains what, Gail?” said Lotti. “And by the way, what happened when you went back into the house to get Romy?”

“Right. I’m not exactly sure how to put it to ya, sister.”

“I don’t have the patience for guessing, so throw me a bone-.”

“It’s- happening, Lotti.” turning and smiled, bobbing up and down like a child that just got an ice cream cone.

“What?” she huffed, as Gail has a tendency to exaggerate. “What’s happening?”

“A transition.” She whispered. “A transition has begun, Lotti.”

“Of course a transition has begun- what the hell else would you call-?”

“That’s- not what I mean.” Shaking her head with excitement. “When I went back to get Romy and we were walking down the stairs arm in arm...I saw it.”

“Saw what?”

“Ever since you made the call to your parents,” she pondered, “I think the forces have been put into motion- and the kids are making...a shift.”

“Oh- for God’s sake, you’re as bad as my mom!” gritting her teeth.

“I had a vision” Pressing on, ignoring her distaste for the subject. “I can’t say for certain what it was but it was real I tell ya, and it involved Romy. As the vision came to me, I fell down the stairs. I saw everything from Romy’s perspective. But fragmented. I saw a white farmhouse which looked a hell- of a lot like you’re parent’s house.”

“Go on.” Submitting. Regretting her words as they hit the air.

“Well. In the vision, Romy and I were in that house. I watched as she was thrust out of my arms and into some door and then went flying out and up into the sky. It happened so fast. None of it made any sense- whatsoever. None.” Crossing her chubby arms, shaking her head.

“Well. That all sounds very... interesting, Gail. You know how I enjoy listening to your stories- but when have any of your visions actually come true? Be honest. I’m always listening, but seriously. It’s time to come clean.”

“Well. There’s been a dozen or so that have come true. When they do. I don’t mention anything in the fear of being called a fake.” She said meekly. “I’ve just left out some of the minor details. To be respectful. I don’t like to burden you, ya know.”

“Okay. So you’re talking about visions of my parent’s house. Is that right?”

“Yeah. Something like that-  I can’t say I’ve ever been stricken with such physical force.” She slumped. “It was the most real and tangible feeling I’ve ever felt from anyone- and I need you of all people to believe me.”

“Okay. I hear you. I’ll try to be more understanding. I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel like I don’t  believe in you.” Tapping her leg.

As they talked, Richard' eyes casted lasers into the back of Lotti’s head. What does she have to lose? Her only friend is coming with us. She shouldn’t have left dad. Hell, she probably made up a bunch of lies...he has another family and wants nothing to do with us? None of this makes any sense. I’ll never see my friends again- I’m not a city guy- I’ll never fit in- curse her!”

“So what was the last word from Richard?”

“Well, he got me to meet him out for dinner, after the divorce had been finalized. Requesting not to see the kids. Bastard. Said he’s been working through all hours of the night as new laws and regulations have been going through transitions and about to be changed. Said the information is classified. That new laws would be coming out by the end of summer, changing our lives as we know it... whatever that means.  After that night I never saw or heard from him again. The kids haven’t seen him since before last Christmas. Much better that way, I can assure you.”

“You got that right.”

“So don’t you think that if the kids were to notice if something were out of the ordinary, they’d talk about it? We’re pretty close...or at least we were.”

“Not necessarily. Because they’d be afraid they’d be looked at as a freak. So they’d probably keep it to themselves. You’d have to feel things out, ya know. Gently poke and prod, I say.”

“Well, ever since we’ve been preparing for this move, it’s been practically impossible to pry one word out of Richard, let alone an entire conversation. Overnight he’s become a totally different person. There’s definitely something eating away at him. He’s always been a happy guy. But now, he’s closed off, short fused and he and Gus are at it constantly.

“Hum.” Nodding with a scowl. “Maybe this move is just what the Dr. ordered to help clean up his act.”

As they arrived in the city of Amsterdam, everyone gasped and pointed at all of the sights around the stunning Dutch city as they entered the Jordaan district where their new home would be.  

“I think I’m gonna love it here!” said Gus with his head out the window.

“Unbelievable.” Gail put down the map. “The city was built upon the river Amstel in the thirteenth century, ya know.” 

“You mean we’re actually living on a river?” Gus beamed.  

“Just look at the old churches and eclectic meat and cheese shops...ooh la la. Trinket, wool and coffee houses too.” She rambled and the kids pointed. When they rolled the windows down their senses were struck by the surround sound of honking, glasses clinking, cutlery clanging, people jabbering merrily, cab and bike tires squeaking and the rustling of the leaves hanging over the canal sounding like a dozen bridesmaids in taffeta. The train wailed and buses and harbor ferries swooshed. Lotti weaved through the traffic. “Kids, it doesn’t get much better than this.”

“Where do we go from here Gail?” 

“Oh...here,” pointing to the right, “the flat is in the heart of the Jordaan district. We overlook the Prinsengracht canal. So take a right at the end here,” glancing down, “Westermarket on Prinsengracht.” Lotti gave the wheel a hard right crank, scattering pedestrians. “Pull to the left, there’s an open spot in front. 

The crew walked stiffly up to the door together, Lotti with two skeleton keys in hand. She slid one into the rusty keyhole giving the heavy wood door a push.

Gus bolted past everyone, his excitement echoing throughout the house. The rest of them followed behind slowly into unfamiliar territory. The place had a real mix of seventeenth century Dutch charm mixed with modern day flare. 

“Ahh,” Lotti sighed, feeling more relaxed. “ I’d like to be settled in before dinner. We only have today and tomorrow before you start school.”

“Ugh, you had to remind us mom.” Said Richard in disgust, “I can’t wait to put on that fairy uniform.” He stormed out of the room. The unpacking frenzy began.

“Ugh!” Richard struggled to open his bedroom window and pulled away, massaging his palms.

“Hey! Everything alright, Rich?" said Gus in the door frame.

“Everything’s -fine.” 

“Well what’s up with your hands? Get-em caught in the window?”

“I -said it’s nothing- don’t you have something else to do?” and- don’t even think about coming in here when I’m not around.” He glared.

“Whatever,” He shrugged and walked away disgruntled. 

The cleaning frenzy went on throughout the afternoon into early evening, and when they wrapped things up, Gail and Lotti walked down the block to pick up some takeout.” 

They lazily strolled down the street taking in the late afternoon’s picturesque landscape; a painting by old world masters. Their mouths agape at the stunning canal running in front of their house. The water reflected the red, tan, brown, gray, and yellow from the surrounding brown stones along with the vibrant green of trees. The sky shone atop the swaying waves as a silvery flowing luminescent mercury. The setting sun rays were warm and comforting on their aching muscles as they walked and talked joyfully. The bikes looked lovely scattered along the overpasses. They especially admired the black lamp posts along the trees, which had already begun to cloak the parked cars in a warm pallid glow, their colors washed out creating the feel of walking the streets in a motion picture from the nineteen twenties. 

“So what do ya think?” Gail swayed, smiling ear to ear.

“Oh, I think they’re going to be just fine” The two entered the tiny hole of the spicy smelling restaurant. 

“That should do it!” said Romy, “come outside it's breathtaking. We should take in as much fresh air as possible before school...this really stinks.” 

“I can’t wait to make friends.” Said Gus, “It’s radical here!” he peeled off his sweaty socks, throwing them over Romy’s shoulder.

“You really need a shower. Go sit over there.” Waving a hand in front of her nose. Richard came out in a slump and a never-ending sourpuss. He sat on the step opposite Romy. Birds chirped. There were motors starting on boats and the pinging of bicycle spokes.

“I can’t believe that in two days I have to go to a private school that has the name of a stinking bird. What’s it called again?” Richard asked in a tiff.  

“Magpies Flight,” said Romy with her nose in the air, “and you really should change your attitude about it Richard. It’s  a privilege for mom to be sending us there... She can barely afford it. It couldn’t hurt to show a little appreciation.”

“Hey,” he interrupted, “did someone tell you that that eye color was in style?” ignoring her positive suggestion, “It’s no longer the eighties, you might wanna ditch it.”

“Whatever- Richard, you’re the one to talk about fashion, look at your shoes.” She pointed.

“Look on the bright side,” Gus chirped, “there’s still girls at the school, it could’ve been all boys.” He pointed to a fiery haired girl who looked to be his age walking past them with a group of people and she happened to be looking in his direction smiling back at him. “I guess the school has a place for students to hang out after classes. But you guys are lucky ducks. I think you have to be a teenager to hang out there.”

“Yeah, the place is called Magpies Perch. I read about it,” said Romy, “I guess they have live bands on weekends.”

“I don’t know you guys. Maybe things won’t be so bad here after all. There’s more to do and you have to admit that things were getting weird back home. I mean, don’t tell me you haven’t noticed. Kids were having fist fights constantly and the teachers were moody.” Gus stood and skipped rock across the canal.

“I guess.” Romy rested her chin on her hands. “Sometimes I felt like the teachers were hush-hush whenever we came near them. Before dad left, he was more edgy and secretive. I don’t think it had anything to do with the other family, but something else.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Richard, “school sucks anyway you want to look at it.” He stood up to walk back inside.

“Don’t know why you’ve changed your attitude towards school, Rich,” said Gus annoyed, “I used to look up to you...being so smart and all, I mean you seem to have a knack for book stuff, never having to study for a test, all A’s and loving nature and science things.” Richard ignored him, shook his head and started inside...

“Hello! You wouldn’t happen to be the Obretch folk, would you?” a tall lanky Asian guy with black wild kempt hair and blue eyes with pale skin approached the porch. Richard spun around.

“It depends on who’s asking?” he said curtly, his eyes meeting the stranger’s.

“Simon Bravery, is the name.  And if you’re Richard Obretch, then I’m here at your service.” He dug into the front of his black jeans pocket. He must’ve liked black because he was wearing it head to toe.

“Yeh. I am.  And -what do you mean service? We just moved in, man.” He closed the screen door and walked over to him.

“Hey! Like I said, I’m Simon and I’ve come to deliver your class schedule for your arrival on Monday. Wouldn’t want you to get lost on your first day, would we, curly.” He said sternly as he handed the paper over to him

“First. Watch your mouth, greasy. Second. Who -sent you to bring me my schedule?” he yanked the paper from him, glancing down at it, lips twisted.

“Hey, why the chip on the shoulder? Just doing you a favor.” Finally, Romy leapt up, thrusting her hand out.

“I’m Romy. Richard’s sister and this is our brother Gus.”

“Hey!” said Gus with his hand out, “it’s sure good to see a friendly face around here. You have a younger sister at the school?” 

“Na, no younger one little man. Sorry.”

Richard yanked the schedule from his hand and walked back towards the house. “Thanks for the preview. Charmed.” The screen door slapped behind him.

“Hey!” Simon called back, “you’re kind of a miserable chap! But maybe I’ll see you tonight at Magpies Perch... around seven-ish? There’s a band, and I’ll be with a few other guys in our class. Hope to catch you later! Romy you should come to.” He bopped away waving.

“Great. This should be interesting,” He said inside the house.

“Why were you such a jerk? He was cool.” Gus followed in his wake.

“How do you expect to make any friends acting like that?” Romy shook her head.

“I don’t need friends here.” He plopped down on the couch and turned on the T.V. “Great. No cable yet.” He threw the clicker across the room.

Lotti and Gail hustled through the door with overflowing bags, making their way to the kitchen

“It’s awsome  here,” said Gail, “we can walk to a lot of places. Lord knows I need to start walking.” She plunked the food on the table, sat down and dished out.

“We can see the outline of the academy on the horizon from the front of the house. It shouldn’t be a problem for you to hop in the boat to go to school every day.” Said Lotti.

“What do you mean boat?” Gus dropped the ribs, splattering sauce on the front of Gail’s shirt.

“I mean the green wooden boat docked in front of our house. It came with the flat.

“Yep, things keep getting better!” Gail reached for one of Gus’s ribs and Richard cut in,

“Speaking of school, there’s a hangout.” 

“I- know, you two should really check it out!” shoveling food in her mouth.

“Yeah. Anyway. This guy Simon Bravery stopped over today and gave me my schedule. I was thinking Romy and I could make our way over there tonight to check things out.” He tried his best to act like he didn’t care and there wasn’t anything better for him to do. “Maybe we could take the boat?” picking at the beef on his plate.

“We have a lot to do tomorrow... OUCH!” Gail kicked under the table with a striking glare. “Right! Good idea.” She gave Gail the evil eye as she smiled behind her saucy face.

“What are we going to do tonight, mom?” asked Gus.

“Well, I was thinking we could walk to the little church. They’re having a blues band tonight. I can make some popcorn and bring a blanket and wine for Gail and I.”

“Awsome!” 

“Alright!” Lotti fidgeted in her chair and Gail looking up knew exactly what was coming and gave her a coaxing nod. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.” Dabbing her lips with a napkin she straightened up, “It’s my job. You know I’ve been working on the biggest investigative case in the country, right?”

“Yeah.” They mumbled.

She went on to explain about the job situation and then the news about their summer stay at their grandparent’s house. They looked up from their meal like a herd of deer in headlights and she quickly wrapped things up. “So- before you start the new school year you will be picked up to come back home.” She paused, took a gulp of wine, and concluded with, “I’ll answer all of your questions after things have had time to settle.” They looked confused and beyond angry. “With- all that being said, Gail has gotten a full time job which requires traveling around to different festivals during the summer, not to mention that she’s not my kid sitter and she has a social life of her own. I’ve been left with no better responsible choice.” Her sentences rushed towards the end and she was perspiring heavily. When she finished, she got up as fast as she could and ran up to her bedroom to safety without waiting for a response.

Gail dropped her last rib and darted upstairs to her room leaving the family to deal with the situation in privacy.

“WHAT THE FUCK! Did I hear her right? Did she say what I thought she said?” Richard stood up kicking the chair across the room, Romy palmed her face speechless.

“What’s going on around here? We just got here and now we're leaving?” Gus whimpered, “I’ve lost my appetite.” He got up from the table and stomped up the stairs, stunned. Romy followed slamming her door, leaving Richard pacing and steaming throughout the house.
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​Magpies Perch
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They made their way up the canal at a crawl. The evening sun hung low. Lotti, Gail and Gus had left the house with hopes of avoiding any conflict on their way. 

They reached the Perch in minutes. There was laughter and music.

The Place was in full swing with students letting loose. Richard just barely squeezed between two boats. 

“Stay with me.” Said Romy. This is not my scene,” he reached for her hand as she stepped out of the boat. “Nice park job for a newbie sailor,” she smirked.

“Thanks.” They walked reluctantly to the door and opened it. There were kids dancing to a jukebox, playing cards in a booth and arm wrestling. 

“Hey, it’s Richie!” a familiar voice came from the back of the crowd. Out popped Simon from a group who were playing football with bottle caps. “Glad you made it! Come on over, I want you to meet some people.” He guided them through the crowd, pushing their way to a booth towards the back of the room. “Hey guys, meet our new classmate Richard Obretch!  He and his sister Romy just moved here.” He budged his way into the booth, gesturing for them to sit.

“Richie rich is it?” laughed a preppy guy with slicked hair and a black leather bomber over his polo.

“Yeah it is.” Simon retorted. “Don’t mind him. That's  Bou de Blue. The class’s biggest arse.” 

“I don’t know, it looks like the class’s biggest nose to me.” Said Richard glaring back.

“Hey, you’re pretty, rich  and funny aren’t ya, Richie? Well, you’d better be watching your back newbie, or you’re likely to have your head put in the toilet.” 

“Back off!” Romy stood head-to-head with Blue and rammed her hands into his chest. Everyone jumped up to see what was causing the commotion. Blue stood smiling, enjoying the rise he got out of her.

“Hey! What’s going on over here, mates?” said a young British boy who was even ganglier and wild looking than Simon. He had scruffy blonde hair and green eyes. “You must be Obretch. Simon told me about you. Names Lubban. Lubban Lifer. It’s good to meet you.” He reached out a hand, but Richard kept to himself. Unmoved. Lubban shrugged and slid into the booth with them. Richard felt like a squished sandwich.

“Amazing. How did we manage to get so popular already” said Richard, creating space as others leaned over him.

“Guys, do you mind, a little breathing room.”  said Simon, pushing  back.

“Sorry, we’re just not used to new people in these parts. New student blood, I mean. Usually the kids at Magpies Flight are of families and generations of those families who’ve lived here their entire life, you see. So basically everyone knows everyone and everything about everyone. It’s a tightly knit family.” said Lubban, waving to get the attention of the barkeeper. “Hey, a couple of gingers over here, Willie, the Obretches are  here!” 

“If you’ve been here your entire life, why do you have a British accent?” Richard asked with a dumbfounded scowl.

“You’re pretty sharp, Rich. My great grandparents live in Britain and my parents have been bringing me there ever since I was born. So it stuck. I’ve only been here for high school, so I’m kind of like you.” He winked.

“Great. Lucky us, screwing up your happy little family. Look, we really don’t like a lot of attention, if you don’t mind.” Richard wiped the sweat off his forehead, glancing over at Romy who was squished in the corner opposite with no one talking to her.

“Well if you don’t want attention, maybe you should get your haircut and ditch those fancy shoes. You look so pretty, I would date you.” Said Blue, his cronies laughing.

“Never mind him- he’s a loser that pays greens to have others follow him around. Walk the other way when you see him coming.” said Lubban.

“Yeah well, one of these days my fist will walk the other way...straight into his ugly mug.” Simon dipped his crisps into a plate of mayonnaise. “Care for some, Rich? Go ahead, take a dip.” 

“No thanks, man. Looks like vomit.” 

“Suite yourself. You don’t know what you’re missing.” 

“So. Obretch?” a girl’s voice came from the booth behind Romy, filled with other girls.

“She’s talking to you, frump girl.” Said a groomed girl with tan skin, shoulder length bob and a mini skirt.

“Yeah, what? Romy glared as they snickered and whispered behind Blair Dames, who appeared to be the leader of the pack.

“Whatever!” said Anestasia Storm, reaching in front of Blair to shake Romy’s hand.

“Welcome! Hope you can keep up. It’s fast paced and you certainly don’t want to walk around looking as dumpish as you are now or you’ll never survive.” 

“Let’s go Richard. I’m spent.” 

“Hey, relax. We’re just trying to get to know you, stay a while,” Simon leapt up, “like I told you at your house, lay low and be on time for your classes. Funny you should come here now,” he said as more kids came around. The girls kneeled up, turning around to listen. “Magpies is a great school with the best education in the country. It’s hard to get in, so you must have done something right.”

“Coming here wasn’t exactly our choice.” Said Richard.

“Hey, Willie! Come meet Richard and Romy Obretch, they’re new to Magpies Flight.” Said Simon, waving to the haggard man behind the counter.

“Hiya kids! I heard you were coming. I grew up with your grandfather. The two of us also went to school here, but then he moved away and bought that huge house on the hill. You wouldn’t catch me living up there...with all of those strange stories being told about it. It’s a real pleasure to have you kids here. Your grandfather contacted me. Told me to keep an eye on you.” He shook their hands.

“Likewise.” She said, Richard pulled his hand away, running it through his loose blonde curls before they could touch.  

“You got a problem with proper greetings, Rich?” said Lubban. “Around here, we shake hands as men.” Sinking his teeth into a burger.

“Maybe where he comes from they kiss like girls.” laughed Blue from the back.“Yeah. Sorry. We’ve been unpacking all day and my hands hurt. Don’t mean to offend.” He turned to Simon. Willie dragged a chair over.

“Anyway,” Simon continued, “there’s been changes in the way the teachers teach and the textbooks are different from the previous years. The staff used to be more lenient and happy, they enjoyed teaching and enjoyed us. They’ve been at the school for generations as well,” He said looking confused and disheartened. “Now, there’s rumors that there could be a whole new staff coming in the new school year, and by the way, I’ll drop off your uniform tomorrow.” 

“I believe they’re replacing one of the teachers with Professor Wolf. Finally some eye candy.”

“It’s about time we got a new principal, I mean look at the way he barks at the teachers and us,” said Lubban.

Willie rose, walking to the bar. “The school has good teachers and they’re doing a good job keeping all of you inline. Sometimes they escape in here on their lunch breaks and tell me what’s going on with all of you. So mind your tongues in here and do as you’re told. Some of them are good people. You have thirty minutes until I close, so finish up.” 

Everyone made their way out to their boats. Some walked home.

“We’ll catch you tomorrow!” said Simon and Lubban.

“Right!” Richard headed for the boat.

“We’ll be delighted to see you on Monday and hopefully not looking so drab!” snickered Blair and the others as they walked off whistling and hooting at the boys.

“What a nightmare.” Said Romy, “we’re outcasts here.” Sitting back, she wrapped herself in a blanket to ward off the cold during the ride home.  They arrived at the flat and docked. There was little light to see what they were doing. The house was dark and quiet..

“Goodnight, Richard. See you tomorrow,” yawning up the stairs.

“Yeah. Night.” Closing his door.

Romy woke up Sunday morning to the smell of fresh brewed bean and toast, knocking on Richard’s door on her way down to breakfast.

“You up?” peeking through a crack.

“Yeah. Didn’t sleep.”

“Good morning! I made some herring, toast and pickle.” said Lotti in her robe. Gail and Gus were reading the paper laughing at the comics. “How’d you sleep?” she asked, dishing out.

“Feels like I didn’t sleep at all,” said Romy, “but I remember a lot of dreaming.” Shoving the fish in her mouth, shrugging. Gail’s brows rose at Lotti.  I told you so. “One minute I’m dreaming of lying in the grass soaking up the warmth of the sun, next, there's  strange people hovering over me.  I woke up startled. It seemed like every time I went back to sleep they were there again. Strange.” Shaking her head.

“Maybe you’re getting school jitters. You’ve been under a lot of stress.” Lotti  sipped her coffee.

“Mom, did you say something?” Gus looked up from the paper.

“I was talking to your sister.”

“Oh? Sounded like you told me to go to the basement at grandmas,” he giggled, ducking his head back into the paper.

“Hum, no. That would be a weird thing to say.” Scowling behind her mug, she was kicked under the table. “Knock it off,” she mumbled at Gail, “Richard, you haven’t touched your meal or dinner last night, how come, and- why are you rubbing your hands so much, did you hurt them during the move, or have you developed a case of OCD?” She reached over and grabbed them and he tried pulling away but she latched on firmly, examining his fingers and palms closely. Massaging deeply, working between each finger. “Well, they look fine to me.” Scowling, he pulled away. “When everyone’s done we have one more day of unpacking as much as possible before you start school.” 

“Good coffee, darling! The best brew I ever had in fact. I feel ready to tackle the day. Should do me some good on my first day at work at the Owl’s Eye. It’s a glorious light workers' shop. They serve coffee, tea, and have a cozy setup for the client’s readings. “Boy, did we move to the best place for my line of work, besides Salem. Someday... one can only dream.” She patted Lotti’s shoulder.

“Wow, she’s right! That was a good coffee -and I stink at making it. The migraine I’ve had since we arrived has completely gone away.” Lotti noted, “as a matter of fact, I don’t remember a time when I’ve felt so alive!”

“That’s the spirit!” said Gail reaching for another box to unpack and passing a bit of gas on her way back out. “Sorry Lotti, I told ya no onions for me!” cackling as she scurried off.  

“My head is killing me, mom. I’m hot! Gus moaned.

“You’re probably hot from the oven,” she called out.

It was another long work day. Gail did laundry and Lotti prepared lunches for everyone.

“I can’t wait to be settled,” she said dreamily, “then this will be home.” 

There was a knock at the door.

“Hi, ma’am!” it was Simon and Lubban, each cradled a package in their arms. “Would Richard happen to be home?” they asked with wide smiles.

“Oh right, you must be from school. Richard and Romy told us about you. Just one moment...oh... I’m Lotti... their mother.” She shuffled back into the house, “Richard, Simon and Lubban are here!” Richard and Romy tramped down the stairs, Romy lagged behind to eavesdrop.

“Hey Rich! Here’s your uniform- and you have to wear the ruck sacks off to the right side.” Lubban  plopped them down onto the stoop.

“Here. We brought you your lab case, too. It’s full of instruments and stuff, so be sure to bring it with you tomorrow.” Simon added.

“We just finished unpacking, do you feel like a drink?” Richard asked.

“Sure, thanks!” said Lubban, “we’re dying out here. How about we take some drinks and walk to the museum steps? That's where the chicks hang out!”

“Besides, we think you have an admirer,” said Simon.

“Oh, really?” Richard flung the packages inside the door, and Romy reached out to hand him their juniper fizzes, “thanks,” he actually grinned, “and who might that be?” he asked as they strolled down the street.

“Heather Hills, only the finest gal of Magpies Flight,” said Simon, smashing his bottle with his in celebration.

Night fell, and Richard came home just in time for kale stew and fresh hot rolls.

“Richard, I don’t mind you hanging out with your friends, but could you tell me when and where you’re going next time?” Lotti put a bowl in front of him.

“Yeah. Sorry.” He said shyly and spooned in a mouthful. Dinner continued in a content silence as everyone was hungry from another taxing day of work.

At the other end of the table, Romy ate with a hung face...I’m never going to survive here in this preposterous place. It was hard back home, but they’ll eat me alive here. Everyone is so refined, groomed, intelligent, snobby and mean! If only I could blend, completely disappearing in the background like a chameleon. I don’t want any of this, my life is a nightmare!

“Romy, Honey? You should go to bed earlier since you haven’t been sleeping well.” Lotti kissed her on the head and then she and Gail made their way to the living room to watch the evening news. The kids went upstairs to prepare for their first day of school. 

The reports were all about politics and somber matters as the anchorman went on about how there were changes being made inside the government, who would step down, who was to take their position, and how they were in the process of what they called ‘a revamping of the seats.’

“Oh, I really am tired of stories of crime and death. TV has a way of bringing your spirits down, doesn’t it?” Lotti reached for the remote, shutting it off.

“Yer not kidding,” said Gail, “I felt better about life before we sat down. Maybe, we should stop watching the tube altogether. It provides nothing positive for our wellbeing and I’d rather read.” Rising, “night! Don’t let that rubbish get under yer skin, Lotti. It’s not good for sleep.”

“You’re right, goodnight, Gail. See you in the morning.”
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​Journey Into the unknown

​
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“Are ya ready to conquer the big day?” Gail chirped.

“It’s horrible! Honestly mom, look at these clothes!” cried Gus, plopping in a chair in a huff. “I look like a pansy!”

“It’ll help so no one notices I’m alive.” Said Romy defeated, choking down her oats.

They finished and got up reluctantly, kissed their mom and Gail on their way out the door, and climbed into the boat with long faces.

“Radical! A boat ride to school sure beats the smelly bus back home!” Gus gnawed on a piece of liquorice from his bag.

It was true, their mother said that the academy could be seen brushing the skyline from their flat, but for being a miniature castle it was quite immense, ancient and spectacular compared to its surroundings. The overcast was dense and from a distance they could see the  students flocking around the grounds. Crawling in, three heads tilted skyward to the fortress residing on a triangular peak on Brouwersgracht, where Lekkeresluis and Papiermolensluis intersect. The docks curved around to a point, harboring the ritzy student boats. 

“Another foot!” Lubban helped them drift in, waiting, so they could walk in together. “Hey there Romy, Gus!” Richard cut the engine and paused, taking in the exquisiteness in which he was engulfed. Lubban reached out to help, and although Romy despised school, she was overwhelmed by the brilliance of it as she was hoisted up out of the boat and onto what felt like foreign, mystical land.

The school was multiple shades of brick, with rusty cobblestones which shone eerie in the dim light. There were three square turrets and two megalithic wooden doors in front with black iron knockers, two side buildings with two round turrets in which one of them had a short connecting bridge. There were arched entrances with tunnels and black iron flaming lanterns, and an engraved sign hanging proudly over the main entrance which read: MAGPIES FLIGHT, with a Magpie bird on both sides. It was the same emblem on the pocket of their uniform. There were stained glass windows. The rusty bell in the central turret tolled ten minutes until the first period class.

The grounds were a manicured emerald with spiraled hedges, rainbow tulips tucked in beds below the windows and a shrub out front in the shape of a Magpie.

The school was the main focal point in the area as it hovered over its surrounding buildings like a hawk sheltering its young from prey.  Melancholy shadows surrounded the waters in which they hung. It felt like old world times. Like time stood still.

People watched them closely as they stuck together up the walkway and  then came to a stop at the entrance. Masses of students formed a barricade around them.

“Blinding, are they serious? I feel like a fox surrounded by a pack of wolves. What do we do, Richard?” Romy was terrified.

“Hey- everybody- watch it- Obretches coming through!” Gus announced, budging his way through into the building. He didn’t want to come across as a newbie. He tripped, looking foolish. “Hey! You’re the girl I saw walking past our house this weekend! I’m Gus Obritch!” he put out his sweaty hand to shake hers.

“I remember you. You live in the terracotta brownstone. I’m Autumn Day. It’s good to meet you, Gus.” she repaid the friendly gesture. Her ember hair fell into her eyes as she tilted her head down shyly. “Walk with me I’ll show you where to go.”  

“Well lookie who we have here everybody, it's pretty boy Richard and his frumpy kid sister whose balls are bigger than his! Nice shoes. Did you steal them from your daddy?” Boude Blue laughed with his crowd.

“I told you not to wear those Italian leather ones! How many seventeen year olds wear shoes like that? Darn it, Richard. You’re just asking to get beat up.” Romy huffed.

“We wear uniform shoes here, Turkey.” Blue hunched with laughter, cackling into the school. Their banter echoed off the walls and then another unwanted voice came from behind...

“The least you could’ve done was tie your mousy locks back before showing your face here on your first day. Said Anesthesia Storm and Blair Dames as they passed. Others snickered ruthlessly.

“I really hate my life. I think I’m gonna be sick.” Romy said to Richard.

“Come on. Let’s get this day over with.” He said as they carried on together.

Romy leaned limply against her locker, she couldn’t help but notice the alarming uniformity of the students as they stomped past. They resemble a band, wave after wave of  marching with the same foot forward; right-left-right they clomped. The girl’s hair waved side to side in rhythm. Skirts swished back and forth  and every chin held so high that they should’ve tripped over each other. The conversations consisted of the latest phones their parents bought them, parties the coming weekend, a father’s promotion, and a major breakup.

The uniforms were decent. Even someone like her was able to look good in it with the leather camel rucksacks, riding boots, pleated jean skirt, gray cardigan with the school emblem on it, and a white blouse. The boys were similar.

* * *
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In Professor Norman Nobilis’ eleventh grade Biology class. Richard took a seat next to the window where he could escape.  Boude Blue was far in the back. 

“Well lookie who it is everyone, goody two-shoes Richie Obritch!” Blue let out a loud  laugh and the rest of the kids joined in with the exception of the girl next to him, who rolled her eyes. 

Nobilis strolled gracefully into the room with a cup of coffee in one hand and a planner in the other. He proceeded to walk with waltz-like steps over to the board, scooped up the chalk and scrolled... 

DNA Extraction

If you break apart & destroy the DNA during this experiment, does it mean that its energy is gone forever?

Curious, isn't it?

He was an elegant, confident man, medium build and short. He looked older than the rest of the teachers with tortoise shell hair and deep waxy wrinkles. He was vivacious and immediately raised Richard’s spirits.

“I certainly hope you all have something meaningful planned for your summer break,” he spoke, “as we only have a month before finals. Good morning  Obretch! It’s a pleasure to have you in my domain. In here, you’ll  take a journey into the unknown, traveling beyond the limits of a school outline.” The man was quite eccentric. “ I want you to challenge and question everything. Don’t just take my word for it and assume out of laziness that I’m always correct. Although I almost always am, I have to admit...I am good!” He cracked himself up. He offered his hand to Richard, smiling wide and warm with a wink, and  then turned on his heel and continued with his animated introduction. “Richard, I’m getting good vibes. I’m a good reader of people, you see. I have great expectations of you already. It seems that everyone cares more about their electronics, girlfriends, boyfriends, and- apparently- arm- wrestling, according to Mr. Blue!” he spun around to the back of the room where he was joking with another student. “Get out! I have a limited amount of time left and will not tolerate you clowns any longer! You’ve been nothing but a disturbance all year!” he pointed to the door.  The boys stormed to the front of the room, Blue tipping  his desk on the way out!

“I’ll have you canned, old man, you’re spent! It’s only a matter of time. You’re too moth-eaten to keep up. Principal Barkman doesn’t want you here. The fact that you’ve been here longer than any of the other professors and refuse to teach us the way the board says your supposed to, we’ll probably fail our finals because you pull information out of your-”

“I SAID GET OUT, you ignorant fool! No one will be subject to your hostile negativity any longer! Be sure to let the door hit you on the ass on your way out!” regaining  his composure rather impressively, “allow me to apologize for that disturbing display of conduct, Richard. I expect better.

Heather was the silent sweet looking girl sitting to his right. She smiled. Her hair waved past the middle of her back , eyes wide copper. “ I have arranged stations in the back of the room for today’s lesson. We're extracting the DNA from a pigeon!” he rubbed his hands together like an excited child with a cherry pie in front of him.

“I’ll set a timer for ten minutes at each station.” Everyone scurried about the room taking their positions.

Nobilis guided them. “First we’ve taken DNA, the blueprint for life... don’t try this experiment at home with your family pet, little brother’s big toe, or any helpless creature in the backyard!” he bounced about with delight. At table one...“Okay Richard, after adding all ingredients, blend them up with your pigeon’s liver for fifteen seconds.” Go ahead, boy, don’t be afraid. It’s dead and the life energy has already left. What's happening to the DNA?”

“Well,” said Simon, “the liver is being separated from the DNA. But I don’t see how the DNA will survive.”

“Ah, anyone else? Think outside-the-box! Let’s say, oops! You’ve sliced and diced up all the DNA... next, you’ve added alcohol and shaken the test tube so that all that was left is now broken up completely. Would it be the death of the DNA? Or has it only changed its form? A life transfiguration, perhaps?” he rambled.

“What do you mean, professor?” asked Heather.

“Well, the current form of the DNA’s characteristics have changed dramatically, correct? But for most of its life it lives in a state of non-change. That is until something physically causes it to change its form. Or, does it will itself transfigure into something else, causing itself to change its form or energy into whatever it wants?” They were puzzled. “DNA doesn't have a lifespan if you break it up because it’s made of vibrational-energy... stay with me now... its energy can  change into another type of energy. Therefore, its life is never really over is it? For a duration of time it remains non-transfigured. Energy consumption is the dormant life of everything, including dark energy, which you cannot see, so they say. Energy, which is in every person, animal, plant, and solid objects cannot be destroyed, but changes from one form to another!” he concluded, winded and satisfied with himself.

“So what you’re implying,” said Richard, “is an eternal recurrence?”

“Ah!” Go on boy.” 

“It’s a concept that the universe and everything in it will continue to reoccur in an infinite number of times across an infinite time or space?” 

“Yes, possibly in a form of which the energy chooses to inhabit. It can be anything! It doesn’t possess it, but continues to fill it with the kind of energy it is or has evolved to be. Positive or negative.” 

“So energy can’t be destroyed. Only change form?” Heather was finally getting the point.

“Yes my dear, and I leave you with this... conservation of energy can be violated, but nature makes sure it is always within the limits of certainty. The fact that it can be violated has important consequences!”

Heather was contemplating what to do next, other than retch.

“Here we have it. Our soapy liver. I strained, added wool light, and swirled it around the tube.” Holding it away, “now breaking down the membrane sack the DNA is encased in, because detergent plus lipids and protein equals loose DNA strands!” 

“Now, wait a bit!” he directed. Everyone was fast at work and waiting for the next reveal.

“What a joke...he’s putting steak tenderizer in our DNA! Are we having this pigeon for lunch?” said Simon.

“Stirring gingerly, cutting down the protiens. Move along, quickly now!” he waved them on, adding rubbing alcohol to the mixture.

“Wow, look at those strings!” Heather yelped.

“DNA is a long stringy molecule. The salt helps it to stick together, but it looks like we’ve run out of time for today’s lesson! Go ahead, grab your wooden sticks to collect the DNA to be transferred into another container! Fill it with more alcohol and put it in the cupboard in the back of the room. I’ll see you tomorrow to complete the project. We’ll be looking at the magnificence of life under a high-powered microscope! Think of the universe as you watched your concoction spiral round in the blender!” gathering their belongings, “I want you to think about how the DNA resembles the universe with its whirlpool of transformation and regeneration, and its rebirth from pigeon to the divine! The spiral of DNA is a universal symbol of spiritual transfiguration! How about you sleep on that for tonight! Always remember, the energy out of any living thing will be equal to the energy put into it!” he said for the last time at the top of his lungs as everyone made their way out of the room. “Good day to you all!” the bell sounded “You did very well today, Mr. Obretch. I’m looking forward to other thoughts you have to contribute to this particular lecture.” He collected papers.

“Thanks. Me too. He dashed out the door.

“Richard, wait for me! We have next class together!” Heather struggled to catch up through the crowded corridor.

“That wasn’t so bad!” she said with a smile.

“No, I didn’t expect that at all. I think Nobilis and I are going to get along just fine. He’s been the highlight of my move here so far.” He barely took his eyes off of her. She was tall compared to the other girls. Simple. Natural. He was very drawn to her. The other girls haven’t batted a lash at him as he didn’t fit into their stereotypical standards.

“Picking up pace they jogged over the tunnel bridge which connects to the side wing to get to history class.
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​A day less ordinary
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“Hey, watch it!” Gus fell on the marble floor, books scattered, searching for a sympathetic eye.

“It’s another Obretch pansy! Stay down, It’ll serve you better!” laughed Ralphie, a lanky boy with long brown hair blown to one side with the dryer for too long. One eye glaring through his bangs. A shrimp with a big mouth and intimidating back-up.

Gus sprang to his feet, yanking Ralphie’s shirt by the tail as it hung down his back. A loud tear  echoed through the hall and the crowd halted. “You’re done for, lamb chops!” Ralphie pounced on him and Gus rammed into his stomach thrusting Ralphie backward off his feet, landing hard on his but. Gus was on top of him in a flash. Ralphie reached up, latching both of his hands onto Gus’s face and squeezed. “You’re dead, Obretch!” Gus broke free from the clamps on his face, trapping Ralphie like a pretzel with his thick thighs as he punched away.  A right hook, then left. Ralphie twisted, freeing himself for a moment but his weight was too much for Ralphie. The two battled.  During a tumble they thought they had hit a wall. Gus’s neck and breathing became constricted as he was being hoisted up off of Ralphie and the floor. He went limp.

“What’s going on here?” came a booming raspy voice like that of a man who had laryngitis. Something hard and cold thumped Gus on the forehead between his eyes, causing him a brain freeze-like headache. Looking up, there was a gold pocket watch dangling from a chain. It was shiny and compass-like. He rubbed his forehead.

“Mr. Barkman Sir, I was trying to get to my class and the new boy attacked me!” whined Ralphie.

“You must be one of those Obretchs everyone’s talking about. I don’t know how you behaved in your old neck-of-the-woods, boy, but this nonsense won’t be tolerated on my land. Now,” changing his tone, “pickup your stuff and get to class before I give you detention! However, I won’t today because I’m in especially high spirits!” he tucked the chain into a pocket of his droopy  trousers. 

The boys glared. Ralphie jabbed him in the shoulder before going his way, and without responce Gus ran for his next class, glancing back over his shoulder, he saw Principal Barkman leaning into Mr. Solomon Whistler’s face, the school janitor, with one of his hands over his head pressing into the lockers, talking so close that Mr. Whistler was getting showered. Gus rounded the corner hiding from sight, eavesdropping at safe range. He couldn’t make out their words, but judging by the shaking of Mr. Whistler’s body and slumped head, he knew Barkman was a force to be reckoned with.

Mr. Whistler was an old shrunken man who talked with a  lisp. Nods mostly. He’s been there since his high school graduation. It’s unknown why he stayed, especially under the rule of such a man as Barkman. He’d become a slave to the academy. 

When Barkman finished, Whistler nodded, pulled his body away and shuffled down the hall. Whistler caught sight of Gus and he jerked back frantically. False alarm.  Footsteps traveled away. Peering around the corner he heard a solid chime on the floor so he went cautiously to the general area where he’d heard metal hit marble. He bent over for a closer look. It was a tarnished skeleton key. Oh-no! He’ll need this for sure! I’ll hunt him down later. He plopped it safely into his pocket and ran down the hall. 

*  *  *
[image: ]


Blinding! This place is ridiculously huge! Romy fumbled with her schedule, ending up in front of the gym, where a terrible smell was coming from the boy’s locker room. Whistles blew, students ran yelling and she had a headache from the fright of being late to Professor Strum’s class. 

The walls were gray, adorned with iron gas burning lanterns, arched ceilings, and creepy statues of animals. Crystal chandeliers dangled above and suites of armor in the corners. 

She groaned and sprinted down the hall, coming to a screeching halt. Wow, all those trophies and plaques! Behind polished glass enclosed the school’s prized possessions that had been passed down through time.  Masterpieces of pottery, jewelry, jerseys, and photographs of times past. A group photo caught her eye,  a sepia picture of a native Indian























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





