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      As a teen, Doris embraced the entrepreneurial premise of providing a needed service or product without the encumberment of a large corporation or government agency. In the spirit of bypassing the need for a college education and a boss for the next forty years, she studied those she worked for at her after-school jobs. Where they received their products from, how they advertised, the way they interacted with customers and vendors, how they treated employees and the competition, and even where they invested their profits were all kept in a well-organized file. After graduation, Doris moved from a small suburb of Seattle to the San Juan Islands. Having visited during school holidays, she understood the desires of tourists and the needs of locals. Because she fell in love with Big Bull Island, she her knowledge of working in a small business and purchased a building on the main street using the small inheritance from her mother as a down payment. Hiring local contractors, she renovated the shop to serve her purpose. The glass counter cupboards, wooden shelves, and circular display cases pleasantly exhibited items procured mostly from the mainland and made available for perusal and purchase by locals and tourists alike.

      The sidewalk outside Doris’s Lost Treasures, the only antique shop that also carried collectibles, curios, and rare items on Big Bull Island in the Puget Sound, was empty. Spring wasn’t the height of tourist season, but a few late Spring Breakers and regulars from Seattle, Portland, and British Columbia would make the ferry trip for a special day on the island. Big Bull boasted the longest list of specialty shops and restaurants over any other city of its size in the United States. The land tours and activities that boomed in the summer were also unique because, as the marketing pamphlets and website stated, “Take the Big Bull Challenge, and find what you didn’t know you were searching for.”

      In another two months, Lost Treasures would extend its hours to accommodate the crowds. But for now, it opened late, timed with the arrival of the ferry, and closed early, when most restaurants started the dinner hour. Some items in the store could be found at any tourist shop in any town across the globe. T-shirts, sunglasses, hats, mugs, bumper stickers, flags, cookbooks, stuffed animals, posters, and various decorative knick-knacks filled part of the shop to encourage visitors to purchase something to remember their time on Big Bull Island. These items Doris ordered online and from catalogs, with a few in her inventory contributed by local artisans. Then there were the unique objects she found and shipped to her store when she traveled twice a year to the mainland on buying trips. Those forays to antique shops, auctions, and estate sales often yielded the rare and one-of-a-kind items that earned a higher price tag and special display.

      Doris thought of the box of items she’d discovered at a pawnshop on the mainland. She’d originally made the ferry trip to visit her friend, Loralyn, but then stopped at the pawnbrokers on the way to the ferry terminal in Victoria. As always, Doris chose items that were unusual, ones she got a particular feeling about. And the double-depth wooden cigar box, with a faded label printed in what she thought was Spanish, still held the aroma of tobacco and a good piece of her curiosity. She hadn’t opened the box in the pawnshop, but just placed it in the crate she carried to gather her other interesting finds, eventually shipping the crate to her shop to make the return ferry trip easier.

      She stood in the back of her shop and eyed the wooden crate, hammer in hand, and remembered the poor negotiating skills of the pawnbroker. Prying open the crate, she carefully unpacked a cigar box. Though she hadn’t peered inside, she knew it held something rarer and more valuable than jewelry, love notes, or cigars. Setting the box on the table where she cleaned and priced her items, Doris gently lifted the lid. She blinked at the pale pink light spilling out from the cigar box and the sparkling cloud that surrounded the little being who now floated a few feet above the table.

      “Oh, my,” Doris said, her hand fluttering to her heart, her silver-rimmed glasses sliding down her nose as her eyebrows rose and disappeared under her dyed red bangs.

      The creature, which seemed to be female, studied Doris. With hands on hips, the six-inch-tall being with short, spiky black hair and violet eyes, wore an irritated scowl, tiny black pants, a red velvet vest over a cream-colored blouse with billowing sleeves and lace at the cuffs and neck.

      “And who are you?” the accented voice of the floating girl demanded.

      “Oh, my,” Doris said again. “You can talk.”

      “Of course, I can. And in about two hundred languages. You’re lucky I tried this one first.”

      “‘Two hundred’?” Doris’s eyebrows rose even further.

      Now the creature crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. “When you’re alive for a few thousand years, you have to learn something. One can’t spend all one’s time granting wishes and being mischievous.”

      “Wh-who are you? What are you?” Doris stammered.

      “Minuk. I’m a genie.”

      “And you live in a cigar box?”

      Minuk waved her hand dismissively. “Not much privacy in a glass bottle. An oil lamp makes me feel claustrophobic. I make my home almost anywhere. But some containers travel better than others.”

      Doris readjusted her half-glasses and looked closer at Minuk’s accommodations. Larger than the furnishings found in a doll house, the cigar box contained what one might find in a studio apartment. A bed, a couch, a couple of chairs tucked under a table, several changes of clothes hanging on a bar stretched across a corner, a jeweled snuff box, and two match boxes Doris was sure didn’t contain matches. There appeared to be no kitchen or bathroom. It made sense, she decided, since a cigar box had no plumbing or electricity.

      “How long have you been in the box?”

      Minuk, finding interest in the objects on the shelf behind her, didn’t turn around as she answered. “Forty-two years, three months, five days, four hours, and…” she paused to count on her fingers, “twenty-three minutes.”

      “Has it been that long since you’ve eaten?” Of all the questions Doris could have asked, her humanitarian side had to inquire as to the creature’s immediate survival and comfort. If this hadn’t been such an interesting event in her day, she would have rolled her eyes at herself.

      Leaning forward to poke at a brass bell, Minuk said, “Of course not. I can leave whatever container I’m bound to for short periods of time.” She tapped a fingernail on the bell and frowned at the dull sound. “Which means I’m able to do what most creatures can. I move, eat, drink, have sex, sh—”

      “I see,” Doris cut in, realizing where the genie was going with her explanation.

      Bored now with the brass bell, Minuk turned around to study Doris. Just because she had lived a long life didn’t mean she’d forgotten any of her human encounters. Surprised that Doris didn’t run screaming at her first sight of a jinn, Minuk wondered what the woman would wish. With dyed red hair, half-glasses, deep laugh and worry lines, support socks, and sturdy shoes, Doris appeared to be in her sixth decade, worked the shop herself—so kept physically fit for one of her age—and the clever twinkle in her light green eyes warned the genie that the woman might not be an easy three and done.

      “You grant wishes?” Doris asked, bringing her attention from the cigar box back to Minuk.

      “Three. As the contract states. Then…” Minuk looked around and smiled, “you allow me to choose a new home and send me on my way.”

      Doris’s lips curved in her own smile. Not at the prospect of being granted three wishes, but at telling the story to Loralyn who would turn green with envy. And Doris knew how she would begin her tale: “Alone in Lost Treasures, I unpacked the crate of items from the pawnshop. I opened the cigar box, and what should appear but a 3,000-year-old genie floating in a cloud of pink glitter.” Loralyn’s eyes and mouth would turn into three perfect circles before she demanded details and proof.

      Doris tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Hmm. Three wishes? I have everything I want.”

      A flash of panic crossed Minuk’s features. “You have to wish. No one goes against the contract. In fact, everyone who has made a wish can’t decide on just three. They try to add contingencies and include more than one wish in each utterance. That’s not how it works.”

      “What if I don’t want the wishes?” Doris asked, her own mischievousness surfacing.

      Minuk darted back and forth in agitation. “But you must! It’s the way of things!”

      Doris turned and paced away, unable to hide her smile. What luck to have picked up the cigar box! One didn’t flourish in the business of trade without studying lost and stolen items, which were always surrounded with a story. The narrative added value to the object. And sometimes, those narratives involved myths and mysticisms. Doris found those the most fascinating and had made a hobby of learning all she could about the unusual, whether relics or creatures and their habits.

      Minuk set herself on the table and tried the deep breathing technique she’d learned the last time she was in India. She watched Doris pace slowly in front of the table. Most humans were simple beings. Love, money, and fame are what many of them desired. A few intrigued and challenged Minuk with requests of power or revenge. She started off with the easiest one to grant.

      “Are you in love?” Minuk asked after several breaths.

      “You mean, with a man?” Doris paused and glanced at Minuk.

      “Or a woman, or an animal…” she shrugged non-judgementally, then narrowed her eyes at Doris, “but not something weird like a dragon or a centaur.”

      Doris’s brows rose again. “Dragons? Centaurs? They exist?”

      “Of course, they do.”

      “A man…” Doris said and pretended to consider the suggestion, when what she really did was search the shelves and tables for a suitable container for the genie. Whether she kept Minuk, received her three wishes, or sold another container with the genie inside, she really wanted the cigar box.

      “Your wish is granted,” Minuk said triumphantly with a snap of her fingers.

      In front of Doris, a puff of white smoke surrounded a man dressed in fur from his head to his feet. As the smoke dissipated, she noticed the same pink glitter that accompanied Minuk’s exit from her cigar box. There was no pop, but a disturbance of air that pushed back Doris’s hair as if a December northern gale blew down the street.

      “Wait! I didn’t wish for this! You cheated,” Doris accused and turned to point a finger at the genie.

      Minuk feigned innocence as she looked down at her red velvet vest and flicked off an imaginary piece of lint.

      The man, confused at how he’d been transported from his cabin in Siberia to the shop, stared around him with wide, darting eyes. Off balance, he stumbled back and caught himself on the table that held the cigar box. What happened to the snow and wind and screeching wildlife? he wondered. Scowling, he couldn’t forget the last time he abruptly appeared in an unknown place.

      He swiped his fur cap from his head and revealed a scalp covered with a few wisps of hair. Tugging his thick mittens from his hands, he stuffed them in the pocket of his coat. Suddenly overly

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/agrantofthree-ebook-kindle-highres.jpg
MICHELE VENNE





