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I smelled the musty mop closet even before I put my eye to the tiny opening I’d just poked in the air with my finger. 

“Dang it! Not again! Where is this place?”

I stretched the quivering edges of the portal and put one eye to the hole, ready to jump back if the portal closed on my fingers. I couldn’t see much, not just because the portal was only two inches across but also because the light on the other side was so dim. All I could see was a cracked four-wheeled mop bucket, a bit of the rough brick wall behind it, and footprints on a dusty floor. As far as I could tell, nothing had changed in the mop closet since the last time I’d tried to draw a portal, which was just after I’d finished my lunch of Nalley’s chili and bottled Dr. Pepper. The bucket was always in the same position. The only thing that seemed to change was the number of footprints on the floor in front of it.

I couldn’t stretch my portal wide enough to fit my entire head, and I wasn’t sure what would happen if I tried to shove myself through. “What if I decapitate myself? What if someone sees my bug-eyed head rolling around on the floor? That would not be a good look.”

As a fashion designer, I felt some obligation to pay attention to my appearance. Much as I yearned to get into the magical land of Grenvallis and find that castle, I wasn’t willing to separate my head from my body to do it. 

“What is so special about this closet?” I wasn’t even sure it was a closet. For all I knew, it could be a warehouse. I’d never seen anyone in there, never heard voices. I thought it might be in Grenvallis, but there was no way to be sure it wasn’t someplace on Mundane Earth. 

“What’s the point of my so-called Phoenix skills if all I can see is a crummy mop closet? Where is the magical castle? After all I’ve been through. Jeez. This is so unfair.”

I dropped my hands in defeat. The portal closed with a faint pop. Something dropped on the linoleum. I leaned down and picked up a dull pewter button that smelled faintly of metallic dust.

“Where do you guys keep coming from? Why can’t you be something pretty, or better yet, valuable, like diamonds or something?” 

I tossed the button in the soup can that held a couple dozen of its fellows. 

Slumping on a stool, I looked around my parents’ kitchen. In typical fashion, my mother had scoured the Formica off the counter before she and my father left on their trip. Now, the counter was hidden under empty unwashed soup and chili cans. Crusty dishes and silverware overflowed the sink. Within my first five days at home, I was eating out of cans with any clean utensil I could find. 

“Do you know how hard it is to eat out of a can with a spatula?” 

A voice inside me taunted, “You could try measuring spoons.”

“Not listening.” I checked the backstock cupboard. Empty. Freezer, ditto. Worse, the stash of pop in my parents’ garage was almost gone. It took me a week to polish off the Coke and the Sprite. The case of A&W went next. I was down to three bottles of Dr. Pepper. After that, I would be drinking tap water. I would have killed for some coffee. 

“You could go get some,” I told myself.

“No, I can’t, because I’m dead. Plus, I don’t have a car.” I thought about my grimy Ford Escort, probably booted or towed by now from the LAX economy lot. Everything had happened so fast after the fire. I walked from one life into another with nothing but the borrowed clothes on my back, which consisted of a gray velour tracksuit one size too small and a puffy quilted down coat with a lot of cash in the pockets, thanks to my Wiccan friend, Candace. My former life as a New Wave spike-haired fashion designer seemed like ancient history.

“At least you walked away alive,” my inner voice reminded me.

“Then why do I still feel dead?”

In the family room, the television blared relentless ads for weight loss supplements, reverse mortgages, tummy tucks, and hair growth elixirs. By now I knew all the hucksters. I’d always thought losing weight was the path to happiness, but I was starting to believe the real reason for my total loser life was my underperforming hair follicles. 

“This is disgusting, Frak,” said my inner nag. 

“I know, but what can I do?” I answered myself. “I keep telling you, I’m dead.”

“Really? You don’t eat like a dead person.”

“Are you telling me I’m fat?”

“If the shoe fits.”

“La la la.” I put my hands over my ears. 

“You always said you wanted fashion freedom. Good news! Now that you’re dead, nobody cares how you look.”

I put my head on the counter. “Frak Blivens, age twenty-five, burned to a crisp by an insane stylist. May I rest in peace.”

“Maybe it would help to read the pamphlet again,” my inner nitpicker said in a condescending tone. 

I sighed and picked up the pamphlet, which was looking somewhat dog-eared. “Okay, but I’ve read it a hundred times.”

The front of the pamphlet showed a now-familiar painting of a green landscape and a gray stone castle glowing in the sunset on a far hill. So You Are A Phoenix covered the page in flowing white script. I gazed at the castle and imagined white-wigged lords and ladies dressed in silk velvet gowns underpinned by massive crinolines and topped with ermine stoles, dancing in ballrooms under glowing candles and eating grand dinners in front of a roaring fire, while happy townspeople brewed beer and sang bawdy tunes in the local pubs. 

“You’ve seen Marie Antoinette too many times,” grumbled my inner critic. “It didn’t end well. In any case, don’t forget, Stan is there.”

“Don’t remind me.” 

“You can’t stay dead forever, you know. Eventually your parents will come home.”

“Where did you come from? Why am I talking to you?” I opened the pamphlet. For the hundredth time, I read the list of potential Phoenix traits. According to the author, a Phoenix might be able to fly, read minds, move through time and space, create portals between worlds, control fire, and stop time with a wave of a blazing hand. Not all Phoenixes had these skills. What’s more, understandably, most Phoenixes could not open portals through water. 

However, all Phoenixes had the power to rise from the ashes to live again. It was baked into the job.

Reading that made me queasy. Of the list of Phoenix skills, apparently I had managed to accomplish only that last one, and that was probably because of Candace pounding on my chest. Rising from ashes was a doozy of a skill, I had to admit, but I didn’t feel inclined to repeat it, even if I knew how. 

In any case, as far as I knew, Candace was in Los Angeles, unlikely to ride to my rescue here in Beaverton. She asked me to put Ellen on that plane, and I did. She said go home to Portland, and I did. My job was done. However, I was having a hard time resting in peace. More like resting in pieces. 

“I did sort of have a talk with fire a couple times,” I mused aloud. “The first time was pretty nice. The second time is the time that killed me, so, no, I’m not sure I am on friendly terms with fire. ‘Discovering your specialties will take time and practice,’” I read. “‘It helps to have the guidance of a Grenvallis expert, preferably an experienced Phoenix who has lived several lives and mastered their Phoenix skills.’ Huh. Do tell. Those accountants-slash-lawyers-slash travel agents were supposed to train me, and then they disappeared, along with Stan. It’s not fair.” 

I jumped when the phone on the wall rang. I stood nearby, waiting for the machine to pick it up. I heard my mother’s voice run through the recording I’d heard so many times, followed by the long beep, and then the caller spoke. 

My heart skipped a beat. 

“Mrs. Blivens? Is Frak there? It’s Molly. We just got back from the tour. We tried to call her, but there’s no answer! We drove by her studio, and it looked like it had burned in a fire! Somebody said she died. I can’t believe it. She can’t be dead. Please let us know if she’s dead or alive. Frak, if you are listening to this, call me!” 

I erased the message. The wave of shame passed in moments. I was getting better at not feeling anything, probably because of being dead. 

I stopped thinking about my friend Molly and resumed thinking about Stan. My brain balked. Out of habit, I turned to look at the refrigerator. 

“Cancel, cancel.” I took a deep breath and grabbed a pen. “Okay, Inner Weirdo, let’s take inventory. Talk to fire. Check. Rise from the dead. Check, with help. Block a Witch from using magic—maybe, although that might have been because of the amulet Stan gave me. Candace said it’s a key. Hm. Not sure whether I should check that one or not. Talk to myself like I’m insane. Check. And I can draw a very small useless portal into a mop closet. Dang it! Why a mop closet? It makes no sense.” 

For the hundredth time, I examined the two keys hanging on the greasy shoelace around my neck. Stan’s key showed a bird with outspread wings, supposedly a Phoenix, he’d said. I admired the burnished silver surface. This key had been useful for alerting me when someone was using magic in my vicinity. I thought it might have blocked Witches who were trying to bespell me. However, it was useless for unlocking a path into Grenvallis. The key Candace gave me was nothing special to look at. Just a regular key you’d use to open any padlock. No image or lettering to help me understand its purpose. As far as I could tell, it was completely inert. 

Sighing, I stowed the keys under my father’s yardwork T-shirt. 

I got up and opened the refrigerator. It had not magically restocked itself while I was making my checklist. 

“Dang it. Now, a list of what I can’t do. I can’t fly. Darn it. I’d really like to be able to fly.” I remembered seeing the outline of wings behind me in that Polaroid Carla had taken for those Grenvallis tourists. “Wishful thinking. I bet Carla did that. What else? I can’t turn invisible. That could be fun. I could preview Prada’s new bags before the California Apparel News. Hm. I can’t stop time. I can’t travel through space, whatever that means. What other space would I go to? Unless they mean Grenvallis. Is that considered space? On the bright side, I can open a portal almost big enough to get my nose into. Is that a victory? Ugh. I need a nap.”

I turned up the TV in the family room and slumped on the couch. Two women with Farrah Faucett hair and sharply tailored off-the-rack jackets were in the middle of interviewing a man who looked like a cross between Fabio and Adonis. His long wavy white-blonde hair and bronze skin were flawless. I couldn’t see his trousers, but from the drape of his jacket, I guessed summer-weight wool gabardine Armani, custom tailored for broad shoulders. 

“Wow.” For a few moments I mourned the loss of all the clothes I’d made for myself over the years. My black vinyl raincoat. My neon paint-spattered Converse tennis shoes. All the designer knock-offs I’d worn with pride to impress L.A. fashionistas. Ashes. 

Compared to the TV show guest, I had more in common with the news anchors in that I couldn’t afford haute couture. Their blazers sported badly tailored linebacker shoulder pads. I pointed at one, then the other. “See that puckering? Ross Dress for Less. Fake Fendi, three seasons old.” Both women had ruffly bleached blonde hair, so the only way to tell them apart was by the color of their suits. 

The one in red said, “We’re talking to Dave Dymond, health and wellness practitioner, motivational speaker, owner of Divine Wellness Enterprises. A true Renaissance man! What an interesting life! A rags-to-riches fairy tale!”

“I can’t get over how many degrees you have,” said her colleague in royal blue. “Incredible.”

The guest tried to appear modest and failed, which made both women giggle and puff out their chests.

The woman in red said, “Tell us about your latest product, Dave.” 

Dave turned to the camera and looked straight at me. It seemed like it, anyway. My breath caught in my throat. Who could look that gorgeous and be human? 

“My latest line of supplements is aimed at helping women unlock and manifest their true potential,” he said. His voice was as smooth as melted chocolate.

“Ooh, tell us more,” said the woman in red, primping her hair back from her face. She looked a bit flushed, like she was trying to manifest her true potential there under the studio lights. 

“Let’s get a close-up of this sample,” said the woman in blue. 

The screen cut to an elegant green glass bottle. The label showed a waterfall against a green hillside. “Ooh, so pretty. There it is, Divine Wellness Magic Empowerment Youth Elixir.” She caressed the bottle with long red acrylic nails.

The camera cut to Dave shaking back his hair. “If you are feeling down, maybe things haven’t been going so well for you lately, maybe you’ve experienced an illness, maybe you’ve even stared into the face of death, this supplement will help you regain your emotional balance. After a few short weeks, you’ll be on your way to empowered health and happiness.”

He turned and looked into the camera again. I was pretty sure he was talking about me. 

“Will it work for men too?” asked the woman in red. 

Dave curled his lip in a half smile. I started to get a sense of what my mother might have felt when she saw her first Elvis movie. 

The woman in red looked like she might be swooning. In fact, both women were swooning, judging by their glistening faces. 

Dave smiled. “No, Ms. Spencer, I developed this product exclusively for women.”

“Oh, call me Kimmie.” Kimmie fanned the air in front of her face with a well-manicured hand.

“Don’t worry, I have some other products for men who might not be reaching, shall we say, their fullest firmest potential.”

Both women giggled. “Our producer seems to be blushing,” said Kimmie.

Her colleague pouted with overly red lips. “I’m so sorry. Just as it was getting interesting! We need to hear from our sponsor. When we come back, we’ll be talking to a local farmer who raises alligators.”

“Alligators! How fun, stay with us, we’ll be right back.”

A commercial came on. I sighed and got up to turn off the TV. 

“Hello, Winners,” said a familiar voice. It was Dave Dymond! 

I squatted in front of the TV. Dave’s face filled the screen. Up close, every hair, every pore was perfect. Blue eyes sparkled against flawless tanned skin. I could not see any wrinkles. He could have been twenty or fifty. His wide smile was just a little lopsided, with perfect teeth, yet not so perfect they screamed dentures, and one dimple dented his right cheek. I found myself moaning, although possibly that was due to lack of nutrition. 

“Who wants to be a winner?”

I raised my hand. “I do! I want to be a winner!”

Dave turned his smile up a notch. “Great! Join me tonight at 7:00 p.m. for a free seminar called ‘How to Win at Life in Three Easy Steps.’ That’s right! Only three easy steps, and you could be on your way to happiness, contentment, and freedom from fear. Plus, a six-figure income! Sound good? No registration needed. Did I mention it’s free? Just show up tonight at 7:00 p.m. at the Heathman Hotel in downtown Portland and find out the secret to the happy healthy wealthy life you’ve always dreamed of.”

A Ford Mustang commercial came on. I settled back into the cushions, thinking about the things I could do with wealth, if only I weren’t dead. 

“I could buy that car. I could buy a house. I could die happy.” Then I slapped my forehead. “Nuts. Who am I kidding? This is just the second semester of Easy Peasy Marketing.” 

I shut my eyes. Soon I was dreaming of Stan lying on a table in a dark cell. This dream was occurring more often. Sometimes he was motionless. Sometimes he squirmed in a restless doze, as if he were caught in a nightmare. I didn’t know if either scenario was real, but I knew he was in trouble. In my dream, I kept trying to save him. Stan! My friend, my grandfather. I desperately wanted to be the hero. I always came up short. Each time, just as I was about to bust open the cell door, I found myself unable to move, all my muscles frozen, as if time had stopped.

I woke up weeping. 

I struggled upright. “I need to get it together,” I muttered, wiping my face. 

My inner critic didn’t hesitate. “Good luck, Loser.”

I shook my head. “Where are my shoes?”

“Where are you going, Loser? Don’t you have more moping to do?”

“All done moping. I’m going to find out how to be a winner.”

***
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I hadn’t been to the Heathman since my mother and her friends dragged me to an Esperanto conference when I was a young teen. I spent the time eating cake and decorating napkins with Twiggies in striped minidresses and go-go boots. 

The hotel was easy to find. The bus let me off right in front. I pushed through the revolving door into the lobby. A big sign on an easel pointed the way to the winning.

“Three easy steps,” I said to my inner skeptic. “Winning, here I come.”

A wall of double doors opened into a huge ballroom. Except for two aisles, every inch of floor space was crammed with row after row of cushioned straight back chairs, all the way up to the curtained stage far across the room. 

A woman in a poorly fitting black uniform greeted me at the door and handed me a shiny white folder. “There’s plenty of room in the front row.” She pointed.

“I’ll just sit back here, if you don’t mind.”

She leaned in and sniffed. “What are you?” 

I took a step back, aware that the tracksuit I’d been wearing since I died had long since passed from distasteful to downright disgusting. I clutched my coat tightly over my father’s pilled brown acrylic cardigan to contain the odor. “I’ve been under the weather lately.”

She took my arm in a firm grip. “You really need to sit here in front.”

“No, no,” I protested to no avail. Stan’s key warmed under my father’s T-shirt. I realized she couldn’t help herself. Border Collie or something. Definitely born to herd. 

She dragged me along the aisle toward the row right under the stage and shoved me past a man wearing a silver beanie. 

I fell onto the next empty chair, bumping the woman to my right. She was wearing a similar beanie. “Excuse me,” I said. 

“Watch it. Don’t get in my way,” she growled. 

“I beg your pardon?”

She pulled her beanie down to her eyebrows and slumped on the chair with her arms folded over her chest. 

“Hey, wait a minute. Aren’t you one of the Natty Nihilists?”

“I used to be. Now I’m a DWAP.”

I frowned. “A what?”

“D-W-A-P. Down With All Pyramids.”

“Ssh, Wilma, stop telling her everything!” 

I looked at the man to my left. “Phillip? What are you guys doing in Portland? Down with All Pyramids? Is that . . . Are those hats made of tin foil?” I stood up. “You guys used to be so well-dressed, considering you were fashion haters. What’s going on?”

He grabbed my sleeve and pulled me down. “Shut up, you’ll wreck it. We’ve spent weeks planning this. It cost us a fortune to get here. Greyhound sucks.”

Before I could ask more questions, the ballroom lights flashed twice. A woman’s exuberant voice boomed from two tall banks of speakers placed on either side of the stage. “Take your seats, everyone. The presentation is about to begin.”

A short period of pandemonium ensued. Ushers corralled balky attendees into empty seats. Soon every chair was filled. The tower of speakers blasted an upbeat tune that resembled my high school pep rally theme song, which I had never bothered to learn, given my high school years were spent drawing clothes in my textbooks and dreaming of my future career as a famous fashion designer. 

The spotlight highlighted a short woman standing to one side of the stage. She held a microphone. Typical bottle-blonde. No doubt she assumed she was worth it. I eyed her shapeless black mid-calf dress. Not much style going on there. 

“My name is Veda Centuri.” She waved both her hands. Stan’s key warmed. Uh-oh. Magic. A kaleidoscope of colored spots burst and danced around the room, although I couldn’t see a disco ball overhead. “I work for Stedman and Associates as the dedicated publicist for Divine Wellness Enterprises. The man who founded Divine Wellness needs no introduction, but for those of you who are new tonight, you should know that the founder of this magical opportunity is a physician, inventor, clairvoyant, and counselor. He also is a master of the Tarot. He is truly a Renaissance man. We are so glad you are here for this amazing opportunity to join us on our mission to improve the health and well-being of people all around the world. Our associates will be standing by at the back of the ballroom to enroll you in our distribution program. Getting started is absolutely free!” She paused for a smattering of applause. “Now it’s time for our presentation. Tonight we are going to show you three easy steps to becoming a winner. Are you ready to start the new year as a winner?” 

“Yeah!” shouted many people behind me.

“Are you ready to meet the star of the show?” 

Judging by the noise and thumping, the entire line of audience members in the row behind me had risen to their feet. I looked over my shoulder. They were pumping their fists in the air. Their shouts coalesced into a chant: “Dave, Dave, Dave!” The rabid energy reminded me of Rocky Beach’s Church of Visualization seminar in L.A. 

I looked to my left. People on the other side of the aisle were falling on their companions and fanning themselves with their folders. Was this a cult? Was it a personal healthcare revolution? More to the point, would joining this enthusiastic wellness community help me feel less dead?

I looked along the row to my right. Interspersed among the screaming fans, the handful of DWAPs were easy to spot. They all wore silver hats and sat with their arms folded across their chests. 

I had more in common with the DWAPs than with the Dave Dymond fanatics. I slumped in my seat.

Veda clapped her hands, and the spotlight moved to the center of the curtain. “Ladies and Gentlemen, please welcome the one, the only, the handsomest man on the planet, Dave Dymond!”

The crowd went wild, whistling, screaming, cheering, and clapping. I hunkered down, ready to dive to the floor in case the audience decided to stampede the stage. The front row would be goners. 

The curtain split in two and swept aside. A man strode forward. Dave Dymond, in the flesh, still looking like Fabio and Adonis rolled into one hunky guy. 

“Welcome, welcome!” He moved around the stage, waving and bowing with his hands together. Pamela van Plotz, my former boss, used to bow like that. Her bow was followed by a command to “namaste,” to the complete mystification of her employees.

Pamela was a fashion icon, but Dave was in another league altogether. His off-white linen suit looked unconstructed, but I knew what was going on inside that lining. Only a talented tailor could make haute couture out of something that looked like it had been slept in. An off-white winter-weight wool jacket hung like a dream from his broad shoulders and parted in front just enough to reveal trim pleated pants draping from a narrow tan leather belt. His perfectly pegged trousers ended in cuffs with the perfect amount of break over beige huaraches and—wait a minute! Red socks! Dave Dymond was a fashion rebel! 

Someone in an usher uniform handed Dave a microphone. The spotlight followed him to the front of the stage. I had an astounding view of the pleats on his pants, the trimness of his waistline, the welt pockets on his jacket, the handstitching on the lapels, and the lack of hair in his nose. His style was perfect. The man was a god. 

A spicy scent wafted along the front row. Was that Dave’s cologne? At that moment, Stan’s key got so hot I had to check to make sure my shirt wasn’t on fire. Some kind of magic was going on. Looking at the figure on the stage, I wasn’t totally surprised. Nobody looked that good without help. 

I shushed the key. “Stop it, he’s talking!”

“Welcome, Winners!” That velvet voice! Rocky and Sandy Beach were raucous peafowl compared to the melodious Dave. Dave shaded his eyes with one hand and looked into the audience. He took his time. He seemed to be seeing every person. “Welcome. I see some familiar faces. So glad you came back.” He glided from one side of the stage to the other. “New faces, new faces, hello, welcome, I hope you hear something that inspires you to join our movement.”

A man behind me yelled, “We love you, Dave!”

Dave bowed. “I love you too.” He strolled back to the center, smiling like a beneficent king. To my shock, he stopped in front of me. “Well, well, well, what have we here?”

I just about died as the demigod in the perfect linen suit came to the edge of the stage and kneeled down in front of me. We made eye contact, his blue eyes to my brown. My heart stuttered to a stop. 

He held the mic to his lips as if he were going to kiss it. “Is this what I think it is?” 

“Yow!” Stan’s key zapped me in the breastbone. I ignored it, desperate to keep Dave’s attention. 

“Take me, Dave, take me!” shouted a woman running toward the stage waving something white and lacy. 

“Friend, I invite you to make an appointment for a life coaching session. Meanwhile, let me enjoy this moment. Here we have a rare creature, something unique, practically a unicorn, if I may be so bold.”

Before I could shout “Sign me up! I’ll take a hundred,” the Natty Nihilists, now known as the DWAPs, jumped to their feet, ripped open their overcoats, and held up signs that showed a pyramid in a circle with a red diagonal slash across it. 

Wilma shouted, “Down with all pyramids, pyramids suck!”

“Pyramid schemers go home!” screamed Phillip.

Another DWAP yelled, “Leave the pyramids for the pharaohs!”

Dave backed up toward the rear of the stage, but I could see he was laughing. He looked offstage. Then he pointed at me with the mic. 

Wilma elbowed me aside and rushed the stage. Phillip was on her tail, followed by two young women in hiked-up granny dresses. Their silver beanies were strapped under their chins like pioneer bonnets. Someone jostled me from behind. That same spicy scent permeated the air around me, as if someone wearing a ton of perfume had just walked past. While I stared at the DWAPs in astonishment, I had failed to notice that large men in bulging usher suits had blocked both ends of the front row, cutting off escape for everyone, including me. 

***
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I had time to think about my strange evening on the long, cold bus ride back to my parents’ house. I still couldn’t make sense of what had happened. As two guards hoisted Phillip off his feet, he yelled, “Resist! Resist!” I thought he was addressing the audience, whose members were milling around, waving their arms, and complaining. 

Then Wilma looked right at me. “Frak! Aluminum foil!” 

What the heck? 

I crouched under a chair and waited for the chaos to end. When the ballroom was almost empty, I extricated myself from piles of discarded folders and sidled up the aisle toward the exit.

An usher with a clipboard blocked my path. “Special distributor price if you enroll tonight. Deal ends at midnight. You’ll be sorry if you miss it!”

“Don’t tell me. Easy Peasy Marketing.”

Her mouth fell open. “How did you know?”

From behind me, Veda Centuri yelled, “Stop her, don’t let her leave!”

I bolted past the surprised usher and ran through the lobby toward the revolving door. Two ushers were converging on me as I shoved on the crossbar. “Come on, come on!” The heavy door moved slowly. Panic gave me a boost. Even so, the Border Collie almost made it into my space. As I shoved against the door, I looked back over my shoulder through the glass. Her teeth were bared. Her ears were up and back. She was slavering just a bit, which didn’t bode well for her uniform. 

I burst through onto the sidewalk, gasping lungfuls of cold air. A bus stopped in front of me. I didn’t bother to check the number. I jumped on. The bus lumbered away from the curb, leaving three scowling ushers standing with clenched fists on the sidewalk.

I transferred buses a few blocks away, looking over my shoulder, hoping I’d see them coming before I was cornered and mauled by crazy multilevel marketers. The bus carried the normal evening weirdos, but Stan’s key was quiet.

I’d stopped shaking, more or less, by the time the bus dropped me off in Beaverton. I trudged the three blocks from the bus stop to my parents’ house, looking over my shoulder from time to time and trying to ignore my inner critic, who kept saying “Who’s winning now, huh?” 

“Stop busting my chops. You know something weird happened. Why did it seem as if Dave Dymond was singling me out? What was up with those wacky DWAP protesters? And why did the guards go after the protesters but ignore me as if I were invisible?”

“Loser, loser.” My inner nag didn’t have answers, so she resorted to insults.

“Bounces off me, sticks on you. I’m going to bed.”

I opened the door with my parents’ spare key and felt something in my pocket. Stan’s key warmed under my shirt.

“Huh.” I pulled out a Pepsi bottle cap. “Where did this come from?”

I was too tired to ponder the mystery. I stretched out on the couch, TV still blaring infomercials, and dreamed of Stan all night. Around 9:00 a.m., my attempts to sledgehammer the cinder block walls keeping Stan imprisoned turned into knocking on my parents’ front door.
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Chapter 2
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“Who knows I’m here?” I groaned. Then I thought, Candace! Maybe she comes bearing chocolate croissants and cafe lattes. I rolled off the couch and hurried into the front room.

Instead of Candace, Mrs. Moss, our neighbor from across the street, stood on the porch smiling and holding a basket of cookies. Mrs. Moss had been a first-grade teacher before she retired. She had taught all the Blivens children, one after the other. Mom said Mrs. Moss was spending her golden years gardening and baking. Mom sounded both envious and resentful, which seemed misplaced, given my mother neither gardened nor baked. 

I moaned when I smelled the cookies. “Chocolate chip!”

“With no walnuts, just the way you like them. Happy new year, Frances.”

Keeping my eyes on the cookies, I held the door open. “Oh, right. Happy new year.”

Soon we were settled on stools at the counter. Neither one of us mentioned the blasting TV or the pigsty I’d created in my mother’s kitchen. I inhaled the aroma of sugary dough and chocolate and thought maybe I might live a few more minutes just to enjoy those cookies. After that, I could lie down on the grimy floor and die again, but happily this time.

“You looked a bit stressed when you got home last night. Did you forget to put out the trash bin?” 

I shrugged. My mouth was not up to multitasking at that moment. And what would I say? Yes, stressed was one way to put it. How could I tell her I’d almost been persuaded by a gorgeous demigod to become a distributor for a pyramid scheme? How stupid could I be? Forgetting trash day was pretty far down the stupid list. 

“Frances, come over for lasagna tonight. You can help make the salad.”

A procession of thoughts rolled through my mind. Help? What could I possibly help with? I couldn’t cook. Not only that, I was a slob. What’s more, I was a dead slob. Plus, there was one little part of me I was ashamed to acknowledge: I didn’t want to help. In my former life, I tried to help, and all it got me was dead. 

“What are you thinking, Frances? I can practically see the wheels turning. You always were a thoughtful child.”

I laughed in spite of myself. “That’s funny. It’s a good thing teachers can’t see into the minds of students. You wouldn’t have seen much thinking going on. Mostly whether I looked fat in pink and what they were serving for dessert in the cafeteria.”

Mrs. Moss laughed. “Well, those are appropriate first-grade thoughts.” 

“Yes, but I still have them.” I sighed. “First grade was a long time ago. I don’t feel like I’ve learned a thing since then.” I hastened to reassure. “It’s not your fault. I know you tried. I just never seemed to fit in.”

Instead of protesting, Mrs. Moss nodded. “Even as a child, you were an outsider.” Before I could say anything, she added, “Come for dinner. Run your father’s sweater through the wash if you have time. You probably need to go shopping too.”

“My parents hid their car keys.”

“I see. Take my car, then. You have some money, don’t you? Maybe some leafy greens for a salad would be refreshing.” 

She stood up and walked to the front door. 

I ignored the crack about salad. “You still know how to rock a classic shirtwaist.”

Mrs. Moss was smiling as she headed down the steps. 

Even though she hadn’t mentioned the state of my parents’ kitchen, I’d seen her look of surprise. I got the hint. I located some hazmat supplies and started cleaning up the mess. It felt good to be doing something other than moping. Maybe it was the sugar and fat in those homemade cookies working their way into my bloodstream, but for the first time in days, I felt a surge of hope.

It took me several hours to clean up the evidence of my three-week debauchery. Eventually I got everything bagged up, all the dishes washed, all the counters hosed down. I even mopped the floor. Finally, I took the garbage out to the trash bin. Next trash day, I vowed I would be on it. 

At 6:00 p.m., I put on my winter boots and trudged across the street to Mrs. Moss’s house. The night was dark and rainy, typical for Portland in January, but I knew the way by heart. She’d been our neighbor forever. 

She opened the door and welcomed me into the warm foyer. “Good evening, Frances.” 

“Good evening. Nice outfit. Can’t go wrong with Ship ’n’ Shore. It’s the mix and match philosophy, never goes out of style.”

“I see you went shopping.” She eyed my sweatpants and jacket and shook her head. “Maybe one of these days you’ll feel inspired to wear something other than black. Meanwhile, come help me make the salad.” 

As usual, Mrs. Moss’s kitchen was spotless. Besides being our first-grade teacher, she’d been like an aunt to us over the years since. Her kitchen felt like home. I took off my jacket and got busy grating carrots. 

As I ripped up five kinds of lettuce, I thought about all the times my siblings and I had sat at the breakfast nook in Mrs. Moss’s kitchen. I felt as if I’d regressed to elementary school and soon be struggling to understand why Dick and Jane didn’t take a break. It was nice to be taken care of for a change. I looked around her cheery kitchen, appreciating the simple clutter of her comfortable retirement. Pens in a holder, a few manila folders stacked by the phone, a message pad, a paper clip organizer. The normal detritus of living. The only items that seemed out of place were two bell-shaped objects made of foil on the counter next to the basement door. 

“I’ve never seen that picture before. Was that Mr. Moss?” I pointed to a black-and-white framed photo of a man standing next to a much younger Mrs. Moss in front of a classroom chalkboard. 

Mrs. Moss smiled. “There is no Mr. Moss.”

I stared at her. “What? But . . . we always assumed . . .”

“Soon after I started my career in Portland, I met a man named Garrold.” 

“Oh, no. Did he die? I’m so sorry, Mrs. Moss.”

“No need for condolences. We never married. He was fired before we could become more than friends. He was an exemplary teacher, but he had some problems with the principal. Garrold disappeared. After that, I moved to Beaverton. It seemed easier to tell my colleagues I was a widow.”

“You look happy in that picture.”

“It was a long time ago.” Mrs. Moss turned away and did something at the sink. 

Before long, we were sitting on the sofa in the living room in front of a cozy fire, eating lasagna and salad on wooden TV trays. Peace wafted over me. It could have been the carbs. Could have been the fire. 

“Before I forget, thank you for letting me borrow your car. Besides this outfit, you’ll be happy to know I got lettuce. At least, I think it was lettuce. It came chopped up in a plastic bag.” I savored the cheesy pasta. “Mm. This is delicious. Say, did you hear Dad found his real mom? She lives in a mobile home in Bend. I have a grandmother!”

“Yes, your mother told me. That’s wonderful.”

After I’d had seconds, we cleared the dishes to the sink. Mrs. Moss ignored my fake protest and served up two small dishes of chocolate ice cream. We sat at the breakfast bar in the kitchen. I practically inhaled my tiny scoop. I could have polished off the whole quart. 

I patted my stomach. “I can’t thank you enough for coming to my rescue. You are the best.”

“Thank you, Frances. However, I fear you won’t think so after I say what I am about to say.”

“What? There’s no more ice cream?”

Mrs. Moss stood up. She picked up a manila folder from the counter, put her finger to her lips, and waved me to my feet. “Ssh,” she said. She made a motion with her hand. A prism of color rippled through the kitchen. All of a sudden, there were the two of us, still eating ice cream at the kitchen counter! 

Before I could gasp, she grabbed my arm, scooped up the two tin foil shapes from the counter, and pushed me toward the basement steps. I looked over my shoulder at her, and she made a zip-your-lips motion. As I descended the concrete steps, I thought, oh, no, has my first-grade teacher turned out to be a serial killer? Didn’t see that coming.

Compared to my parents’ basement, Mrs. Moss’s basement was practically empty, except for a washer, a dryer, and a shiny tent-like structure placed in the middle of the concrete floor. It appeared to be a two-person tent covered in aluminum foil. 

She held up a flap and ushered me inside. Two cushions took up most of the floor. She settled onto one and waved me to the other.

“Sorry for this. This is the only tent I could find on short notice. We can talk in a moment,” she whispered, wiping her forehead. “We don’t have long. That spell isn’t strong but it should be enough to give us some privacy.”

I shook my head, speechless. 

“Put this on your head, please.”

She picked up the two bucket-shaped objects she’d grabbed from the counter and put one on her head. She gave me the other one.

“Is this . . . aluminum foil?”

“Yes, heavy-duty Reynolds Wrap. That seems to be the most effective.”

I put the tin foil hat on my head. “I met some people last night who were wearing tin foil beanies. Was there a nuclear bomb in Beaverton? Seems like I would have noticed.”

“I’ll explain. First, though, you should know, I am a member of the POP.”

Her words took a moment to sink in, and then I choked on a bit of dairy phlegm. I spent a minute coughing and retching. 

“Do you need a bucket?”

“You are a Protector of Peace?” I gasped when I thought I could trust my voice not to crack. “Like Candace and Dob and the Gargoyles?” 

Mrs. Moss nodded. “I have heard of those members. Los Angeles POP, I believe. Before you ask, yes, I am a Hedge Witch. I lead the Oregon POP chapter. We are a small group. Beryl, Ann and Nancy, and Clem. I expect you will meet them someday. Are you sure you’re all right, Frances? You look a bit pale.”

“Silver washes me out.” I leaned forward in the chair, feeling boneless. “Okay, so you’re a member of the POP. Are you going to tell me how to join your chapter?”

“You are already a member of the Los Angeles chapter, so, no, no need to join Portland, unless you want dual membership? I can look into that for you—”

“Mrs. Moss? Please. Why are you telling me this?”

“Frances, we have an assignment for you.”

“You mean, like when I took Ellen to the airport?” 

“Frances, we need you to find the King and Queen of Grenvallis.”
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Chapter 3
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“Grenvallis! I’ve been trying to get there for weeks!”

“We know. You’ve been leaving many abandoned portals.”

I stared at Mrs. Moss, shaking my head. My helmet wobbled. “None of this makes any sense.”

“Didn’t you receive training?”

“The accountants who handled my grandfather’s will were supposed to teach me. Gail and Lori. All they wanted to do was dance. And then right before Halloween, everyone disappeared, including my friend, Stan.” 

“Stan is a good friend?”

“Stan is my grandfather. I call him Stan.”

“I see. You mean Prince Stanislav. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting the King’s brother. I hope to one day.”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” I looked at the shiny tent ceiling as if a lightning bolt should come down through the foil roof and set me on fire because I was too stupid to live. “I don’t know why anything surprises me anymore.” I leaned over and put my head between my knees. My hat fell onto the floor. 

“Frances. Breathe.” 

I grabbed my hat and straightened up, crimping the foil around my forehead. “I’m going insane. What is happening?”

“Tell me about your grandfather.”

I drew a shaky breath. “Stan was my friend before I found out he was my grandfather. You probably already know he’s a Phoenix? By the time I found out who he was, he was missing.” My throat tightened, choking off my voice.

“Perhaps that is why you are the one chosen for this assignment. Most of us didn’t think you . . . Yes.” Mrs. Moss nodded. “That would make sense. I remember your mother telling me your father was adopted. And you always were a . . . Well, to be honest, we didn’t know what you were. You probably don’t remember falling into a . . . ? One moment you were there in the cafeteria, eating lunch, and then you were gone. Before anyone could initiate a search, you were suddenly back, sopping wet. 

“Well, never mind. What an interesting set of coincidences, that you should be a . . . And then meet your grandfather here on Mundane Earth. Almost as if you were being prepared . . . Mysteries abound! Back to the matter at hand. We think the King and Queen of Grenvallis—and apparently, the Prince—disappeared around the same time.”

My mind was reeling with questions. Grenvallis has a king and queen? Did they live in the castle? Did the king hold tournaments and feasts? Did the queen wear gowns and schooner ships on her head? Why was Mrs. Moss talking in incomplete sentences? 

As soon as my throat loosened up, I asked, “What happened?” 

“The national POP leadership thinks they were ambushed and kidnapped. We searched every square inch of Grenvallis, and then suddenly, the portals were almost impossible to open. We think the royal couple are somewhere here on Mundane Earth. We want you to find them and take them back to Grenvallis. Once they have been restored to their thrones, they can find Prince Stanislav and reopen the portals. I know you would like to find your grandfather; however, my instructions were to ask you specifically to locate the king and queen.”

“You guys are nuts. You must think I’m some kind of superhero. Mrs. Moss, don’t you remember? I ate Play-Doh. I drew pictures of horses in our Dick and Jane books. I yelled at Vicky Applebaum for wearing a pink sweater with a red skirt. I don’t think I’ve learned anything since first grade. Now I’m cluttering up the place with portals. Why would you choose me? Maybe we should find Stan first and get him to find the King and Queen.”

“One thing at a time. The portal problem is easily solved,” Mrs. Moss said, patting my arm. “I’m guessing you have a small collection of some little gray objects, in a jar, perhaps?”

“Yeah, those pewter buttons?”

“Those are called nerdos. New Phoenixes create one every time they open a portal and don’t close it properly. When you open a portal, you must close it behind you.”

“Behind me! I can’t even open one in front of me! I can’t wait to see Grenvallis, but all I ever see is a stupid mop closet!”

“Start with places you know here on Mundane Earth. Keep practicing. Grenvallis will come in time. You learned to read, didn’t you?”

“Barely. So, what do I do with the nerds?”

“Nerdos. You have to reabsorb them somehow, Frances. Don’t be afraid to experiment. As for why we chose you, Frances, to be honest, we don’t have another option.” 

I swallowed my resentment and stared at my hands. “I’m having trouble dealing with all of this.”

“Maybe you need to talk to someone.”

I perked up. “Like another Phoenix?”

“I was thinking of a counselor or therapist. To help you cope with your feelings.”

“I don’t have any feelings.”

“Maybe you’d feel better if you started wearing some brighter colors.”

I shook my head. “Nice try. Not a chance. I’m dead, remember?” 

“It’s time to come back to life, Frances.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Okay, thank you for the lovely dinner and for this amazing experience of camping under a tin foil tent in your basement. You said you had some information to give me? I’m not necessarily agreeing to take on this assignment, you understand, but I need to know more to decide.”

Mrs. Moss opened the manila folder. “This is a photograph of the King and Queen.” 

An 8 x 10 black-and-white photo showed a man and a woman standing in front of a fireplace in what appeared to be a study or a library. The walls on either side of the couple were floor-to-ceiling books. A tall window next to the fireplace was framed in what looked like heavy velvet held back with a sash cord, exposing a wide courtyard and a path leading through a garden to a wrought iron gate. 

“King Marvin,” Mrs. Moss said, pointing. “We affectionately call him King Moe. Queen Christina.”

King Moe was tall and slim, with dark hair and a trim beard that might have been going gray. He had a kind face. Other than that, he didn’t look a bit like Stan. King Moe apparently preferred tailored suits to batik kimonos, although his suit looked like nothing I’d ever seen before, sort of a cross between Ziggie Stardust and Dr. Doolittle. 

I admired the Queen’s off-the-shoulder cocktail dress. Her feet were shod in an amazing pair of platforms. She looked tough as nails. “You’ve met them?”

“I visited Grenvallis long ago,” Mrs. Moss said. “I hope to return one day.”

“How did you find out they were missing?” 

“We started to hear rumors in early November. For the past year or so, the magic had been unstable, but it started to go terribly awry. My spells weren’t working reliably, and it’s grown worse. There were reports that the Castle was falling into disrepair. The land wasn’t green and growing as it should. We weren’t able to locate Prince Stanislav—we didn’t know then that he was also missing. POP chapters around the world met and agreed to send members of the Gargoyles to search Grenvallis and Mundane Earth. So far, they have not reported back. If the King and Queen had returned, we would know. The evidence would be obvious throughout Grenvallis and Mundane Earth. Instead, magic is failing.”

“How do worldwide chapters meet, by telephone? Never mind. I can tell by your face you have some top secret crystal ball or something. Back to the King and Queen. Don’t they have a tracking device on them, like the style Witches had with their stylebooks?”

“Alas, no, what a thought. No one would have dared put a tracking device on the King and Queen of Grenvallis.”

“Who would want them gone?”

Mrs. Moss sighed. She waved a hand at the ceiling. “This is why we are sitting under an aluminum foil tent wearing tin foil hats. The West Coast POP suspects a problem within the West Coast Covens.”

“Do you think someone in the Covens wants to get rid of the King and Queen?”

“We don’t have any evidence. However, something is going on. Every five years we elect a new president for the West Coast region. Some of us believe the most recent election was rigged.”

“Rigged! You mean, like ballot stuffing?”

Mrs. Moss took a ragged breath. She looked tired. “A very powerful Witch named Dame Hillary Millburn won the election, or so it seems. The ballot process is . . . Well, there’s no point in trying to explain it. Suffice it to say, it’s complicated. Some of us don’t believe Dame Hillary was fairly elected, but we can’t prove anything.”

“What’s her story? Is Dame her first name, or is it some kind of title like they have in England? Crazy. How’d she get so much power?”

“We don’t know. She seems to know everything we are doing. We think someone has designed a spell to listen in on our conversations.”

“You think she’s bugged your house?”

Mrs. Moss looked frustrated. She also looked very pale. “Frances, we don’t have much time left before my spell gives out. You should know, finding the King and Queen is critical to the survival of Grenvallis. Since the dawn of time, King Moe and Queen Christina have ruled the land. Without them, the magic can’t flow.”

“What is Grenvallis, anyway? Is it like Oz or something?”

Mrs. Moss’s gaze softened. “Grenvallis is the center of everything, the one, true, pure source of magic. All magical beings, wherever they are, receive their magic from Grenvallis. We weren’t all born in Grenvallis, but all of us hope to be fortunate enough to die there.”

“Speaking of which . . . I hate to ask, but how do you know they are still alive?”

“Magic would cease to exist.”

“Holy moly!”

“Frances, do you still have the keys?”

“What keys?”

“I understood you were given two keys.”

“Oh, those keys.” I patted my chest. “Yeah, Stan gave me one. That key gets hot when someone is doing magic. I think it has helped me block magic a few times. Candace gave me the other key. I have no idea what that one does. It looks like an ordinary key. Candace said one to get in and one to get out. In and out of where? It sure doesn’t mean portals. I’ve tried.”

“Keep trying. I have faith in you.”

I could tell by the tone of her voice she had no faith in me at all. I’d heard that tone from my parents my entire life. I held out the photo. “Well, I’d like to be your hero, but I don’t see what I can do. They could be in China for all we know. Where would I even start? It’s not like I have any control over my Phoenix powers. As far as I can tell, I don’t have any powers at all. I can’t just send out my radar and locate people.”

“Keep the photo.” Mrs. Moss stood up. The top of her foil hat scraped the tent roof. “Let’s go upstairs.”

She trudged up the steps. I put the photo in my pocket and followed, carrying my foil hat in my hand. 

In the kitchen, the images of our two figures were barely visible at the counter. 

“Just in time,” Mrs. Moss whispered. She waved her hand, and our images faded away. She removed her tin foil hat and put it in the oven. In a louder voice, she said, “Please put that in the oven. I’ll use it to reheat the leftovers tomorrow.”

I put my foil hat in the oven next to hers. 

She lowered herself onto a stool. Her hands were trembling. 

We rested in silence for a minute. I didn’t know what she was thinking, but I was wondering who would have the power to bug Mrs. Moss’s kitchen. If Mrs. Moss’s kitchen wasn’t safe, nowhere on the planet was safe. 

“I hear something.” Mrs. Moss parted the curtain over the sink window and looked outside. 

I stood up. “What is it? Are we in trouble?”

“Frances, sometimes we have to take a leap of faith.”

“Leap of faith! What are you talking about? I’m a total incompetent!”

“Incompetent or not, Frances, even if you don’t accept this assignment, you can’t stay in Beaverton.”

“Why not? I could get a job at Safeway or something. Rent an apartment. Start over. Pretend like none of this ever happened.” 

“You could, but I don’t think you will want to,” Mrs. Moss said.

“What do you mean?”

“Because your parents just pulled up.” 
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Chapter 4
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“We tried to call you,” my mother said. She started a pot of coffee, even though it was 8:30 at night. “The line just kept ringing.” 

“Ringing? Oh, right.” I wondered who was paying my phone bill. 

Before I could explain, she set down the coffee canister and flung her arms around me. I leaned into the hug and breathed in her familiar scent of lipstick and Lady Ban. 

“Did you have a good Christmas? What are you doing here? Have you been sick? I’m so glad to be home! I’ll never ride in that thing with your father again. He tried to teach me to drive it, but I ran over a curb going out of the parking lot. What a maniac. It’s a wonder we made it.” 

“I see you picked up some hitchhikers.”

“The divorce was finalized. They had to sell the house. Cheryl needs some time to decompress. You can have the couch in the sewing room. We’ll put Cheryl and the boys in Louis’s room. It’ll be Christmas in January.”

The moment they walked into the house, everyone had scattered. Dad disappeared into his office. In a few minutes, cigar smoke seeped from under the door. Cheryl plopped onto the couch with a cloth over her eyes. Her normally buoyant curls looked flat on one side, and her dark roots were an inch past touch-up time. Maxwell, my ten-year-old nephew, sat in an armchair reading a book about reptiles. His five-year-old brother, Benjamin, played with a Matchbox dozer under the coffee table.

My mother mumbled under her breath as she pursued her relentless mission to bring order out of chaos. I sat at the breakfast bar and watched her bustle around, putting things away. 

“So, what’s the story with Cheryl?” I asked. 

“Cedric dragged his feet on the paperwork. And then all of a sudden, he put the house up for sale. Cheryl didn’t have any place to go, and we were passing through, so I said, why not come back to Beaverton with us? Your father thinks she should have left the kids in school and taken the scoundrel to court. But it’s her life.”

“Wasn’t she dating someone? What is she going to do now?”

“I can hear you,” my sister said from the couch. 

I went into the living room and sat in a side chair. “What’s the plan? You gonna move back to Beaverton? Like, get a job, find a place?”

Cheryl groaned. “I just had to get away from Denver for a while. I was contemplating homicide. Men are jerks.”

“Whoa. Okay. I get it.”

“What about you? I thought you had a business going in L.A. What happened? Last time I saw you, you looked like Devo. What’s with the warmup suit? You look like crap.”

“Devo was a band, not a person.” 

“Auntie Frak looks like crap!” Benjie echoed. 

“Benjie, please,” Cheryl said. She lifted the wet cloth, turned it over, and replaced it without opening her eyes. 

“Molly and Kyle got married and moved out. I was living in my studio, and then there was a fire. My studio burned down.”

Cheryl lifted the cloth and stared at me with one bloodshot eye. “Wow. That’s terrible. Is that why your hair is lopsided? Are you okay?”

Unexpected tears welled up in my eyes. Sympathy from my older sister was rare. She was usually more inclined to say, well, you are responsible for your choices, Frak, and then watch me with a frustrating mixture of curiosity and pity as I floundered in her wake. 

“Looks like we both have some decisions to make,” I said, sighing. “I’m sorry your ex is a douche.”

“Daddy is not a douche!” Benjie cried. 

I held up my hands. “Sorry, sorry, I meant to say he was a dude! Not a douche, slip of the tongue.” 

Benjie grabbed Max’s arm. “What’s a douche?”

“Short for douchebag, you douchebag.”

“Max, please,” Cheryl said. “They were a lot calmer in Denver. Here I can’t get them to stop moving, let alone take a nap.”

“Didn’t you used to have a cat?”

“I got the kids. He got the cat. I think I might have been swindled.”

“Right on.” After a long moment, I said, “Hey, Max, read anything good lately?”

Max looked at me over his book. He pushed his wireframes further up his nose using his middle finger. “Dinosaur Planet was pretty good.”

“I haven’t read that one. I’ll check it out when I get a minute.”

Cheryl said, “Cedric wanted Max to stop reading and play football.”

“Really.” I looked at my slim bookish nephew.

“Douchebag, douchebag,” Benjie chanted. “Daddy is a douchebag.”

I laughed. Cheryl flopped back on the throw pillows. 

***
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After a week, we were climbing the walls. A spattering of snow entertained the boys for five minutes, until they whined about being cold. Dad smoked in his office, Mom washed clean dishes in the kitchen, and every night I snuck into the bathroom to hone the art of failing to open a portal to anyplace other than a mop closet. Cheryl and I spent most days on the couch in front of the TV, criticizing actors in bad clothes hawking useless products. 

Cheryl gnashed her teeth. “If I see that infomercial for Divine Wellness Magic Toilet Water one more time, I’m going to scream.”

“Terrible.” I didn’t tell her I’d been to the marketing seminar and sniffed the Kool-Aid.

“Mom, can we go see the circus?”

“What circus?” 

Benjie pointed to the TV, which was showing a photo of a red-and-white striped circus tent pitched somewhere in Portland. The photo cut to video of a man standing in front of prancing white tigers. 

Max looked up from his book. “Circuses are lame.”

“I want to see the tigers,” Benjie said.

“They have clowns, you dolt.”

Benjie said, “Oh.”

Cheryl looked at me. “Benjie doesn’t like clowns. Neither do I. Seen enough of one particular clown to last a lifetime. Let’s you and me go catch a matinee. I’m going insane. I want to kill something.”

Benjie grabbed Cheryl’s leg. “Can I come? I want to kill something too.”

“Mommy needs a break.” Cheryl got up and went into the kitchen. She came back in less than thirty seconds. “Mom said she would watch the kids.”

I looked around. “Where’s Dad?”

“The Retired Accountants Luncheon, or so he said. He took the car.”

“Guess we’re walking.”

We put on some winter gear and managed to make it down the front steps without slipping. 

Cheryl waved a gloved hand at the houses. “It’s so quiet. Everyone here disappears when there’s an inch of snow. Not in Denver. Nothing ever slows Denver down. Cedric spent all our money on lift tickets. I think I’d like someplace without winter. Although I have to admit, the boys sleep a lot more in winter. That coat looks tight on you.”

“This is pretty great for Portland.” 

“Look at all that new development.” Cheryl pointed across a muddy field. Large wooden-framed houses were rising along newly paved streets. “Those are big. No yards. Huge garages. I can’t believe how our neighborhood has changed. Wow, there’s a new Walgreens.”

“There’s a BigMart Supercenter going in on Cedar Hills Boulevard.”

“You’re kidding! I thought the City Council promised no big box stores. Wasn’t there a petition?”

“I guess BigMart won.”

Cheryl sighed. She took off her stocking cap and adjusted the stretchy headband that held back her curly hair. “I’m not sure all this growth is a good idea. It’s just parking lots, as far as the eye can see. Parking lots and strip malls. Mom said they tore out a lot of trees. Couldn’t they have left some? Those were really old. Hey, did you hear Louis has a girlfriend?”

“Mom said she was shy.”

Cheryl shook her head. “I thought hell would freeze over before he found someone.” 

“We haven’t seen him in years. Maybe he’s changed.”

“Maybe he’s finally learned to think of someone other than himself.”

“You’re just jealous.”

I danced to the side as Cheryl aimed a punch at my shoulder. 

We wove through patches of sun and shade, sweating and freezing, until we reached the Westgate. In the middle of the afternoon, the parking lot was almost empty. A yellow bicycle leaned in the bike rack out front. Through the glass doors, I saw a few people waiting at the ticket booth.

We perused the posters. 

“Let’s not watch anything that makes us think,” Cheryl said.

“Popeye starts in ten minutes.”

Cheryl slept through most of it. I had a hard time settling. Stan’s key was too warm, as if magic was nearby. I smelled popcorn and perfume. I kept looking around but saw only movie-goers stuffing popcorn into their mouths. Until the conversation under Mrs. Moss’s tin foil tent, I would not have imagined magic would be hassling me at a movie in the sleepy town of Beaverton. Now I wondered if maybe those crazy DWAPs were onto something. 

Stan’s key cooled. The movie ended. I woke up Cheryl in time for the credits. After the lights came on, we left and walked along the streets, berating the slackers who had still not taken down their Christmas lights. 

“We can’t stay at home forever, Cheryl,” I said, hunched against the wind. “Dad has all but disappeared. Mom keeps ironing the same tablecloth over and over. We are all going insane.”

“I was thinking of moving to San Diego. Balboa Beach, maybe.”

“Can you afford it?”

“Not until the douchebag gives me my share from the sale of the house. That cretin. I could kill him.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“What about you, little sister? Your life has pretty much fallen apart since the last time we spoke. You going back to L.A.?”

I groaned. “I would rather go anywhere but L.A. right now.”

“I have an idea. Let’s drive out to Bend so you can meet Grandma Sludwich. That will give us some time to sort out what we want to do.”

I pondered the notion of meeting my grandmother, Emma Sludwich. Stan’s former . . . almost wife? “By the way, you should know, Stan . . . I mean, our grandfather, he’s gone missing.”

“Missing? As in, like a missing person sort of thing? Have the police been notified?”

“Maybe he’s in Bend,” I said. “Hiding out. Taking a break. Catching up with our granny.” Could that be? I doubted it, but maybe going there would give me some clues on how to find him. Stan was more important to me than the rulers of Grenvallis. In the meantime, getting out of Portland and away from the local POP seemed like a really good idea. “What about the kids?”

Cheryl sighed. “I’d like to dump them off at the nearest orphanage. Those kids! There’s something wrong with them, I’m positive.”

“What makes you think that?”

“They both have this weird cycle where they sleep a lot during the winter and turn into maniacs in the summer.”

“Whoa. Max seems pretty chill. I have a lot of respect for someone who wears hats made out of aluminum foil.”

“He thinks it keeps his brain from overheating.”

“He could be right.”

“Don’t encourage him. Honestly, they are both crazy. In the summer, I can’t get them to stop moving. They eat everything in sight. When it’s cold, they seem to go into hibernation or something. That’s the only reason I like winter. I can finally get some sleep.” She lowered her voice. “Plus, you are going to think I’m bonkers, but every now and then, when I look out of the corner of my eye, it almost seems like they are climbing the walls.”

I stared at her. “You mean, actually . . . ?”

She nodded. “Yep. Literally climbing the walls. It’s my eyes playing tricks on me, I know. I’m insane from all this stress.”

***
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Two days later, we were packed up, gassed up, and ready to go. 

Cheryl looked small, huddled in the passenger seat a good arm’s length away. I felt equally miniscule sitting in the driver’s seat. The seats were huge, made for people twice our size. Men, probably.

“God, it’s early. You know how to drive this thing, right?”

“Sure,” I said, trying to exude an air of competence. “I practiced in L.A. when they came to visit.” Once around a parking lot.

“Just be careful of right turns,” Dad said, standing outside the driver’s side window in the street. “And check the brakes from time to time, be a good idea. Oh, yeah, this door is stuck. Broken latch or something.”

Mom stood on the lowest step. “I called your grandmother and told her to expect you sometime mid-afternoon, well before sunset.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come along?”

“I don’t ever want to set foot in this thing again. Brr, it’s cold. Did you pack enough winter clothes for the kids?” 

“Yes, we have clothes! What do you mean, check the brakes?” Cheryl screeched. “Didn’t you service the brakes?”

“Let’s go!” Benjie shouted, kicking his feet against the dinette bench. Max sat next to him, reading a book about South American reptiles and pretending like he didn’t know us. 

“They’re fine,” Dad said. “They just get a little hot. Premium gas, remember.” He patted the side of his motorhome, not seeming particularly worried to see it go. “Oh, and if you see black smoke behind you, just ignore it.”

I sighed. “This is going to cost a fortune.” I still had cash left from the wad Candace had given me, but at the rate the RV guzzled gas, my wad would be shot before too long. Hopefully not before we made it to Bend. After that, I didn’t really care. 

“Let’s make like a tree and leave!” shouted Benjie.

Dad patted the RV again. “The weather should be good all week. No snow forecast until next Tuesday. Try not to get stuck. This thing doesn’t have chains.”

Cheryl looked like she was about to tear her hair out. “Dad! What if we run into a snowstorm?” 

“Just pull over and wait it out, my advice.” 

“Wait it out?” Her voice rose two octaves. “A snowstorm? What was I thinking? We’re doomed.” She looked like she wanted to jump ship. “Hey, there’s Mrs. Moss, come to wish us bon voyage on our journey into death.”

“I don’t see anything.”

Mrs. Moss strode across the street, blocking my escape. 

I sighed. “Dang it.”

“Hello, Barbara. Robert.” Mrs. Moss hopped on the first step. “Hello, girls. Where are you headed?”

“Hit the road, Jack!” Benjie yelled, kicking the seat.

“Bend,” Cheryl said. “To see our grandmother.”

Mrs. Moss looked at me and thinned her lips. I immediately regressed to six years old.

“Remember our agreement, Frances.”

“What agreement?” Cheryl asked.

“No idea. Nice seeing you, Mrs. Moss.”

Mrs. Moss shook her head. “Frances.”

I revved the engine. Mrs. Moss retreated back to the verge. “Safe journey, travel well, come back alive and unharmed.”

“Call us when you get there!” Mom said. 

I took a deep breath and gave all the nonpassengers a thumbs-up. “Okay, let’s see, how do you put this thing in . . . oh, right.” I jammed the gear shift into Drive. “Okay, hang on, everyone! It’s Bend or bust!”

I let up on the brake and gave it some gas. The RV lurched forward. I tested the brakes. Cheryl let out an eep.

“Yay!” Benjie yelled. “Do that again.”

I tried not to look at Mrs. Moss standing on the sidewalk next to our parents. All three wore skeptical expressions. I pressed gently on the accelerator and eased the motorhome away from the curb. After five minutes, I exhaled. We’d made it out of the neighborhood without flattening any mailboxes. So far, so good.

I sensed Cheryl frowning at me. “What?” I said.

“‘Come back alive and unharmed’?”
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Chapter 5
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I soon learned the RV’s quirks. The brakes worked fine if I applied them well in advance of a stop. The accelerator stuck a little, nothing I couldn’t manage. Max handled it all with the aplomb of a ten-year-old. Benjie clapped and yelled as we lurched through mid-morning freeway traffic. Soon we were on 26 going east at a leisurely forty miles per hour. Cheryl stopped biting her nails and nodded off. The boys fell silent. Eventually, my heart rate settled, and I began to enjoy the slow drive east. 

The terrain changed as we chugged uphill toward Mt. Hood, the snowy peak east of Portland. Semis, station wagons, and sedans flew past as we wheezed over the shoulder of the mountain. Bare-branched maples and dormant rhododendrons gave way to tall Douglas firs. 

Cheryl woke up when we stopped for gas. “Where are we?”

“Government Camp.”

“Turn up the heat!” Benjie shouted.

“Don’t even start,” Cheryl said. “You guys need to go? There’s the bathroom over there.”

Everyone disappeared, leaving me shivering in the frigid air and watching the pump rack up the dollars. Eventually the nozzle clacked. The attendant returned and topped off the tank to an even number. I retrieved a pile of cash from my coat pocket and counted out the exact amount. For a long moment, we did a tug-of-war on the stack of bills. With a small groan, I let go. He counted the money twice, nodded, and returned to his heated cubicle. Cheryl came back with the kids. I took my turn in the restroom. When everyone was buckled in, I cranked up the engine, and we began our descent into the high desert.

Going downhill was much less stressful, as long as I didn’t worry about the brakes. I tapped them only when our head of steam was about to boil us straight over the guardrail. I soon learned to ignore the smell of overheated brake pads. Before long, the ponderosa pines thinned, revealing brown ranchland and herds of grazing cattle.

“Cows!” Benjie pointed.

“Mm.” Cheryl said. “Who wants burgers?”

“Me!” screamed Benjie.

My stomach growled. “Check the map. I don’t think there’s anything until Madras.”

By the time we found a diner, we were famished and cranky. The peeling paint on the road sign promised hamburgers. We trooped into the place and claimed a booth by the window where I could keep an eye on the RV. As if anyone would take it.

“I want a milkshake,” whined Benjie.

“I’m vegetarian,” Max announced.

Cheryl’s eyebrows disappeared into her bangs. “Since when?”

“Since we passed all those cows.”

The waitress brought burgers and fries in red plastic baskets and a toasted cheese sandwich on a plate for Max. She set the food on the table. “You on your way to Bend to see the circus?”

“What circus?” Cheryl asked, opening a ketchup packet.

“It’s a traveling circus. I hear they have a real-life Sleeping Beauty.”

Cheryl’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, that sounds like fun.”

Max rolled his eyes. 

“Boring,” said Benjie. 

The waitress laughed. “They have tigers.” 

“Do they have clowns?” Benjie asked.

“I believe so.”

Benjie shook his head and stuffed his mouth full of fries.

“He doesn’t like clowns,” Max said.

The waitress put a dessert menu on the table next to me. “Well, you’re not alone. Nobody likes clowns. Now, who wants pie?”

Full of beef, cheese, fries, and pie, we staggered out to the motorhome. I got into the driver’s seat, turned the key, and held my breath until the engine started. I turned up the heat. Cheryl strapped the boys in and plopped into the passenger seat. 

“I love beef,” she said and burped. “Excuse me.”

I didn’t want to think about the hamburger digesting in my stomach. What if there were magical creatures among the oblivious cattle fattening up on weeds and grass, or worse, among the depressed creatures penned in corrals waiting to be shipped to the slaughterhouse? The thought didn’t bear contemplation, so I gave up and focused on the last leg of our journey to Bend. 

***
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“This is the place,” Cheryl said. “Friendly Village. Turn here.” 

“Are you sure? It looks like a dead end. I can’t back up.”

“Yep. Unit 264 is that way.”

I steered the RV along a curve, dodging icy mudpuddles. 

“These don’t look too good,” Cheryl observed. “Look, there’s one of those Airstream travel trailer things. It’s missing part of its roof.”

“What’s that guy staring at?”

“Maybe he thinks we’re moving in. Stop. There it is.”

I parked the motorhome in front of a formerly-brown-now-grayish-pink single-wide with a white gravel front yard, a metal awning sheltering a faded brown Ford pickup, and a screened porch that seemed not quite level. 

Cheryl unsnapped her seatbelt. “Wake up you guys, we’re here.”

Max and Benjie were logy from their after-lunch nap, but with Cheryl’s prodding, eventually found their jackets, hats, and mittens and jumped down the steps. 

I followed my sister and the boys up the walkway to the mobile home. The porch floor vibrated a little with our weight. Cheryl knocked on the door. “Now, be polite,” Cheryl whispered to the boys. “Remember what I said.”

A tall solidly built woman opened the door and looked at us. She wore an oversized gray plaid flannel shirt and faded Wranglers. Dad had said she wore a wig. I didn’t trust my father’s judgment, but in this case, he might have been right. Her neat mop of light brown hair glistened like the hair on my Barbie. A hefty German Shepherd with a deep chest, brown and black hair, and sharp incisors stood next to her, grinning in silence. 

“Uh, Ms. Sludwich?” Cheryl stammered. “We’re Robert Bliven’s . . .”

Emma’s face morphed into a wide smile, showing straight white teeth. I smelled the faint scent of roses. All of a sudden, she looked beautiful. “I know who you are. Come in, come in. Hello, boys.”

“I’m five,” Benjie announced.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Benjamin. Hello, Maxwell. This is Mike. What would you like for dinner?” 
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Chapter 6
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Emma paused in front of a moth-eaten raccoon posed on a low shelf. “This is Rocky. My friend Dorothy found him on 20 on her way back from the quilt show in Sisters. Her husband was quite a skilled taxidermist. When she died, she left Rocky to me. One day I will return him to the earth.”

Benjie wrinkled his nose. “He stinks.”

“Cool,” said Max. “Can I touch him?”

Emma stood back. “That’s formaldehyde, Benjamin.” 

Cheryl and I sat at the vintage dinette table while Emma gave the kids a tour. Heat poured from a wall unit. After the chilly motorhome, the heat was heaven. My muscles started to unclench. 

“Is this what Dad was talking about? I was expecting an exhibit of roadkill,” Cheryl whispered. She looked at Mike, who appeared to be watching us. 

“Is that a wig?” Max assessed Emma’s hair.

“I lost my hair when your father was born.”

“Sorry, sorry.” Cheryl glared at Max. “What kind of dog is Mike?”

Emma took a long moment to answer. “He’s my son.”

“Aww,” Cheryl said. “That’s so sweet. Pets are like family, I know. We had to leave our cat behind. Mike must be really special. Have you had him for a long time?”

“He has kept me safe for many years.”

Judging by the rapport between Emma and Mike, I suspected Mike was more than a dog, but what he was exactly I couldn’t discern. Stan’s key was silent. What good was being a Phoenix if my radar didn’t deliver? 

Not only that, I had a feeling Emma was something more than human as well, or maybe not human at all. She was opaque to me. Were we safe here? Maybe Stan left her for a good reason.

Too many mysteries. Whatever she was, I hoped she had cookies. 

As if she had read my mind, Emma said, “Would you girls like to walk down to the store? I’m all out of Oreos. Here’s a twenty. Get anything else you like. Soak up the sun while it lasts. I’ll watch the boys.”

The magic words. Cheryl popped up from her seat. The vinyl cushion inhaled with a foof. “We’ve got it covered,” she said, looking at me like I was the group financier. 

“Enterline’s is on the highway. Not far. Turn right as you leave the park.” 

Cheryl and I put on our coats and hats and emerged into the frosty air. Cheryl exhaled with relief. “I love those kids, but sometimes I just need a break.”

“What do you think of Emma?” I asked, watching my breath fog in front of me.

“She’s not as . . . big? Well, as fat as Dad said. She looks like mostly muscle to me. She seems nice. Mobile home parks are so weird. Nobody has any lawn, they just have gravel, but they still decorate with garden gnomes and turtles and stuff. Look, there’s a cool gazing ball.”

We trudged along dirty snow piles to the park entrance and saw the convenience store a hundred yards up the road. I pondered the mysterious Emma and her dog while we trotted on the shoulder in the slush, cringing as traffic roared by just feet away. 

“Whew,” Cheryl said when we made it to the parking lot. “I bet this road sucks when it ices over.”

“We need to be gone before then.”

As we approached the door, a pay phone started ringing. 

Cheryl laughed. “That’s so funny when that happens.”

I pulled her along. “Ignore it. Keep walking.”

“Hey, stop. What’s wrong with you? It’s probably a wrong number. Wouldn’t you want to know you dialed a wrong number? This will take just a second.” Cheryl lifted the receiver. “Hello?”

I folded my arms and perused the front page of yesterday’s Oregonian through the cloudy newsstand window.

“You aren’t going to believe this. It’s for you.”

I rolled my eyes and took the receiver. “Hello?”

“I’m a volunteer with the POP’s Rightful Restoration of the Monarchs campaign. Can we count on your support to save our King and Queen?”

“Oh, for crying out loud!” I hung up the phone.

“Why did you hang up?” Cheryl said. “Who was it?”

The phone rang again. I picked up the receiver. “Listen, tell Mrs. Moss it’s not going to work.”

The tin-can voice said, “Wait! Miss Frances, we hear you are very good at finding things.”

“You heard wrong, it was pure luck, my name is not Frances, and how did you know?”

“National POP has campaign offices in all fifty Mundane states plus several in Europe and Southeast Asia.”

“Swell. Good for you. Okay, bye.”

“Wait, don’t hang up! What could we do to convince you to donate?”

“Donate? I’m dead broke.”

“We hear on good authority that you are currently unemployed. This would give you something to do while you are getting back on your feet.”

I turned my back on Cheryl and whispered into the receiver. “Maybe I wasn’t clear when I said I’m dead broke. I meant I’m dead, and I’m broke. So you can see how I can’t be your Mundane detective right now. Seeing as how I’m dead? Maybe in a few weeks. Months. When I come back to life. I’ll be in touch.”

A familiar voice said, “Frances, please, remember what I told you. You are our last hope.”

“Mrs. Moss?”

“Frances, please, we are begging you. We’re calling on a secured line. I have only moments. Dame Hillary claimed a rift in the magic has caused all the portals between Mundane Earth and Grenvallis to close. We don’t know what that means, or even if we should believe her. Some of us suspect she is the one causing it. You must be cautious. With Prince Stanislav missing, you are the only Phoenix we have. Have you purchased some Reynolds Wrap yet? Do not delay.”

I was about to ask if store brand would be okay, but Cheryl grabbed the phone out of my hand. “Mrs. Moss? Hello! This is Cheryl. How are you? I know, we came and went so fast, you know how it is with kids. Well, ha ha, you were a teacher for so long. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. I know, she’s pretty amazing, isn’t she?”

What? My sister thought I was amazing? My irritation started to thaw. 

“Yes, we’re using premium, and she’s purring like a kitten.”

I stopped thawing. Tapping my foot, I pointed at my nonexistent watch. 

Cheryl smiled. “If she doesn’t help, I will. Right now? We’re in Bend, visiting our grandmother. Right. As soon as we’re done here—hello? Mrs. Moss?”

Cheryl hung the receiver on the hook. “We got cut off. Wasn’t that nice of her to call? What’s the matter with you, you look like Benjie when I eat his Halloween candy.”

I glowered at her. “Let’s go.”

“Wait. Before we got cut off, she said she needs your help to find something. What is it?”

“That’s not fair, using you to get at me.”

“Well, it’s Mrs. Moss, for goodness sake! You can’t say no to Mrs. Moss. You’ll have to stand in the corner.”

“Aren’t you wondering how she knew to call just as we were walking by?”

Cheryl dismissed the mystery with a wave of her hand. “Emma gave her the number, of course. What did you think, Mrs. Moss just randomly called that number at some random moment when we’d be walking by? Get a grip, Frak.”

I could not argue without trying to explain the bizarre reality of my life. Get a grip, indeed. 

“She sounded worried. I didn’t get a chance to ask her anything. In any case, whatever it is, we need to help, Frak. You know what happens when you mess with Mrs. Moss.”

***
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When we got back to the trailer, the boys were wrapped in a quilt on a small bed in the spare bedroom, napping like puppies. Max had set his tin foil hat on the nightstand, where it glowed next to a dim nightlight. 

Cheryl sank into a chair at the dinette table. “The only time they nap is when it’s going to snow. The sky is crystal clear. How did you do it?”

“Mike wore them out by teaching them how to train him.” Emma smiled and closed the door. “Let them sleep.”

“If you want, Frak and I can sleep in the motorhome,” Cheryl said. 

I gave her a shocked look. She might be used to freezing nights but not me, the California girl. Well, former California girl. 

“This couch pulls out into a bed. A little dusty, but quite comfortable, if you don’t mind sharing.”

“That will be great,” I said before Cheryl could ask about bedbugs. “Say, Emma, do you have any pictures of our grandfather?” 

“Hand me that box, please.”

I fetched a plastic shoe box from a shelf while she sat down on the couch.

“Go ahead. Open it.”

Cheryl got up from the table and sat on the edge of a beat-up brown recliner as if it might give her cooties.

I sat next to Emma and took off the lid. Inside was a jumbled stack of photos, envelopes, and albums. Emma sifted through the box. “Here’s your grandfather.”

“Wow.” It was a black-and-white photo of a young Stan. His eyes were unmistakable. The set of his shoulders, the bit of a beard. It was definitely Stan. I wasn’t prepared for the reality of seeing a photo of my friend. I felt myself choking up. I handed the photo to Cheryl. 

Emma looked at me. After a long beat, she said, “You’ve met him.”

I nodded. “I met him in Los Angeles. He was my neighbor.” My friend, my mentor. “I didn’t know he was my grandfather until after he . . . well, he went missing. Since Halloween. I’ve been looking, but so far, no luck.”

Emma touched my knee. “When it’s time, he will be found.”

“He was very handsome,” Cheryl said. “He’s dressed like a hippie prince or something. How did you meet?” 

“We met in the forest.”

Cheryl clasped her hands in delight. “Like in a fairy tale!”

“He was a timber cruiser. I was camp cook. We met over goulash.”

I frowned. “Didn’t you tell Dad he died in a fire?”

“The east wind started going one night, and the fire came over the ridge. Half the town went up. We lost five firefighters. Since we never saw Stanislav again, we assumed he was one of them.”

“But you knew he was still alive?” I asked.

“That’s why I never married.”
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