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When you believe in a thing, believe in it all
the way, implicitly and unquestionable.
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I lost my mom and dad in Disney World.

I don’t mean that in the sense of them being somewhere in the park and I was looking for them or telling a security guard that they were missing. It was worse than that. I’d lost my parents. They were gone. Not from the park…from the universe.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. I know this whole thing sounds weird and it’s really kind of hard to explain, but I guess we’ve got to start somewhere.

So why don’t I start at the beginning?

We were a small family, just four of us. Me, my mom, my dad, and Annie, my little sister, were all going on vacation to Disney World in one last attempt to recreate the joy that was our past vacations. We weren’t really succeeding in our goals. I mean, I was a teenager. Annie was an annoying fifth grader. My mom and dad were middle-aged. How much fun could we possibly have?

It started with the long drive to the parks. The drive took forever and after my phone died, I was forced to listen to the boring conversations that my mom and dad were having.

“You know, Bill Henderson told me that he and Suzanne are going to Lake Tahoe in January,” my dad said.

“Oh, really?” my mom said.

“Yes.”

“That’s interesting.”

“Isn’t it?”

And at that point, Annie started intruding into my space in the backseat.

“Don’t, Annie,” I said, shoving her leg back over to her side of the car.

	“I need space,” she said.

“Well, this is my space. You stay on your side.”

	“But I need space.” she said, moving her leg back.

My dad interrupted. “You two need to pipe down back there. I don’t want you fighting the whole trip.”

“But Claire started it,” Annie said.

“I did noti>.”

We had been fighting like that for the last three hours of the car ride, a progressive storm of annoyance and anxiety. Annie would do something intentionally to get on my nerves and I would do something in revenge. “Keep your foot on your side, Annie!”

“You keep your foot on your side!” she said.

“I WANT THE TWO OF YOU TO SHUT UP UNTIL WE GET THERE!” my dad yelled.

My dad never yelled.

His voice scared me. It scared Annie, too. I know dad was tired, but he didn’t really need to say something like that. And Mom was silent. Why didn’t she back us up like she usually did?

The weird part about the whole thing was that my dad said it right before we entered Disney World. Outside of Disney, it’s all touristy shops and massive, traffic-filled highways, with signs advertising all kinds of junk, and hotels that aren’t quite as great as the Disney hotels, but once you cross through the gate, it’s all-Disney, all the time. My dad yelled at us, and in my shock, I noticed that it happened right before we crossed the threshold of the park, our car passing under the candy-colored sign that said, Disney World: Where All Dreams Come True.

And once we’d gone under that sign, once we were through the gate and in the land of hopes and dreams and magic…once we were there, I did the worst thing I could possibly do.

I made a wish.

Think about it for a second. What’s the big song from Pinocchio? “When You Wish Upon a Star”. What’s that song from Snow White? The one that Annie listens to on her phone all the time? “A Dream Is a Wish Your Heart Makes”. So, what is the magic of Disney for, if not to power our hopes and dreams and desires with the promise of something extraordinary happening? I mean, wishes are wishes and up to this point, they weren’t real. They were something extraordinarily stupid that you say in your head; something that has no meaning other than to simply get you through a miserable time or provide the promise of something better. Wishes didn’t really matter.

But I learned a hard lesson that day, because I did something that I should never have done. Not at Disney.

I wished that my mom and dad weren’t there.

Now, don’t get me wrong. They didn’t just disappear instantly. I didn’t look from the sign that said we were going into Disney World and suddenly see that Dad wasn’t driving the car anymore and Mom was missing from the passenger seat. Nothing changed in that moment.

No, the weird stuff was going to happen later. The only thing you need to know here is that two coincidences happened: a) we entered the gates of Disney World, and b) I wished that Mom and Dad were gone.

Unfortunately, that was all it took.
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“I thought you were going to get us a separate room?” Annie said.

She was standing in the middle of the tiny hotel room at Disney’s All-Star Sports resort, a glossed-over cheap hotel with giant, grotesque recreations of sports equipment.

Why would they build a sports-themed hotel? I didn’t understand. And why in the world had my parents booked us into these small rooms? There were just two beds and one bathroom (which, considering the amount of time that my dad liked to spend on the toilet, meant that we would only have access to the stupid thing about ten minutes per day between my mom, my sister, and me).

“A separate room?” my mom said with an incredulous tone to her voice. “What planet do you live on, Annie? We can’t afford two rooms for this family!”

I was glad that Annie had said what I was thinking, because, like Annie, I was repulsed to be stuck in the room with my parents. Annie just stared at my mom like she was an alien, trying desperately to get her wee, little fifth-grade mind to understand what was going on at that moment. “I don’t get it,” she said. “If we can’t afford two rooms, then why can’t we have a room at one of the nice hotels?”

“Because we are not a part of the upper echelons of society where people are able to fly first class, have a two-car garage and stay at the Polynesian Village,” my father said. “We are merely the serfs that keep their cattle tended to.”

“I didn’t understand a word you just said,” Annie muttered as she flopped onto the bed. The way she fell on the bed and closed her eyes gave me the distinct feeling that she, too, was wishing for something unappealing to happen to our parents, but I couldn’t read her mind, so I wasn’t sure if that was the case or not.

“What time is it, Barb?” my dad asked.

“Two-thirty,” my mom said.

“Right on time.”

“Right on time for what?” I asked.

“To go to the parks,” my dad said.

“Now?”

“If not now, when? We’re at Disney World, aren’t we? We’re supposed to go to the parks.”

“We have to fulfill the traditions,” my mom said.

“We have to fulfill the traditions,” my dad said.

Ugh. The traditions. Our family tradition was to head straight to the Magic Kingdom and ride It’s a Small World. Every time we’d been to the parks, we always started with Small World. Why we didn’t start with the Haunted Mansion was beyond me.

“I don’t think I want to go,” I said.

“Pardon me?” my dad said, as if I had told him I had just killed the family cat.

“The car trip, you know? I’m feeling a little bit off.”

A dark cloud passed over his face, the same dark cloud that hung over him when he told us to shut up in the car. It was a look that scared me, although I tried not to let that show on my face. “We’re going to the park,” he said, through gritted teeth. “We are going to the park as a family, and we are going to have fun, and we will celebrate the joy and wonder that is the Magic Kingdom. Together. As a family. Do you understand this, Claire?”

“Yes.” I was speaking the truth, because to not understand Dad’s anger would have been a very stupid thing to do. This vacation was one last attempt as a family to rekindle something in our lives that had been missing for a very long time. My dad was not very happy in his job after a bigger company took over his employer. Mom and Dad never talked about it in front of us, but I had overheard enough conversations to know that there was a constant fear between the two of them over whether he would lose his job.

Mom had her career (which, as far as I know, made more money than Dad), but Dad losing his job meant it would be harder to pay for our house and harder to pay for our cars and harder to pay for vacations like this, where a family of four was crammed into the cheapest hotel on Disney World property and forced to enjoy themselves, even if we weren’t really enjoying ourselves. Vacations are taken because people want to “get away from it all” and for us, this vacation truly embodied that term. We needed to get away from it all.. We desperately needed it.

That wasn’t all, of course. There were other things. For me, school wasn’t so great. My two best friends since kindergarten had left in May of that year. My mom had always told me it would have been smart to broaden my friendships amongst my other classmates, but I didn’t, because I loved my friends too much. Little did I know they would leave. Little did I know that my social life in the school would go down the toilet as soon as they left. I didn’t have anywhere to turn to once they’d gone and it was making the prospect of seventh grade a dim one. And through all of this social and emotional trauma, there was one thing that I was sure of: I would rather have been anywhere but at Disney World with my family.

Annie, of course, had no problems, because she was Little Miss Perfect, but the less said about her, the better. I can only say that she was a model student, a model child, and a model everything else.

That’s the truth of where we were at. We left the hotel, waited an extraordinarily long amount of time to catch transportation to the parks, and then found ourselves traveling to the Magic Kingdom on a very, very cold bus.
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The line to get into the Magic Kingdom was long. People were waiting patiently to have their bags searched and to go through the kiosks that led into the parks. That was when I noticed her. Or rather, that is when I noticed that she had noticed me. She worked for the parks and was dressed the same way as the rest of the people that worked in that area, with a tan-and-cream blouse and ocean blue dress from the early twentieth century.

I could see that she was staring at me. I wasn’t sure how long she had been staring at me, but I had the distinct feeling that she had been looking at me ever since I had gotten off the bus, even though that was impossible. The way she was staring made me feel that she had almost been waiting for me, like she knew I was coming to the parks and she was only biding her time until my arrival.

She had a severe look. Most people that worked at Disney had an all-American look, even if they weren’t from the United States. The Japanese workers looked American; the Chinese workers looked American; everyone looked American. They all had a look that said they were the best representatives of their area that Disney could possibly find, whether that was rural Oklahoma or Seoul, South Korea. There was nary a zit-faced teen that looked like they had just rolled out of bed an hour before working at Disney. Practically everybody that workd there was always minty fresh, polished to perfection, and oh-so-happy.

But this woman staring at me did not look like that. She looked…different, older. She was thinner than she should have been. Whereas most people there had a healthy layer of fat, this woman was skinny. She wasn’t diseased or anything, but she was unnaturally thin, all angles and bones, and her eyes were slightly sunken back in their sockets, which added to the dark nature of her appearance. She looked like a witch and her appearance was not helped by the unnatural salt-and-pepper color of her hair.

She eyed me until I reached the gate, then she sprung into action. The line was pretty long to get through, so she moved toward the kiosk, where people were placing their bands up against the round, Mickey Mouse-styled electronic reader. When we got to the hotel, we had been given what were called MagicBands, thick, plastic wrist bands with a Mickey Mouse symbol on them, that were used to get in and out of the parks. All you did was put the wrist band up against the reader and it would (usually) turn green to let you in.

“I can help you over here, young lady,” the woman said. Her voice was low and she had a faux-accent, as though she was haughty and above the riff-raff that usually entered the park.

Although I knew that she had been watching me, I still went over to where she was. “Can I see your wrist band, precious?” she said. I obliged, lifting my MagicBand up to the reader. When everyone else lifted their bands up to the reader, the device had turned green immediately and the guests were allowed to enter the park. No one seemed to be having any trouble at all.

But when I lifted my band up to the machine, it immediately turned red.

A slight smirk traveled across the woman’s face and she said, “My goodness. Your band doesn’t seem to be working.” She placed her hand on my shoulder in a falsely reassuring way and said, “Why don’t you try it again, dear?”

I did as she asked and immediately, the machine glowed red again. I looked over at my dad, who was farther back in line and had not gone into the park yet. He had been watching me and as I looked at him, wondering what was happening, he simply shrugged, silently saying, Beats me!

“Why don’t you come with me?” she said. “I’ll take you over to Guest Relations and they’ll be able to help us figure this out.”

“Wait!” Annie said. She was in line behind me. When she put her MagicBand up to the reader, hers, too, turned red.

“Well, it looks as though we’ve got some problems all the way around, don’t we? Are you two together? Let’s take the both of you to Guest Relations, shall we?”

I looked over at my dad, who had just gone through the line. Both his and my mother’s wrist bands had turned the machines green and they were now just past the gate, waiting for us. “She’s going to check our bands,” I said to him.

“We’ll wait here,” my dad said, sounding slightly impatient. He had already lost focus on us as he moved over in front of the train station to the giant Mickey Mouse face made of flowers in the front. He was asking someone to take pictures of my mom and himself. He handed his phone to a rotund man with a five o’clock shadow who was wearing overalls and a red-plaid shirt, and he and my mother posed for the photo. Shouldn’t he wait for Annie and me before he takes those pictures? was the first thought that went through my mind, but the woman was already leading us over to Guest Relations. As we walked away, there were my parents, smiling in a goofy manner, as though they were twenty years old and on vacation for the first time at Disney World. It didn’t matter that they had been there a billion times. In that moment, the look on their faces was one of complete joy.

Little did I know that that was the last time I would see them.

“Is this your first time at Disney World?” the woman asked. I looked at her name tag as we walked toward Guest Relations and saw that her name was Lucretia.

“No,” I said. “We’ve been here several times.”

“And we’ve never had trouble getting into the parks,” Annie said, sounding indignant and confused at the same time.

“Well, there’s a first time for everything, isn’t there?” Lucretia said. “This shouldn’t be any trouble. Let’s just go into this office space over here.”

This was odd. I could clearly see the Guest Relations booths to our right, with a small line leading up to the windows. That was where we should have been going, but Lucretia wanted to take us into one of the buildings behind them. If this was a real-life situation, I would have screamed STRANGER DANGER! and run screaming from someone who wanted to take me away from my parents, but we weren’t in the Real World anymore. We were at Disney World, and at Disney World, you did stupid things because this was the Most Magical Place on Earth. Going backstage with a stranger at Disney World was a bonus, not something to fear, so I had zero qualms about going behind the scenes with Lucretia.

But I should have. I should have realized that this woman was way too strange to be a part of the Disney Magic, but I was too absorbed in myself. I was not thinking, This is not normal. I was thinking, Geez, this is SO typical of my life right now that I have to be embarrassed like this.

The office that Lucretia brought us to was not very Disney-esque at all. It was cold and white and slightly dirty. It looked more like an industrial space that had, at one time or another, stored janitor equipment that had scuffed the walls over the years. The space had an old metal office desk and a heavy swivel chair behind it. On the wall behind the desk was a calendar, old and yellowed, announcing the opening of Epcot. Epcot opened in 1982. Surely, they would have put up a new calendar on the wall after, what…thirty years?

Bad show, Disney, I thought. Bad show.

Lucretia sat down on the chair behind an ancient computer, one of those 80s computers where the monitors were huge and bulky and the screens only displayed black-and-green letters. “Let’s just type in your names and see what’s happening here, shall we?” she said and she typed a few things into the computer with her long, clicky fingernails.

I was about to tell her my name, but she was already typing. She appeared to know my name already and I wondered whether my MagicBand had information about me stored inside of it. But when could she have seen that information? There wasn’t anywhere she could have seen it.

“Okay, Claire and Annie Williams,” Lucretia said. “I’ve got your file right here.”

“Our file?” I asked.

“Well, you’re a frequent Disney guest,” she said. “As a company, we always think it’s a good idea to keep tabs on the comings and goings of people at the park, so that we can offer a more magical experience for everyone involved.”

“If that’s the case,” Annie said, “why isn’t there an ice cream sundae waiting on me in my room every night when I get home?”

“That’s a really good question,” Lucretia said. “I’ll look into that and see what we can do.”

A very satisfied look of astonishment fell over my sister’s face, but I felt weird. This whole thing was weird.

“So, this is your…last visit to the Disney parks?” Lucretia asked.

This stopped me in my tracks. “Last visit?” I asked.

“Well, it says here on your file that you really didn’t want to come here with your family this time,” Lucretia said, reading from the screen. “It says that you would rather be anywhere else in the world than here at the parks with your family.”

My mouth fell open and I was speechless. How could she have known that?

“How could she know that?” Annie said, looking at me.

I looked at Annie and I’m sure my eyes were wide open with shock.

“I wouldn’t act like you’re the innocent little lamb, Annie,” Lucretia said. “You’ve thought the same thing about your parents.”

Much like mine, Annie’s mouth fell open, but she said nothing.

“What’s going on here?” I asked. “How would you know these things?”

“Well, this is Disney World,” Lucretia said. “A place where all your dreams come true. We solve problems like yours on a regular basis.” She began click-clacking on the keyboard again, pressed the enter key four times in a row (and a bit too harshly), then smiled at us in a very condescending way. “Ladies, I’m sure you’ll be glad to know that your problem is solved in more ways than you could ever imagine,” she said, reaching into a desk drawer to pull out two new MagicBands. “These new bands should make all of those little problems go away.”

The bands were different. The ones we had were white. These were black, and the Mickey Mouse symbol on them was upside-down. I turned the band over and the Mickey Mouse symbol was still upside-down. No matter which way I turned the band, the Mickey Mouse symbol was always the wrong way. I thought that I was seeing things.

“Just slip those on your wrist and you should have no trouble getting into the parks at all,” Lucretia said. “I’ll just take your old Magic Bands, if you don’t mind.” She extended her bony white hand and I got a good look at how long her black fingernails actually were. They were almost like claws.

Feeling incredibly strange, Annie and I passed our bands across the desk to Lucretia and slipped the new bands onto our wrists.

“If either of you have any trouble over the next few days,” she said, “please feel free to ask for Lucretia at Guest Relations, and I or one of my colleagues will be more than happy to assist you.”

We sat there for a second, staring at her in an awkward way, before she began glancing from the door to us and back again, indicating that it was time for us to go. She had an incredibly fake smile on her face, and soon her head began jerking toward the door, subtly at first, but then more forcefully, indicating that she was done with us. Annie and I rose from our seats and backed toward the door. Lucretia didn’t move the entire time, staring at us with that mannequin smile, as her eyes darted from us to the door.

Just before we left the room, she said, “Have a magical day!”
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I don’t know what I expected to find when we emerged from the office, but the Magic Kingdom was the same. People were still milling about in front of the entrance, taking pictures at the train station, moving swiftly into the park to ride a ride, or moving swiftly out of the park in sheer exhaustion, in a desperate attempt to escape the magic.

“That lady was weird,” Annie said, examining the black band with the upside-down Mickey on it. “Disney should fire her for being weird.”

“Yeah,” I said, but I was distracted. Where were Mom and Dad?

“She should cut those disgusting fingernails, though I thought they were well-manicured.”

“Come with me.” I grabbed Annie’s hand and pulled her across to the other side of the entrance, looking through the crowd the entire time in an attempt to find my mother and father, but I didn’t see them. We stopped right underneath the train tracks, just before one entered Main Street, and I scanned the crowd, looking for my idiotic parents.

They weren’t there.

They weren’t anywhere.

Sure, there were a lot of people milling about and under normal circumstances, it would have been easy to miss them, but I was really looking for them and I couldn’t find them. I saw that Annie was looking for them, too, but she had no luck either.

“Where’s Mom and Dad?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Are they further inside?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s just like Mom and Dad to get lost,” she said.

“They were so focused on Small World that they probably thought we should meet them there,” I said.

“Should we go to Small World?” Annie asked.

“I don’t know.”

This wasn’t right. I knew it, but sometimes when you’re in a situation like that, you have a tendency to ignore what your gut tells you. My mom and dad would never leave us like this. They would never just wander off, leaving us behind, even at Disney. There were times when I would desperately wish for them to let me wander off and explore the park on my own, but they never did. For them to just let me and Annie wander away like this was absolutely crazy.

“Yeah,” Annie said, “we should go to Small World. I bet they’re there.”

It was hard to make that decision. Under normal circumstances, the proper response is to stay where you are until the people you are looking for find you. Logic dictates that as a response, but like I said, we were at Disney World and logic wasn’t high on the priority list at that moment. Even weirder was that I knew that staying there wouldn’t have done any good. I knew, deep in my heart, that anything I could have done at that point was fruitless, because Annie and I had left with Lucretia, my world was no longer what it was.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go to Small World.”

We made our way up Main Street, keeping a watchful eye out for my parents, but even though I scanned the entrance to every shop and tried to look at the faces of every single person we passed by, I didn’t see them. Still, with each step that we took farther into the park, I was slightly more reassured. This was Disney. The old-timey music that played throughout Main Street, the colorful buildings on each side of the road, and the architecture of the castle at the far end all made me feel at home. I had heard this music so many times in my life that it was difficult for me not to feel at home with what we were doing. There was the Emporium, a shop on the left side of the street that was filled to the brim with stuff, and a place where I’d gotten many a trinket, either by desperately begging my parents to buy me something when we came into the park or by desperately begging them to buy me something when we left the park (knowing fully that they were too tired to say no to such a cute kid like me). Farther up the street was the ice cream shop and Casey’s Corner. Food, food, food, all of it junky, sweet, and wonderful.

But our parents weren’t there. They weren’t there as we made our way through the circle in front of Cinderella Castle, they weren’t there as we ventured through the castle into Fantasyland, and they weren’t there as we found ourselves in front of Small World.

“They’re not here,” I said to Annie as we stood in front of the line to the ride, close to the entrance.

“So, what do we do now?”

“I have no idea. I guess we should find someone here at the park that can help us.”

“A cast member!” Annie said. “Let’s go find a cast member.” Annie was needlessly giddy in her enthusiasm, but she was right, so my eyes immediately began to scan the crowd for someone to help. I turned left and right, looking for a familiar, happy face and a Disney name tag, but I couldn’t find anyone.

But then, just as I turned around, there was a cast member standing right behind me.

“You look a little bit lost, young one,” he said.

This guy was just as strange as Lucretia and definitely not your normal cast member. He was extraordinarily tall and had a long face with a five o’clock shadow that told me that he probably had to shave twice a day in order to keep his beard at bay. He was so tall, in fact, that when he looked down at you with his sunken eyes, he seemed to be glaring, even though it was obvious that he was smiling at me in that pleasing, cast member-way. His name tag read “Jeffrey” and he was from Egypt.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, “We can’t seem to find our parents.”

“Well, that’s not surprising.”

This was not the answer that I was expecting. “Do we look that lost?”

“No, but there are ways that I can tell that you’re lost. Those MagicBands are an obvious sign.”

I looked down at the black band with the upside-down Mickey on my wrist. “These?” I asked.

“You haven’t quite gotten it yet, have you?”

“What do you mean?”

He smiled again and I noticed that his teeth had a brownish tinge. They weren’t dirty, but they weren’t clean either. “Your parents are gone. It’s what you wished for.”

I didn’t know what to say to this, but it seemed so utterly and completely ludicrous that I had very little choice but to respond sarcastically. “What are you talking about?” I looked at Annie to see if she was experiencing the same thing that I was. She was, indeed.

“It may take a while for everything to sink in, Claire,” Jeffrey said, “but soon enough, you’ll realize what you’ve done. Of course, it will be much too late at that point.”

“This is weird,” I said, slowly backing away from him. “This isn’t right.”

“It isn’t right, but it is what it is,” he said, still smiling. “But really, Claire, both you and Annie have gotten everything that you asked for. Your wishes have become reality. Your dreams have come true. My simple advice to the two of you is that you should enjoy it.” He smiled again, then opened his arms wide, motioning to the park around him. “You are in a place of hopes and dreams, and the world is beckoning. You are experiencing something that most kids around the world could only wish for. And you’ll be experiencing it for a very long time. Now, if you don’t mind, it’s my break time. I must be going. Have a magical day!”

With that, he walked away from us, disappearing into the busy crowd. Annie and I were left behind, staring vacantly at where he had been, wondering what had just taken place.

“What was he talking about?” Annie asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, but I had a sinking feeling in my stomach.

“Where’s Mom and Dad?”

“They’re gone,” I said, more to myself than to Annie. I knew. Mom and Dad were not anywhere in the park. They weren’t anywhere close. “Mom and Dad are gone”.

“Gone where?”

“They’re gone, Annie,” I said, turning toward her. “They’re not here. They’ve vanished.”

“That’s silly. Why are you acting like this?”

“I’m acting like this because it’s true. I don’t know how it happened, but Mom and Dad have disappeared.” I lifted up the black MagicBand on my wrist. “The minute we put these on was the minute they disappeared. Can’t you feel it?”

Annie was silent. She knew it just as much as I knew it. Immediately, she began pulling and tugging on her wrist to get the band off.

“What are you doing?”

“When we put the bands on, Mom and Dad disappeared,” she said. “That means that when I take it off, they’ll come back.”

I tried to do the same, but both of us learned simultaneously that the MagicBands wouldn’t come off.

“It’s not going anywhere,” she said. “I can’t get it off.”

“Me neither.” I pulled and tugged and desperately tried to get the band from my wrist, but nothing was happening. It was too small to go over my hand. It was bound to tightly to be pulled apart. It was there, and the more I tried to pull on it, the more the Mickey symbol on the top glowed red. If we tried to remove the bands, the Mickey glowed. When we stopped messing with it, the symbol stopped glowing.

“Why can’t we get these things off?” Annie said.

“Because we put them on,” I said. “Everything that has happened to us has been because we made it happen.”

“I didn’t make this happen!”

“You did. I did, too. We wanted this to happen.”

Annie wanted to argue the point, but she knew it was fruitless. “So, what do we do now?”

“Let’s ask another cast member.” I grabbed my sister by the hand and dragged her through the massive crowd to find someone…anyone…that could help us. I searched the faces for a kind eye and eventually settled on a cast member that was rearranging strollers in front of Mickey’s PhilharMagic.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Can you help us?”

It was a girl, not much older than me. There was no way to put it other than to say that she was ugly. Her features were almost comically misshapen to the point where she looked like a parody of what someone should look like.

“Sorry, kid,” she said, smacking her gum between her teeth. “You got the black band. We aren’t required to help the kiddos with the black bands.”

“What?” I asked.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” she said, “I gotta rearrange these brats’ strollers.” She smiled, revealing a mouthful of crooked teeth. “Have a magical day.”

She turned away from us and I backed into Annie.

“What do we do?”

“I don’t know.” For the briefest of moments, I felt lonely. It felt like there was no one in the world to help us through this situation.

Our parents were gone and there was nothing that we could do about it. We were all alone in the Magic Kingdom.
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I don’t know how long Annie and I stood there. We both just kind of looked around the park, past the carousel, past the Seven Dwarfs Mine Train, past Pinocchio’s Village Haus. I guess we were hoping that something would happen that could change our fates, but nothing did. Nothing was going to happen either.

“What should we do?” Annie asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Should we call the police?”

“And tell them what? That we put on some MagicBands at Disney World and our parents disappeared?”

“Well, when you put it like that…” she said.

“But that’s what happened.”

Then I noticed a group of kids, far on the other side of the carousel, that were staring at us. There were three of them, and they looked like your average tourists except for one, specific thing.

They were all wearing black bands.

It was two girls and a boy, and they didn’t look any older than me or Annie. When they noticed that I was staring at them, they quickly turned and began to walk away.

Almost immediately, I grabbed Annie’s hand and began pulling her in their direction. “What are you doing?”

“Did you see those kids?” I asked, trying to keep them in my sight through the ever-thickening crowd.

“What kids?”

“There! Look there!” I said, motioning toward the entrance to Mickey’s Storybook Circus. “Those kids.”

“What about them?” she asked.

“They’ve got the same MagicBands as we do,” I said, as I began to trot. Annie’s instincts kicked in and she started jogging with me.

Yet no matter how fast we went, these kids were able to keep away from us. Then they split up, each of them heading in separate directions. In that split second, I had to make a quick decision. I chose to follow the smallest girl of the bunch, who ducked into Donald and Goofy’s picture tent. I thought that we might have an advantage over her.

“What about the other two?” Annie asked.

“No, I’ve got a feeling about this one.”

There was a long line to get into the tent, but somehow the girl managed to avoid it by weaving in and out of the tourists, none of whom appeared to notice as she snaked her way through the crowd. Why aren’t people getting mad at this girl? If it had been me, I would have been really mad that someone was skipping the line, but no one seemed upset by what she was doing.

Although it was dark inside the tent, I got a much better look at the girl. She was ten or eleven and had very red, very curly hair, alongside freckles that were pasted all over her face. She was heading straight for the front of the line. It would have been easier to just duck under the chains, but for some reason she refused to do so, choosing instead to weave in and out
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