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      “Are you sure you think Jake will like these?” my cousin Bea asked me for the hundredth time as we stood in line at Paige’s Neighborhood Store.

      Bea held up a pair of red-and-green Christmas socks that had a matching tie and kerchief. Paige’s was an old-fashioned country store in the bustling upscale part of town. They carried everything from jewelry to electric fireplaces.

      “That isn’t all you’re getting him, right?” I asked. If that were all I got from my spouse, I’d be a little miffed.

      “No. I already got him some of his favorite coffee beans and one of those army-style flashlights like the department gives them. He wanted one of his own. I picked up a new workout suit for him to wear to the gym. There was a sale on boxers and socks, so I stocked up on those for him. And then I also picked up…”

      I nodded and adjusted my dusty-pink Santa hat as Bea rambled on all the things she had picked up for her husband. Usually we spent Christmas day with my aunt, Bea’s mom, who would cook a fantastic meal that actually included some kind of real meat like lamb or turkey. Had we left it up to Bea, we’d be eating tofu with bean-paste stuffing and a heaping salad of kale. The thought made me wrinkle my nose and swallow hard. Have you ever choked down kale? Ugh.

      “But the big gift …well, you’ll think it’s silly.”

      “Bea, I’m wearing a Santa hat, and underneath my coat is my favorite ugly Christmas sweater. I’d have a lot of nerve if I thought anything was silly.”

      “Okay, but promise me you won’t say anything to Jake about it. He’s so sensitive. I don’t want him to quit before he ever gets started.”

      “What? What is it?”

      “Well, have you seen those commercials on television for those software programs that you can talk into and they record your words and put them on paper?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded.

      “Well, I bought that for Jake. He wants to write a book.” Bea batted her lashes, waiting for my response.

      “Really? That’s awesome,” I said. “I blame you for that. You have a way of making people try creative things they normally wouldn’t. Does he want to write crime stories?”

      “No. Romance.”

      “No way!” I cried out, attracting the attention of just about everyone at the store. “That is so great. I want the first copy of every book off the press. I’ll be his number-one fan, but not in the creepy way like that woman in that Stephen King story.”

      Bea laughed.

      “I’m so happy you think it’s a good idea,” Bea gushed. “He’s so worried that people will judge him if he’s no good.”

      “Well, he’ll never know if he doesn’t try. Have you seen some of the stuff out there? Seriously, I doubt Jake could do any worse.”

      Bea beamed. Then she asked a question I wasn’t prepared to answer.

      “So? What are you getting for Tom?”

      Tom Warner was a police officer. He had beautiful blue eyes and cowboy boots and a red pickup truck, and he knew I was a witch.

      Some people hesitate to tell other people they like intimate details about themselves for fear of rejection. Perhaps they worked at a strip club at some time or did drugs at some point. I was a witch. It wasn’t something I broadcast. I had learned the hard way that even people you think will accept you unconditionally will back away when they find out you’re a witch. It spooks them. But when I told Tom, he didn’t get spooked. In fact, he had his own supernatural experiences, so I guess you could say we had that weirdness in common.

      “I haven’t decided what to get him.” I winced, knowing what Bea’s response was going to be.

      “You haven’t? Christmas is only twelve days away.”

      “I know. But I haven’t seen anything that I thought he’d like,” I whined. “I am hoping that if I hold out long enough, it’ll just come to me. I’ll know it when I see it.”

      “Okay.” Bea nodded. “What does he like? Does he prefer a certain kind of music or books or something?”

      “Yeah, well, he likes all kinds of music and reads crime and thrillers. You know, guy stuff.” I took a deep breath as we inched our way closer to the register. “I’m sure I’ll see something that he’ll like if I’m just patient.”

      “Well, he really picked out a beautiful brooch for you.” Bea tapped the beautiful vintage pin on my peacoat that Tom had surprised me with a couple weeks ago. I blushed as my cousin smiled at my discomfort.

      I looked all around the store until my eyes fell on something that was a complete distraction from the current conversation.

      There was a marquee covered with flyers of local events for the holiday season. Homemade baked bread and holiday fruitcakes were being sold by Busy Bees over on Tyler Street. Saint Michael the Archangel Church was collecting canned goods and nonperishables from now through the New Year. The Wonder Falls Park District was hosting the Tenth Annual Pet Reindeer Contest.

      “Bea, look at this.” I pointed to the flyer. “This is Treacle’s year.”

      “Oh, good luck with that.” Bea giggled. “Do you think he’ll go for it? More importantly, does he think he can beat Peanut Butter as a reindeer?”

      “Oh, so that’s how it’s going to go down.” I knew Bea wouldn’t be able to resist getting into the act. Her cat, Peanut Butter, was an adorable bundle of orange fur. He was still a kitten compared to Treacle, who was in his healthiest midlife. But he would never look as cool as a reindeer as Treacle would. My cat’s black fur and green eyes would look fantastic in a red Santa hat with reindeer horns sticking out of it.

      “I don’t know if we should tell my mom.” Bea squinted.

      Marshmallow, a gorgeous white Maine Coon, was my aunt’s cat. I’d never repeat this to Treacle, but Marshmallow’s roly-poly body and beautiful fur made her look like royalty.

      “Not if either of us wants to win.” I scoffed. “What do you win?”

      I continued reading the flyer and in the back of my mind was trying to figure out how I would convince my cat to do this. My witchy gift was that I could communicate with my familiar. Actually, I can communicate with all animals, but cats come through as clear as I was talking with Bea right here next to me. Dogs communicate well if you enjoy talking to toddlers, which I really do sometimes. Wild animals are a little harder to understand but not if you practice a little patience. Needless to say, cats go best with us witches.

      “A-ha.” I pointed to the flyer. “You win the prestigious title of Pet Reindeer of the Year, a blue ribbon, and a certificate signed by the mayor.”

      “I mean this with nothing but love and respect,” Bea said, “but you are going down.”

      “You go ahead and think that, Lady Jane.” Lady Jane was a term Aunt Astrid would use on both Bea and me when we were in a spot of trouble. I hadn’t heard it in years, but it just flew out of my mouth. It made us chuckle.

      “You’re going to make such a good mother one of these days,” Bea said as she riffled through a bin that held various swatches of Christmas fabric scraps.

      I blushed.

      Just then I noticed two women who looked familiar come up behind Bea. There was a short, heavy woman with a good bit of makeup on, talking intently to a tall, thin woman who preferred the natural look. They both looked very worried.

      “I just don’t know what to do,” the shorter woman stated. “What do you say to a woman whose son is missing?”

      “She’s got to be frantic. Has she gone to work?” the other woman asked.

      “Yeah. The bills don’t stop coming. Could you imagine that? Going to work when your son has either run away from home or been taken, Heaven forbid, and being told to return phone calls and file paperwork. I’d totally go postal if I were in that situation.”

      I looked at Bea and with my eyes indicated for her to listen a little closer. I was always surprised by some of the things you learned while standing in the check-out line.

      “My gosh. She’s called the police?”

      “Yes. They told her that he’s probably run away and will be back when he either gets hungry or cold enough,” the short woman replied. “You know, he is almost eighteen. The cops won’t take mother’s intuition into consideration. Sad to say.”

      “What about her ex-husband?”

      “Bruce Lyle Sr.?” The shorter woman stated the name that immediately made me look at Bea.

      Bea had the luxury of having her back to the women, and her eyes popped as her mouth fell open. Sad to say, we both knew Bruce Lyle.

      “Bruce Lyle Sr. is blaming Melissa, saying she is just trying to ruin his Christmas with his new girlfriend.” The shorter woman put her hand on her hip. “He hasn’t offered to go out looking or put up flyers. Melissa has been doing that every free minute she’s had. But no, Bruce can’t really be bothered. He can’t be bothered searching for his son who has disappeared. Can you believe that?”

      “How long has he been missing?” the taller woman asked.

      “So far, it’s been about a week. He hasn’t been at school. Didn’t show up at his job. You know, he works at that little coffee place inside the grocery store.”

      “What do you think happened?” the thinner woman asked as she applied clear Chapstick to her lips.

      “I don’t know any kid who has a relatively normal life that would take off and run away just a few days before Christmas. Presents? Special dinner? School vacation starts tomorrow, I think. It doesn’t make sense.”

      We finally inched our way up to the register so Bea could pay for Jake’s Christmas socks. Before we walked out of the store, we heard one last eerie detail.

      “The really weird thing is that Melissa said that none of Bruce Jr.’s clothes were missing. Not only did he not pack anything if he ran away like the police think, but Melissa said none of his shoes are missing, all of his pants are there, and his winter coat is still hanging in the closet.”

      “Maybe he borrowed a pair of boots or something from a friend,” the thin woman said. “Otherwise, you’re saying he left the house naked.”

      “Left or was taken.”

      The two ladies continued their discussion, and we could no longer eavesdrop without looking like a couple of gossip hens. I linked my arm through Bea’s as she finally had her purchase, and we headed out of Paige’s. Neither one of us knew what to say.

      “Melissa has been in the café a couple of times, but she never said anything,” Bea said. “You know, I thought something was wrong with her when she came in. There was a hint of black around her aura, but that is so common around the holidays I just thought she was going through a little bout of holiday blues. My goodness. I could have helped her.”

      Bea’s gift as an empath allowed her to not only sense people’s suffering, but also take it on as part of herself. She’ll absorb the pain so the other person can maybe get a couple nights’ sleep or have a clear mind to figure out what to do. In more extreme cases she can untangle a malicious spirit or a paranormal parasite that might be using the person as a host and send it back to whatever dimension it crawled out of. She’s very good at their removal. I should know because she helped me. She should get T-shirts made that read Bea’s Supernatural Pest Control.

      “What do you say?” I shrugged. “Hey, Merry Christmas and all that jazz, and by the way, my son’s gone missing. If you see my Bruce Jr. around, can you tell him to get right home and maybe mention he should put some clothes on?”

      “That’s weird, right?” Bea shook her head as she climbed into my car, and we headed to the Brew-Ha-Ha Café for the lunch shift. We didn’t mention the conversation to Aunt Astrid. We had forgotten about it since there was a fight going on in the café as we arrived.
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      “Everyone is considered innocent until proven guilty!” It was Mr. Wayne, a teacher from Bibich High, yelling at a blond man who was being held back by who I could only assume was his wife. “I’ll have my day in court. You’ll see. Your kid and those others got me fired for nothing!”

      Half the patrons had receded to the far wall to stay out of the way but were all too happy to be watching. The remaining people were attempting to keep the two men apart. Aunt Astrid was on the phone, telling the police to hurry.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve showing your face around here!” The other man lunged at Mr. Wayne. “You put your hands on my son. You pervert! You belong in a cage!”

      “There is no proof I’ve done anything wrong,” Mr. Wayne said defiantly. “I’m a taxpayer. I have a right to go wherever I want.”

      “I’ll see that you rot in jail!” The man’s face was the angriest red I had ever seen. His eyes watered with tears of fury, and his wife was losing her battle to hold him back.

      Thankfully, my dearest friend, Min Park, was in the café this late morning. He and another fellow kept Mr. Wayne at arm’s length from his attacker. It was interesting to see Min help, since in high school, he was the one mercilessly bullied. Now, Min has grown to be strong and extremely successful.

      With all the people crammed into the Brew-Ha-Ha, Bea and I couldn’t get to Aunt Astrid. Bea tried to inch her way to the more aggressive man to put her hands on him. I knew she thought that if she could take away some of his pain, she might be able to calm him down enough until the police arrived.

      I, on the other hand, kept looking toward the window for the red and blue lights and listening for the sirens but couldn’t see or hear anything over the shenanigans going on.

      With one final attempt, the angry man knocked over a couple of our chairs, pushed aside my aunt’s favorite table, and almost punched Mr. Wayne across the jaw. Had the man not been off balance, he would have taken out a couple of teeth or broken Mr. Wayne’s nose for sure. But it was more of a humiliating brush along the chin than an actual pummeling. However, I knew what would come next. I could tell by the look in Mr. Wayne’s eyes. In fact, I think I heard everyone let out a collective groan of disbelief when they heard Mr. Wayne cry out.

      “That’s it!” Mr. Wayne cried. “I’m going to sue you for assault. You just made a big mistake, pal, and I’ve got witnesses!”

      “Get them out of here!” Aunt Astrid yelled as she held the phone to her ear. “Get both of them out of here!”

      Finally, the police arrived in two black-and-white squad cars with sirens blaring and lights rolling. I held the door open for the officers. Bea was finally able to get to her mother and stand protectively in front of her. Some of the gawkers quickly got out of the way, and Mr. Wayne, suddenly unsteady on his feet, holding his jaw and acting as if he were going to faint, let two of the police officers lead him out of the café first. The other two officers went inside to talk to the other man.

      I stood with Aunt Astrid and Bea. We all looked at each other, stunned. I caught Min’s eye, and he just shrugged.

      “Now, Mr. Mavery, we know you’re upset,” the first policeman said while he kept his hand on his Taser. “But you need to let the law handle things the right way.”

      “Why is that monster out?” the angry man demanded.

      “Mr. Mavery, did you assault Mr. Wayne?” the officer asked as his partner carefully cleared out the café.

      “Yes. I hit him. If I could have gotten closer, I would have strangled the life right out of him. You know what he did to my boy and those others at the school. You know what he did!” Mr. Mavery’s voice was low and hateful.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Mavery. Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

      Mrs. Mavery started to cry and assured her husband she’d call their lawyer as soon as she got home. She shook her head in disgust.

      “You men should be ashamed of yourselves,” she spat at the officers after she reassured her husband everything would be all right.

      I stretched my neck to see what the police were doing outside with Mr. Wayne and was shocked to see the paramedics pull up. Of course, after getting popped in the face, he had to be put on a stretcher and examined if he was serious about filing a lawsuit.

      One police officer led Mr. Mavery out of the café. The other approached Min and some of the people who were still in the far corner of the dining area to get their statements. After, he approached Bea.

      “You’re the owner?” He took out his pad of paper and a small pencil and looked at Bea. Her bright-red hair and blue eyes were captivating, and it was something to see how some guys would ask the silliest questions just for a chance to chitchat with her.

      “No.” She shook her head and jerked her thumb behind her. “My mother is.” And she stepped aside, letting Aunt Astrid take center stage.

      Aunt Astrid told him everything.

      Mr. Mavery and his wife had come into the café looking as if they hadn’t had a good night’s sleep. Their eyes were downcast, and Mrs. Mavery yawned widely as they took a seat next to the window.

      “Yes, right over there,” Aunt Astrid said to the officer, pointing to the area of the room where several of the tables and chairs had been shoved aside. “Something outside caught Mr. Mavery’s attention.”

      He had been looking out the window as his wife was speaking to him. When she reached for his hands, he took hers and squeezed them tightly.

      “I thought he was going to cry, and that led me to think that maybe there had been an unexpected death in the family. But when I saw him jump up, I knew something was wrong.”

      Just then, Aunt Astrid said, the bells went off over the door and a man had walked in. He looked familiar. She recognized his face from the recent newspaper articles.

      Bibich High School was the biggest high school at Wonder Falls, sitting at the edge of town. The girls’ volleyball team was regional champ three years ago.

      But now Bibich High School was in the newspaper for another reason. Several children, both boys and girls, had come forward, accusing Mr. Gale Wayne of a varying range of offenses, from indecent exposure, to lewd and lascivious behavior in front of a minor, to sexual assault. Their ages ranged from thirteen to seventeen years old. Mr. Wayne had been arrested, but he was released when he made bail. The preliminary hearing was set to take place in the next few weeks.

      I hadn’t paid much attention to the story. I know it might sound selfish, but I was busy trying to figure out what to get my boyfriend for Christmas. I didn’t go to Bibich High School, I didn’t know anyone who did, and I didn’t have any teenagers in my life who attended that school that I could be worrying over. It was a scandal that didn’t apply to me. But now it had literally barged in on my family and me.

      “Mr. Wayne walked in. Everyone knew who he was from the paper,” Aunt Astrid said. “Mr. Mavery made it pretty obvious that he was the father of one of the boys who had accused Mr. Wayne of… you know.”

      “Did Mr. Mavery approach Mr. Wayne?” the officer asked.

      “No, sir,” Aunt Astrid had replied. “It was Mr. Wayne who approached Mr. and Mrs. Mavery. I don’t know what he said to them. I couldn’t hear. But whatever it was left Mrs. Mavery with her mouth hanging open and Mr. Mavery grabbing hold of Mr. Wayne’s collar.”

      “That isn’t what Mr. Wayne reported.” The officer looked at my aunt skeptically.

      “I saw the whole thing, Officer.” Min stepped up. “I was right here at the counter.”

      The officer nodded and finished taking Aunt Astrid’s statement before moving on to Min. Bea and I admitted we had come in after the ruckus had already started and were mostly interested in keeping Aunt Astrid safe.

      When the police left, the patrons settled down, although the conversations buzzed louder than usual.

      “Jeez, Aunt Astrid. Bea and I go out to do a little Christmas shopping together, and this is what happens,” I teased. “This is why we can’t have nice things.”

      “My gosh, Mom,” Bea said as she helped me move all of the chairs and tables back to their proper places. “Maybe I’ve been living in a cave, but I don’t know anything about that situation at the high school. Jake hasn’t said anything to me. How did you hear about it?”

      “It’s a recent development,” my aunt replied with a tired voice. “I don’t know whether it’s true or not. I can’t tell yet.” Her eyes roamed our faces then looked out the window. “But something strange is happening.”

      Min came by after he finished chatting with the fellow who had helped him hold Mr. Mavery back.

      “Well, I hate to witness a brawl and then run. I just stopped by to wish you all a wonderful Christmas. I’m leaving with my parents to go visit some relatives in Hawaii while I do a little business.”

      “Hawaii for Christmas?” Bea smiled. “Now that sounds wonderful. Safe travels, and a very Merry to your folks from us.”

      “Well, now, who am I going to drink eggnog and count ugly Christmas sweaters with?” I said. “Hawaii. There’s no snow there, huh?”

      “Have you ever been?”

      “No. And yes, I am terribly jealous. I’m just trying to find the negative side of Christmas in Hawaii to make myself feel better.” I laughed and gave my friend a big hug. “When you get back, you might be able to make yourself a couple of extra dollars playing bouncer for Aunt Astrid if the Brew-Ha-Ha continues to live up to its name.”

      Bea and Astrid said their good-byes to Min.

      It would be two days before Bea and I remembered to tell Aunt Astrid what we’d heard about Bruce Lyle. It came rushing back to us when his mother, Melissa, came into the café late one evening.
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      Melissa Radke, previously known as Mrs. Bruce Lyle Sr., had gone back to her maiden name as soon as she found out about her husband’s indiscretions. When she walked into the Brew-Ha-Ha, my heart broke just looking at her.

      Her eyes were weighed down with dark circles, and the rims were red as if she’d been crying. She wore no makeup, and her hair was pulled back in a careless ponytail that offered no complement to her round face.

      “Hey, Melissa,” I greeted her quietly when she came into the café for her usual black coffee on the way home from her job as a nurse at St. Joe’s hospital.

      At the café, we had decided to try something a little different this year and stay open until midnight for the two weeks leading up to Christmas Eve in order to accommodate some of the later-evening shoppers.

      Normally we’d see her at three o’clock as she worked the afternoon shift and would be home in time for her son, Bruce Jr., but that had changed. Now she was working the graveyard shift. It was a poor choice of words, but that was what it was.

      “Hi, Cath,” she said quietly. “Just a black coffee.”

      “Coming right up.” I smiled and bumped Bea to get her to turn around for a second. She might be able to help. She caught on and greeted her.

      “Hi, Bea. Say, would you girls do me a favor?”

      I nodded, and Bea said, “Of course.”

      “Would you put this up in your window?” She reached into her purse and pulled out a flyer from a huge stack. It was a picture of Bruce Jr. with the word MISSING across the top.

      “Oh dear.” I didn’t know what else to say. I certainly couldn’t say, “Oh yeah, heard some ladies gossiping that your kid went missing. So it’s true. Truthfully, I forgot about it up until just now. But yeah, we’ll put this in the window.” Instead I just followed Bea’s lead.

      “Dear God,” Bea said sadly. “I’m so sorry, Melissa. When was the last time…?”

      “I haven’t seen him in nine days. He hasn’t called. None of his friends have seen him. Or should I say his friend.” She swallowed hard. “Bruce is alone a lot. He says he prefers it that way, but I’m not so sure.”

      Just then, Aunt Astrid came from the kitchen and immediately narrowed her eyes at Melissa, who didn’t notice.

      “With everything that’s been going on at the high school… Bruce was one of those children that said Mr. Wayne…” She couldn’t choke out the words. Bea handed Melissa her coffee and quickly took hold of her hand. But Melissa gently pulled away. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I know you mean well, but I just can’t stand being touched right now. I only want to hug my boy.” Her eyes welled up.

      “I understand,” Bea muttered kindly. “Is there anything we can do?”

      “Bruce hated school,” Melissa continued absently. “He was having a spot of trouble with another boy. Actually, it’s boys. Those kinds of children always travel in packs.” She grimaced. “Bruce just wanted to get through high school. His uncle, my brother, had a job waiting for him at a factory in Chicago. I thought it would be great for him to leave the state and go stay with them for a while and get some real life experience on his own. He acted like he couldn’t wait. But these kids at school…”

      Unfortunately, this story was hitting a nerve with me. Melissa was right. These kinds of children always travelled in packs. They picked on anyone they considered weaker. That was how Darla Castellan did it. She and her best friend, Ruby Connors, the same Ruby Connors whose brother tortured my friend Min, used to hassle me something fierce. There were many times I contemplated running away.

      “Bruce’s father didn’t make things easy for us.” I could tell Melissa was holding back from saying what she really thought about her ex-husband. “Things spread all over town, and somehow what my husband did became my son’s fault and shame. I tried to tell him that high school was just a blip in his life. That it would be over after one more year and then he’d never have to see any of
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Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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