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      When I was a young child, I gained the nickname, “Tiger.” Why? Because when I was five, I jumped off the diving board at camp. Even though I was terrified, I jumped.

      To be honest, it helped that I could not see the water. Yes, even at five, I was nearsighted and needed glasses. We didn’t learn that for several more years. But that’s a different story.

      I thought I was just normal. (Note that “just” in that sentence. I’ll circle back around to that a little later.) Didn’t everyone jump off the diving board? Or poke around in the dirt—especially at camp—and find wondrous crawly things? Or learn to swim with enthusiasm?

      Yes, I’ve always been curious about the world and a curious person. And when I get an idea, I tend to wax enthusiastic. (Everyone in earshot can hear how enthusiastic.)

      So, when I thought about writing for this short story collection, I naturally considered tigers. Tigers persevere and have courage. And because I introduced Mrs. Bloom in an earlier collection, I really wanted to learn more about her. But Mrs. Bloom needed good villains—which brought me to elves, demons, and lions. And a wayward, misguided dragon.

      What if people were not “just” what they seemed—but much, much more? What if we added a little spice of doing some good in the world?

      We’d get the Bargain Spot Chronicles, thank you very much.

      My introduction to the real Bargain Spot occurred in about 1978 or 1979. When I moved to Boston in 1977, my folks gave me furniture that I called “early-my-parents-marriage.” I had two orange vinyl chairs, a coffee table, and a fold-up bed. As I worked and made money, I replaced that furniture. But what was I going to do with the old stuff? It was still good—if you liked orange as your organizing color—but I no longer wanted it.

      Just as bad, I was slowly reorganizing my wardrobe from “college student lack of chic” to “acceptable professional woman attire.”

      I had stuff to give away.

      That’s when I learned that the local Hadassah chapter, a Jewish women’s organization, organized a local thrift shop called The Bargain Spot. Hadassah’s mission is to repair the world, one large or small deed at a time.

      I loved the idea of both the thrift shop and their mission.

      The first time I brought my old stuff to Hadassah, the little old women at the store offered me unsolicited advice. The women must have been in their sixties and seventies, what with the hairdresser-curled blue-white hair and penciled-on eyebrows. But their opinions?

      Frank. Sometimes brutal. And to the point.

      These little old ladies—and their store—captured my imagination then. I hope I’ve done them justice now.

      As they took everything I brought them—gently used clothing, pictures I no longer wanted, and the furniture from my folks—they commented. On everything. My hair, my weekend clothing, and furniture for my apartment—which none of them had ever seen. (And I was not planning to invite them!)

      These little old ladies decided almost everyone was worth their time. They made you bargain with them if you wanted to buy anything. Even though I was five feet tall at the time, I towered over them. But the force of their personalities made almost everyone respect them. And the ones who didn’t respect them? The local handyman escorted those people out of the store, and prevented those people from entering again.

      Very close to tiger-like behavior. Plenty of courage, perseverance, and a dash of “who cares what you think?”

      The original Bargain Spot closed in the mid-2000s so I now bring my gently-used stuff elsewhere. However, I like to write stories thinking of what might be. And that’s why I wrote this set of five short stories.

      What if we had a little insight into how some people made the world a little bit better for the local community? Could that kindness ripple out to the rest of the world? And if those people happened to have a little magic inside of them, and could shift their shapes—how cool would that be?

      No one is “just” anything. Everyone has unique characteristics—and some of this might include a little magic on the side. And everyone I know has some personal courage and perseverance—which might make all of us tigerish in some way. Even if tigers don’t appeal to you, take a look at your courage and perseverance and how you use them to make the world a little better.

      And that’s what kicked me off into writing these stories. How can we choose to exploit—in the best possible way—our courage and perseverance, especially if we want to help repair the world? Easy? No. Worth the time and aggravation? Yes, absolutely, yes.

      I hope you enjoy reading this set of stories as much as I enjoyed writing them.
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      Dana Gould strode up Brighton’s Commonwealth Avenue, literally pounding the pavement, looking for a job. As a new high school graduate who was not going to college until the fall, the first week of June was a great time to look.

      Except she’d been looking for the past two weeks and she only had one week left to find work. Otherwise, she’d have to take care of her brothers and sisters for the summer. They were such animals at their ages.

      All because people only saw what they want to see—a petite girl.

      If only she’d been born a boy.

      When she’d started looking in two weeks ago, mid-May, 1955, not too many businesses wanted to hire her. Even though she’d explained that she was headed to college in the fall, she didn’t have a boyfriend, and she wanted to work, no one had offered her a job.

      Yet.

      Today just might be the day. She just needed a sign. From God, from someone. She wasn’t picky.

      At ten in the morning, the temperature had already reached an unseasonably warm upper eighties—temperatures that usually visited Boston in August, not June. So, she’d dressed for the weather in a sleeveless light blue top, tucked into pressed tan Bermuda shorts, her open-toed light blue sandals flapping as she walked. Well-enough dressed for office work, and sufficient for almost anything else. She’d run the risk of a too-cold work environment to be comfortable while outside, pounding the pavement.

      Dana really hoped she’d find something other than waiting tables. Although, at this point, even that would do.

      A trackless trolley passed her, its two overhead wires screeching around the turn with Brighton Avenue, the car creaking and slowing, as it navigated the too-sharp curve.

      This area of Commonwealth Ave. had the worst of both worlds—the tracks were still on the road and the trolleys used electricity. Whenever the road curved, as it did here, the trolley driver had to slow way down, to avoid losing the electric connection with the wires that stuck up like rigid fishing poles from the top of the trolley car.

      Too bad she was too short to drive for the MTA. Yes, she’d applied there, too, and was promptly told that not only didn’t they hire women—girls, as the man had said—but even if they did, she was too short to drive or to pull the cables back into place.

      They had a point about her height.

      Dana peered into the windows of the low, two-story buildings on this side of the street. She passed a dentist’s office, a sign in the window reading, “No openings.”

      Okay.

      She passed a laundry with a dry cleaner next to it, the chemical odors wafting out of the door as a woman left.

      She sneezed and kept going. Maybe she’d find something else.

      The next storefront looked big. Two large windows—at least eight feet wide, each of them—before the white door. The air conditioner above the door dripped water onto the sidewalk. Then another two large windows on the other side of the door.

      She peered at the windows. She could just barely make out the words “Bargain Spot” because they were in light gray paint on a dingy window.

      A thrift shop.

      Dana loved thrift shops—she could never tell what kind of treasures she would find inside.

      And there was a hand-written sign on an index card that said, “Help Wanted,” on the window the farthest from the door.

      A very small sign, but a sign nonetheless.

      She moved closer to the window to look inside the shop. There was a white-covered table that looked as if it had tablecloths and napkins with dragons embroidered on them—but she wasn’t sure. The windows were too grimy to see through.

      But the sign on the door said, “Open,” so she opened the door and walked inside.

      The air conditioner wheezed above her, and she smelled the slight smell of smoke.

      She sniffed—ah, cigarette smoke. Her nose prickled—she really was too sensitive to heavy odors.

      The door stuck open behind her.

      As she reached back to pull the door closed, a female voice yelled, “Close the door! Keep the cold air inside!”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Dana said in a loud voice.

      She pulled and pulled—it remained stuck.

      Dana looked down at the sidewalk—no, there was enough room there for the door to close. She looked up—ah, that was it. The wheezing air conditioner wasn’t mounted correctly, and had sagged onto the top edge of the door.

      An older woman, thin, and even shorter than Dana, with black-dyed hair and penciled-in black eyebrows marched up to her. She was wearing a fire-red, short-sleeved shirt with a collar, matching fire-red slacks, and matching fire-red flats. Dana thought she looked a little like a short human dragon, just without the talons.

      The woman held out a rubber mallet. “Don’t just stand there,” she said. “Fix it!” She pushed the mallet into Dana’s hand.

      Dana smelled cigarette smoke emanating from the woman as she took the mallet.

      “Yes, ma’am!” Dana said as she took the mallet and swung it up at the air conditioner.

      She tried three times to push the air conditioner up—but each time, the mallet missed the air conditioner. She was just too short.

      She turned to the older woman, who, arms crossed over her chest, tapped her foot. “What are you waiting for?” the woman asked, frowning at her.

      “A stool, because I can’t reach,” Dana said. “Do you have a stool?”

      The woman shook her head. “Open your eyes, girl!” She pointed left, to a white-washed wall full of housewares, including buckets and stools. “Get one from over there!”

      Dana handed the mallet back to the woman. Then she zigged and zagged, trying to find a good path through all the stuff—men’s, women’s, and children’s clothing, bookcases, and even chairs—on her way to the stools.

      This place was a mess—who could find anything with everything all smushed together like this? These people really needed her organizational skills. And her cleaning skills. And maybe even her patience skills. Who knew how long it had taken for everything to be jumbled together?

      She decided that once she fixed the door or the air conditioner, she’d ask for a job. This entire place was a sign.

      It took her a few minutes, but Dana made her way back with a stool. By the time Dana returned with a stool, the woman had managed to pull the door closed.

      The woman said, “It might be easier now for you to really fix it.”

      “Thanks,” Dana said. She got up on the stool, took the mallet, then swung it several times in exactly the right place. She waited a couple of seconds, still on the stool, then she nodded to herself.

      “Fixed,” she said. Looking down at the woman, she said, “By the way, I’m looking for a job—"

      That’s when the air conditioner fell back into the store, clipping Dana on the shoulder and knocking her off the stool. She landed backwards, in a pile of clothes that had fallen off their hangers as she fell.

      Thank goodness the air conditioner had missed the older woman.

      “I’m sorry!” she said. All the
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