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    Magic surrounds us, woven in nature itself. All you have to do is look for it. I found true magic in the love of my grandchildren. For that, this book is dedicated to them. And to my husband, for without him, I wouldn't have them.
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CHAPTER ONE
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MICHAEL SPRINGER LEISURELY rode his ten-speed down the busy sidewalk. As he passed the pedestrians, he waved and smiled. “It’s a good day, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Morning, Mike. It sure is.” The woman turned and took her broom inside the store.

Michael stopped pedaling and allowed his bike to coast when he glimpsed a woman dropping her bag of apples. He jumped off the bike and helped her pick up the red and green apples. “Michael, you’re such a sweetheart. You don’t have to help me. Aren’t you going to be late for work?” Mrs. Peabody asked. She turned and looked at her bag. Her lips curled down. “Oh, would you look at this? My bag is torn.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not worried if I’m late—you need my help. Here, take my bag.” Michael emptied the contents of his paper bag and tossed them into his backpack. He handed her the bag. It was too small, but it held enough apples that she could carry them. “Do you have any pockets?”

“Not in this dress.”

Michael surveyed his surroundings. The stores were pushed together with nothing between them. Some stores were covered with red and brown bricks, while the others were covered with clay. The combination made the buildings look old. Michael spotted Mr. Green sweeping the sidewalk in front of his store. “I’ll be right back.” Michael ran across the street and asked Mr. Green if he had any extra bags.

“I can’t spare any, Michael. But if you bought something, I’d be happy to put it in a bag for you.” He smiled as if he’d done something good.

“All right.” Michael followed him inside the store. He pondered over what he’d get. A rose wouldn’t need a bag, but at least he could have something to put the apples in. He paid for the rose and carried the bag and rose back across the street. “This should do it.” He picked up the remaining apples, handed her the rose, and offered to help her take the apples home. She lived above one of the stores, so it wouldn’t be too far.

Mrs. Peabody obliged. He carried the bag, resting his hand on the handlebars, pushing the bike alongside him. They walked three stores down the street. Michael parked his bike outside the door and carried the bag up the stairs.

“Thank you for helping me, Michael. You’re such a good boy.”

“It isn’t a big deal, Mrs. Peabody. I’m glad I was here. I’d better be going.”

“Yes, I don’t want you to be late.”

He looked at his watch. “Too late. But it’ll be okay.” Michael rode his bike to work and clocked in. He was sure his boss would say something since he was late, but he only shook his head. After putting everything in the break room, Michael got busy, putting things in the bags as the cashier sent them down the conveyor belt. “Plastic and paper?”

“Plastic. It’s good to see you, Michael. How’s your mother?” The woman was in her sixties; Michael was sure of that. Her white hair was pinned back. Her think glasses were held up by a tiny round nose. And her blue eyes twinkled as she smiled.

“Oh, she’s good.”

“Good. I’ll have to stop by and tell her hello.” The woman looked inside her purse. “Shoot, I forgot my checkbook.”

“You still live down the street—right?” Michael asked.

“I do.”

“If I ride my back I can be there and back in a few minutes. That is, if Stacey here doesn’t mind waiting.”

“I don’t mind.” Stacey was still in school. Michael remembered hearing her say she was a senior.

“And you don’t mind fetching it for me, Michael?”

“I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I didn’t mind.”

“All right. Here are my keys. I think the checkbook is on the kitchen table. That’s where I put it down to check my purse for my keys. I knew I was forgetting something.”

“It’s going to be all right.” Michael rushed out of the store, jumped on his bike, and pedaled as fast as he could. His thin legs were hurting by the time he reached the small building where she lived. She was retired now, but she used to be a teacher. Michael and his mother were both students of her, and that always tickled her pink.

Michael found the checkbook and brought it back to the store. He handed it to her as he tried to catch his breath.

“Michael, you’re such a hero.”

“I’m no hero. I’m just a man being a friend. I wish I were a hero, though—I’m just not big enough to be one. Thank you for saying I was.”

***
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THE WIZARD THREW A ball of light at the darkened creature, casting it out. Smoke lifted from the surface. As the light returned, the wizard turned and faced the woman he had just rescued. She ran towards him with her arms up and hugged him. As Michael’s dream faded, he opened his eyes, his heart racing. Who was this mysterious wizard, and where had he come from? Why was he the focus of every dream?

Michael gazed upon his trashed bedroom and sighed. If only his real life were as exciting as the world inside his dreams. He wouldn’t die from boredom, and he’d be a real hero—instead of this puny man of a shell he was. He peeled the blankets off of his bony legs and slid out of bed. He stopped at the edge to push his feet into the grey fuzzy slippers, a gift from his mother. Glancing at the digital clock on the nightstand, he dragged himself to the bathroom, closing the door behind him. The shower would wake him up.

Steam lifted from the shower, swallowing him whole. His mind escaped back to the dream where an old man was a hero. He could still remember the warmth Michael felt with the woman’s touch. The man in the dream was much older than he was, with long white hair. His green cloak touched the floor and swayed with his body, which didn’t appear weak. This man could probably lift a building with two fingers. He wasn’t muscular—his magic made up for that. In the real world, magic didn’t exist, but wouldn’t it be so wonderful if it had?

A man’s high-pitched squeal shot through the closed door. “Save some hot water for me, man!”

Michael slipped and caught himself. He should have fallen. He didn’t have time to think about how that would’ve ended. The hospital, for sure. “I’m almost done!”

“All right!”

Michael could hear Samuel’s footsteps fade as his best friend and roommate walked away. Mornings like this, Michael wasn’t happy about the adjoining bathroom—two would have been so much nicer. Samuel would have to wait. He took a whiff of his soap before lathering his hands. The musk scent was manly, so he heard. Didn’t make him tougher but he liked it nonetheless. Another minute, he kept thinking. 

Samuel returned and knocked on the door. “Hey, do you know what time it is?”

“No, but I’m sure you’ll tell me.” Michael shut off the water.

“It’s just after eight, Michael.”

“Oh, shoot. Sorry, Sam—I didn’t realize how long I had been in here. I’m coming out.” He slid the door open and stepped out. He grabbed a gray cotton towel and wrapped it around his waist. As he opened the bathroom door, Samuel slid past him. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right, but you’d better hurry or you’ll be late again.”

“Thanks.”

Samuel closed the door.

As Michael grabbed his uniform from his bedroom floor, he remembered what Mr. Watson had told him a few days earlier. “All you do is daydream, Mike. And that’s when you’re here. One more late show and I’ll have no choice. I’ll have to let you go.”

He couldn’t help himself; the daydreams were more fun than his normal boring job or anything else he did. Once Michael was fully dressed, he grabbed his keys and stuffed them in his pocket. He pulled his bike out of the corner and pushed it out the door, walking alongside it. He forgot to grab the helmet next to it. His mind was filled with ideas and memories as usual.

Michael rode his bike down the street, passing his usual stop at the general store. The downhill gave him the extra speed. He reached the parking lot for the grocery store with a minute to spare; he dumped his bike with the others without locking it, and walked in the main entrance. Mr. Watson was standing by the first register with his arms crossed. He pushed up his glasses and turned to face the cashier. Michael sprinted to the back of the store and clocked in. He put on his green apron and returned to the front of the store. He stood behind Mr. Watson and waited for him to take notice.

Mr. Watson turned. “You almost didn’t make it, Mike. I want you on register two.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.” He hurried between the two registers and grabbed a bag. As the food slid down the conveyor belt, he bagged them, being extra gentle with the produce, eggs, and bread. He smiled at the customers, asked if they wanted paper or plastic, and stuffed the bags—repeated. The hours dragged on as he dreamed.

“Well?” Mr. Watson asked, pushing up his black-framed glasses.

“Huh, what?” Michael asked.

“Dreaming again?”

“No, I wasn’t dreaming.”

“Okay, what was I just saying, Mike?”

“You said it was time for a break.”

“That’s right. So, why are you still standing there?”

“Yeah, sorry about that.” In his rush, Michael forgot to grab his lunch from the fridge. He hurried down the aisles, picked out a couple of things, paid for them, and carried them to the break room, where he snacked until his break was over. During that time, one of the shelvers had a cigarette, blowing the smoke in Michael’s face. He was saying something, but Michael didn’t pay any attention to it. He waved the smoke out of his face and bit into his apple. Before he knew it, he was the old man again, fighting off a dark entity.

•   
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CHAPTER TWO
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MICHAEL WALKED HIS BIKE up the hill. He was lost in thought, going over the last hour at the grocery store. He didn’t mean to knock over the cans at the end of the aisle. He was daydreaming again, fighting some bad guy and saving the girl. Mr. Watson chewed him out and fired him on the spot—said enough was enough. Stacey tried to help, but there wasn’t anything she could say or do to make Mr. Watson change his mind. Michael couldn’t blame the man, but now he was in a loss. How was he going to tell Samuel? They agreed to split everything and his half was going to come up short. Michael knew he could never be seen as a failure in his mother’s eyes, but he felt like one now. If he couldn’t pay rent, he wouldn’t have a choice but move back in with her. It wouldn’t be a total loss, but she spoiled him too much.

Michael slumped over his bike. He stopped at the steps leading to the apartment building and looked at the double doors. He decided he wouldn’t tell Samuel right away. Tomorrow, he would search for a new job. That was best. Michael straightened his back and smiled. He pushed back the negative thoughts and walked up the steps a changed man. His step came with a bounce as he carried his bike to the door. After putting everything away, Michael spun around taking notice that he was alone.

Feeling hungry, he snatched the pre-made lunch from the fridge, sat down on the sofa facing the television, and took a bite from the chicken salad sandwich. He flipped through the channels until a rerun from his favorite show popped up and finished the episode. Somewhere between the middle of the scene and the credits, Michael drifted off to sleep—his sandwich half eaten.

“Help me!” the woman cried out in panic.

The wizard appeared. “I’m here!”

“That man took my purse!” The red head pointed down the street.

The wizard nodded with a smile and bolted after the large man. He flew faster than the wind and caught up to the man with ease. He tapped on the man’s shoulder and grabbed his arm, spinning him around. A look of fright appeared on the man’s face. The old man picked up the man and carried him back to the woman where a police officer was questioning her. “I have returned your purse ma’am.”

“Micah, you stopped the criminal. Again,” the officer said.

“It was nothing, sir. You can take him now.”

The woman smiled and hugged the wizard, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “My hero!”

“Michael.”

“Huh, what?” Michael said as he stirred.

“Dreaming again?” Samuel asked.

Michael stared at Sam, uncertain where he was. When he realized where he was, he frowned. “Yep.”

“How long you been home?” Samuel picked up the sandwich and placed it on a plate before sitting down.

“I don’t know—what time is it?”

“Just after four.”

“Oh, about an hour I guess,” he lied.

“Okay. Hey listen, I’m heading out. Sarah wants me to join her for dinner tonight. You got plans?”

“You’re looking at it.”

“All right. See you tomorrow then?”

“Yeah, sure.” Michael picked up the remote and shut off the TV. “Tell your girlfriend I said hey.”
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