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FEBRUARY 1ST: OLD ACQUAINTANCES
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He rides a ragtop with his hair dancing to a bridge-top wind; a big-time smile appears on his face as he races along the roundabout into the outskirts of the city. Mr. Happiness is feeling quite cheerful from the welcoming commitment his customers have been showing him, and why shouldn't he? It is Two Weeks Till Valentine's Again, and he is as much a part of the celebrations as they are. All those devoted couples with their pocketbooks and shopping bags and color-coated cash cards, eager to be spent on passion packages and bawdy house bedrooms.

Preparations are well underway for these enamored travelers, and a tour shop offering a show-and-tell at the most libidinous sites in the city is exactly what Mr. Happiness has to offer them. Start with the ‘Spanky in the Fort’ and witness a womanizing philanderer take a paddle for his indecent exposure before his superior's wife. Later, attend the 'Pirates Intemperate Desires,' where visiting satyriases leap from ships when promised the virgin spoils of the city. Maybe a springtime frolic through the Fountain of Youth or a forbidden desire experience at the Believe It or Not Museum. But whether the choice be a chocolate basting at Mary Wet’s display table or the unwanted solicitation from a few spirits that haven't left the city yet, Mr. Happiness has a tantalizing 'yank and yarn' for them all.

He hits his turn signal and passes below the Valentine's Day banner, parking his car in an alleyway two blocks from his office. He then merrily performs a silly toe tap before the early morning shoppers, placing a batch of freshly printed brochures in his window by nine a.m. Finally, he stands before the doorway, all five feet two inches of him, like a waxwork from a Madame Tussaud’s Museum, smartly dressed in his pleated khaki pants, royal blue blazer, and shiny black shoes. He is a simulacrum of success, a man who finds that the allotted hours in the day are never quite long enough to accomplish the complexity of his daily aspirations. A man who is to be honored as the welcoming mat to the city, not so much for his flirtatious advances and late-night dinner dates, but for his engaging personality, generosity, and noteworthy advice toward those in need. A man so consciously infallible and spiritually driven that even the local church has dedicated a song about his nightly walks with the ladies in distress. 

Obviously, an important man if his good deeds have warranted a street to be christened in his name – and yet, sculptors are certain to make a mockery of him. Though short in stature and conscious of faith, he is quite tall for a man who finds himself shortened by a twenty-four-hour day length, with many of those hours spent in disobedience to his wife of thirty years and his nine children. The gossip around town is that he is a disreputable cad, a charismatic charlatan, a two-timing scoundrel with half his body beneath one sheet and the other half already in the bed of another. Of course, trying to establish a pure mind and a good heart is not so easy for a man purposeful in preserving more of his offspring. And most undoubtedly, his inappropriate engagements are sure to remain undisclosed while the rumors from his adversaries far surpass what the local newspapers are willing to publish about him. 

But apart from the acts of a moosh-mush, happy-pappy, floppy-sloppy, polygamous playboy, there are other amusements in the city that one must not overlook. In fact, just outside his doorway is a nine-year-old opportunist, standing just as he does, with her legs apart, her fingers circled around her eyes, and a very large frown displayed on her face. This mockery annoys Mr. Happiness to no end, but the girl does attract a crowd that he, himself, would not otherwise attract. Besides, it is not so much about the little girl’s performance as it is about his sales assistant being late again.

******
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She slips into a light blue emblem jacket and quickly reviews her looks before the mirror. It is Wednesday, so the knee-high go-go boots, along with the short, green cotton skirt, are all requirements for the office today. She rolls her chestnut hair beneath a white baker boy hat and wraps a yellow scarf around her neck; the chain-ball earrings are of her own choice, of course.

Beatrice Gertrude Backlebond hurries out the front door to her faithless, breathless, Beatle-bug hooptie named Ms. Weary. She and her vehicle have to make the cumbersome, fifty-minute drive to her office each day, and already she senses a delay in the air. The wind has blown the news of an early spring, and as usual, her car is the first to relay the disturbing message. Ms. Weary does not operate well under the weight of a thousand leaves, and unless Beatie can delicately pick off each foliole from her dilapidated frame, Ms. Weary will not exhale a single drop of carbon monoxide to get her there.

After some proper encouragement, however, Ms. Weary does fire up with a wheezing snort. She then coughs her way out to the main road, and from there, it’s more about temperamental stalls and accidental rodent flattenings that have her routinely late for work. As a result, Beatie will have to listen to yet another nonsensical speech from her unreasonable boss. Yesterday's speech was in response to Ms. Weary running over the back legs of an indecisive squirrel. A tromping that caused her car to break down and cry for nearly an hour. We stand up for those that are defenseless, and we scold those that make us late, but when we scold those that are defenseless because they also make us late, then the excuse on one’s behalf will always fail to resonate.

It isn't particularly the career she had been hoping for, but it does pay the bills. Once over the bridge, Beatie guides Ms. Weary through the city streets, pumping her brakes in conjunction with the accelerator to keep her operating. The crosswalks are always a major concern for Beatie, however, because Ms. Weary always refuses to yell at the tourists, despite any encouragement for her to do so. 

But it isn't really about Ms. Weary, and Beatie knows this. It's Two Weeks Till Valentine's Again, and as usual, the city becomes one large museum no one ever wants to leave. For two weeks the historical sites are offering unlimited tours, the hotels are offering unlimited stays, the restaurants are offering unlimited-course meals, and even the stores are offering forever fifty-percent-off deals that never run out! And why? Because of Valentine's: an illogical, nonsensical, barf-inducing manifestation that offers what no one has ever been able to promise – an infinite amount of orgasmic cleansing! Push-Pah!! Every year, it's the same boring, dumb-boring, even more stupid, dumb-boring holiday she has to contend with no matter what holiday it is. It’s the same clogged streets, the same crowded crosswalks, the same exponentially growing number of carbon copy people that return every year as if they have arranged to be buried here! 

Beatie hits the breaks and forces Ms. Weary to honk at a gaggle of geese. Now she has to find a place to park, then find an angle between an ever-evolving, rotational pull of people, only to be further delayed because some infuriating salesgirl has to sell her a free brochure for fifty cents!! Sure, she has the money; it’s just that Mr. Happiness has no problem giving her a lecture for being late, but regarding the little salesgirl outside, he asks only that she not encourage her!

“Sorry, I'm late, Mr. Happiness, people, crosswalks, and more people – it kind of makes for the usual ride here.”

“Beatrice, this is no time for excuses when a love once remembered has arrived upon our very office door steps again!”

“I'm not trying to be late, Mr. Happiness; it's just that Ms. Weary hasn't been feeling very well.”

“We help those that are sick and mourn those that meet their fate, but when those that are sick meet their fate because we are doomed to be late, well then, we have certainly ruined all of those lives that wish to copulate.”

“I'm not sure I understand that one, Mr. Happiness, but if I may...” Beatie looks at Mr. Happiness, whose eyebrows are still raised. “Oh, right, and that is why we are offering the 'Find Me the Lost Beaver Tour' for $150. Taxes not included.”

“And we offer this because...?”

“Because finding one's lost beaver is many times the best beaver we can find for them?” Beatie places her coat on the rack and takes a seat behind her desk.  Again, it isn't particularly the career she had been hoping for, but it does pay the bills.

“And what about you, Beatrice? Have you not found that one person who is ready to be found?”

“Who?”

“I don't know who; you have to select someone, someone that you can relate to and look forward to spending your time with.”

“An acquaintance?”

“Why not?”

“Well, because I have tried that before, and they usually end up never calling again. I don't even know what that's called.”

“That's called not finding the right friend. It's not an easy fix, you know. It takes time, but when you do find the right friend, just imagine all the memories you’ll have together.”

Beatie twists her mouth from side to side. The thought of finding a friend would certainly bring some wanted change to her boring, dismal, mouth-open-sneezing life. But who is she kidding, the talk of meeting anyone before Valentine's just isn't in her future anymore, which may have something to do with her preoccupation for this time-consuming occupation. It has completely stopped her from enjoying the simple things she likes to do – shopping, for one, and by the lack of space in her closet, she is pretty sure she is good at that. And her social life? The living arrangement in Atlantic Beach seems ideal, but the commute to work is almost an hour away. Her closest friends have left for college, and her hairdresser, her only consistent flirt, has the same interest in men she has.

It is noontime and Beatie unravels a napkin containing a small sandwich. She eats it slowly and chews it thoroughly, marveling at the dress in the window across the street. Ebullient is its name, and her delicate fingers are already drawing an image of her wearing such a dress. Using her right hand, she wears the dress down the aisle of her own wedding, and with her left hand, four well-dressed men are escorting her to the alter with a lumpy kid sliding along his back.

Beatie looks up to see a group of tourists laughing at her. Typical 'Ger-schmeebies,’ they know nothing about marriage fantasies. She lowers her head to resume her duties of folding the brochures. Of course, a closer inspection of the dress will be required later.

Wednesdays have been rather slow, despite Mr. Happiness' insistence to work through lunch. Naturally, he leaves for an extended break; he does what he wants – it’s his office – but while he's away, Beatie has an hour to do whatever she wants.

In her mood, Handel's Passacaglia (i) plays in her mind while she races between the racks of Meeshman's, a second-hand apparel store. They have a wonderful selection of outfits; the only problem is the socialites tend not to contribute around the holidays. Down the road is a Persnicketies; these clothes are said to be 'Popular Wow,’ but they are also popularly undiscounted, so the budget-conscious go across the street to Bin Spinky's. It’s a favorite among vegetarians, but sadly, their clothes are designed for the slightly malnourished. This is why there is a Bittle Feedle's, next to Barnaby’s. They have a great selection of affordable clothing, which is well worth the purchase if one has a sewing machine. Finally, the viewing through the window of Cockle Poodles is always a favorite last stop. Never ever would she be seen in one of their expensive dresses, but it does allow her to pretend to wear a dress to a party she will never be invited to.

The day retreats to the other side of the city and the evening turns sharply in favor of cold. Mr. Happiness has not returned, and annoyingly, there are never any instructions about when to leave. It is half past five already, and Ms. Weary is getting cold. Beatie grabs the office keys and quickly pokes her head out the door. Nothing really unexpected; Mr. Happiness has found pleasure in someone else's backside. A surreptitious affair, perhaps? What will the young lady think of him when his wife finds out? Good news though, while using his hand to measure the lady's back side, Beatie knows a slap is coming – one, two, three, and – run for it! 

Beatie is in haste. She has an important evening planned, and it involves finding a good book. Romance novels do bring her the most hope and optimism to her unacquainted life, and Wednesdays are generally the best day to realize this. The library closes at six, but they have an after-hour return slot where she can reach in and retrieve the tastiest of stories. Of course, this method is predicated on a good novel being returned – but there is a splash of good news! One evening, while Ms. Weary was having one of her 'fits’, Beatie found a library that closes at eight. They even have a Reese Witherspoon selection so she can choose six books and return what she doesn't read in two weeks. This should be a chortle-gagging, knee-slapping euphoria, right? No! The book display was empty! Apparently, Reese didn't feel like reading any books this month! Now the choices are Shakespeare’s Sonnets, updates in X-ray spectroscopy, or the 240 pages of the Voynich Manuscript written in full Voynichese! Add to this travesty, the library just announced they are closing due to some computer maintenance, expulsion paraphernalia testing! This is absolutely a sneeze-juice-exploding conundrum, and to avoid being incarcerated by some electronically charged execution gate, she has to stumble over a trash can only to have a sticky, moss-laden, puke-smelling, toss-away book spew out and stick to her skirt like fortified vomit cheese! Uggg!! So, now she has to take it with her!! 

Ms. Weary starts up without question, and at the stoplight, Beatie looks with curiosity at the book still stuck to her skirt. There are no features to the cover, which she would prefer, but the book does have an amusing title: Change by Way of Means by Lucifer Goggy. The inside cover boasts a collection of words like 'Loneliness' and 'You won't be saved unless you read this book,’ and while a good book never has a featureless cover, this book comes with the promise that it does.

At home, Beatie sits on the couch, circling a spoon through a container of Mary Shiver's Coconut Sorbet. The first chapter is fine with a few facts she believes to be indisputable, one being that ghosts do roam the city due to a life of loneliness. It is the following chapter, however, that has her most perplexed. The author assures her that all the memories of her childhood must include loneliness. Beatie recalls her childhood as being very imaginative and supported with lots of toys, and yet for some reason, the author confirms this is not true. In fact, it is loneliness that should be felt wherever she goes. Why? Beatie has never thought about feeling 'lonely' before. True, it is a bit of a damper that she can't share her life with anyone except her stuffed animals, but how does the book know this?

Through the silent hours of the evening, Beatie remains awake, reading with great attentiveness. She collects the last globs in the grooves of the container and then places it in the garbage bin. After finishing a disturbing chapter on the other uses of the hand, she decides not to read any further. Something about the graphically chosen words the author likes to use has her deeply concerned.

Beatie strolls to the window when she hears the sounds of outdoor merriment. There is a scene of young people making their way home from the nightclubs. These are the same people she sees holding hands, lip-sucking, and skin-stroking in her front yard every night. In her romance novels, these people fall in love and live long, titillating lives. Beatie frowns at this and puffs out her lower lip. She cannot help but consider what life would be like if she, too, went out on a night of face sucking.

She sits before her mirror, looking at all the different angles of her face. She is getting on in age, and it shows. Not too long ago she had been a hand model; now she just tries to keep her skin glowing while maintaining a summer tan she hopes will linger into spring.

Beatie leaps into bed with her stuffed animals. It is a good thing her ballet class is tomorrow. She will need a new dress once she passes the Valentine's Ballet auditions. This is all she thinks about, and a visit to Meeshman's, of course. “See, I'm not lonely, Mr. Goggy.”

******

[image: ]



He stumbles under the burden of his rain-soaked clothes, arriving to an abandoned construction site where many of the buildings have been left unfinished. There is one room with a light emanating from the bottom of the door. He quickly gains entry but discovers that the room is hardly a place for comfort. The floor is a pot of bubbling water, and the walls are cast in a fiery, red glow. This is a room reserved for one's miserable life, not for eternal bliss. The door slams behind him, and a deep voice can be heard from a smoldering pit below. “Breath slowly, it gets pretty hot down here.’



Beauregard Heathan Fox sits up when he hears the sound of a whistle from the train. The light in the cabin brightens his surroundings, and he sees the seats filled with dozing passengers. There is a pair of feet resting between his legs that belong to his traveling companion. She is seated across from him with her head bobbing up and down, exhaling and inhaling with the occasional reverse snort. 

A conductor strolls down the aisle checking for tickets, and as soon as he exits, the lights go out again. Bo puts on his mad bomber cap to block out any noise and turns on a light from above. He opens up his logbook of his daily experiences and writes in a few notes:


January 31st, Wednesday. Charleston to Jacksonville by way of the East Coast Express. We are making our way toward the city of St. Augustine, the last stop on our travels before departing back to the UK. Today more than any other day, I feel the strong desire to wake up alone in my own bed.



Bo feels the flap of his hat lift from his ears. His traveling companion, Mia Pearl, has awakened. “I'm bored!” She falls back into her seat with a huff. “I hate myself for being bored. My shrink tells me it's my inability to create an entertaining atmosphere for myself, so I have to manifest my boredom in a way that is destructive to others.”

Bo watches with little amazement as Mia reaches over the seat behind her and snatches a newspaper from a businessman. Naturally, the man gives Bo a dissatisfied look, to which he replies with an indifferent shrug. Mia flips through the pages of the paper until she finds something that interests her. She then tosses the rest of the paper back over the seat.

“Here's some 'printed puke' from the Spectral City Times: Half the residents of St. Augustine have witnessed an apparition, while the other half have reported some sort of a living arrangement with one.” Mia scoffs. “And the llama says? Ghosts! It's what everyone is talking about. Who is everyone anyways? Shouldn't the paper be required to release a list? Seriously, if they came up with just one-one thousands of the billions of people on this planet to support that claim, I might accept their findings.”

Mia unwraps a candy bar from her pocket and takes a bite. She looks up at Bo's inattentiveness, seeing he is more engaged with his logbook than with her concerns. She lifts up an ear flap again and lets out her voice, “I'm not sure you could have said anything different to make your last two months any easier!”

Bo’s eyes go wide with shock as he looks blankly into Mia’s face. “Keira of Perth, Jacobis of Boston, Bon Bon of New Jersey. Aren't those the women you are writing about?”

Bo ignores her comment and continues to write.

“I can only imagine what it was like for those women trying to consummate a relationship with you. Women need constant reassurance, Bo, and you just don't offer that. Of course, if you had the wits to ever consider such a task, you might find yourself in a lasting commitment. Who was the girl from New York? The one who followed you to Charleston only so you could say goodbye to her again?”

“She was not following me, Mar; that was just a coincidence.”

“Just a coincidence?! A coincidence is simply a miracle less objectivity, multiplied by subjectivity, equal to all sums of one's mistaken identity. Let’s look at the facts; the shaman tells us that...”

Bo pulls both ear flaps down over his ears and lowers his head into his logbook:


These events, having taken place on the thirty-first of January, are a stark reminder of how my behavior can be deemed inappropriate by so-called:  'companions'.



Mia lifts Bo's ear flap again. “It's not an affliction to be alone; it's a choice.” Bo, naturally has a smile for everything, which really pisses Mia off. She tosses his hat down the aisle and storms off.

There are never any round edges to Mia’s words. They are as pointed as a sharp tongue can be made to deliver them. Amazing that their togetherness was discovered accidentally with the both of them looking for someone else. Yet, despite their disputes, which are many, they find a way to fuse them by the day’s end. Their other traveling companion, Samantha, says they are better off together than with anyone else, simply because they are like no one else.

Bo looks up from his logbook and briefly smiles at Samantha several rows away. Her eyes are fixed on him a little longer than deemed comfortable. Her recent engagements have become all too confusing, since she has always preferred the 'look at me and I'll look the other way' approach. Fortunately, the lights go out before it becomes too awkward. Bo closes his book and rests his eyes, thinking about what he will do once he returns home.
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FEBRUARY 2nd: WHO ARE YOU?
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The cabin comes alive with the announcement they have arrived at the station. Bo clops his way down the aisle in his untied work boots and retrieves his hat before exiting the train.

“Teuchy!” Bo looks up to see Mia already at the far end of the platform. “Let's go!!”

He lugs the two packs through the terminal and sets them on the street outside. It is still dark in the early morning hours, and there is a strong chill in the air that stings his nose.

“We discussed this, you know. Sam is to be our chaperone for the next two weeks.”

“I remember mention of it.”

Mia lifts up onto the tips of her toes to readjust his hat. “I'm not saying your brain is completely devoid of activity, but sometimes I think the only movement that goes on up there would resemble flies on a turd pile.”

“Cute, Mar.”

Bo tosses both their backpacks into Samantha's back seat and joins them. The two ladies are having a brief discussion about staying with Sam for two weeks, but because her brother can be a bit intimidating, Mia thinks it best to rent a room elsewhere.

Sam pulls onto a two-way avenue and begins the search for their hotel. When the car slows to a stop, Bo instinctively pushes the back door open with his foot. He grabs the straps of both backpacks and lays them before the hotel steps.

“'Hotel Hospitalario.” Mia taps Bo on the shoulder and points to a sign above the door. “Bit of a mouthful, isn't it? 'Ho-spita-lario'.”

Samantha surprises them both by tapping their shoulders. She gives Bo a long kiss on the cheek and adds a second kiss to let him know the first kiss was no accident. Bo and Mia then watch with curiosity as she drives off without pausing at the stop sign. 

“Shocking that she would blind side you like that, Bo.”

Mia takes several long steps up to the hotel door and gives it a weighty pull. After it refuses to budge, she then taps her knuckles on the glass, followed by a shoulder thrust. After a few kicks with the heel of her foot and a headbutt, she finally walks over to Bo and extracts a heavy tool from his backpack.

“Serious, Mar. My work wrench?”

“Great way to get a response.” She cocks her arm back, ready to wield the gadget, when suddenly a gold-painted face appears at the small opening in the door. 

“Who you?!” The attendee says.

Bo lifts up both backpacks and bows to the lady, “And a fine diddy-daddle that shines a light on to you too, my good madam.”

“I'm Mia Pearl, and this is Bo Fox. Our friend, Samantha Case, called with a reservation?”

The lady grumbles.

Bo and Mia follow behind the little lady as she makes her way toward the check-in desk. Bo dodges a wing from a ceiling fan and looks at the manager with shock, “Has anyone ever lost their head in here?”

Mia snickers at Bo and approaches the counter, “We want a room with separate beds, a bathroom, and a view of a pool.”

Bo releases the backpacks to the floor and squints at Mia's hair floating slowly toward the oscillating fan.

“We also want a Telly with access to British Television; plates and utensils with a kitchenette; and our beds turned over daily with two chocolate morsels left on the pillows.”

Bo begins stroking his chin, wondering at all if her hair could possibly reach the blades.

“We are also inquiring about a map of the surrounding area, discount coupons to our favorite eateries, and keys to allow us into the hotel after hours.”

Bo squeezes his knees together in anguish as the blades catch three hairs, four hairs, then five; but once it reaches up to eight in rapid succession, he lifts a hand to help, “Mar?”

“Shush, Bo!! I want fresh towels and toilets cleaned while we are out...” Mia's face suddenly contorts.

“Mar, are you okay?”

With her teeth clenched and her head tilted sideways, Mia begins a slow walk in a circle trying not to lift off from the floor. Bo recognizes her discomfort, but Mia still waves him off and continues walking with her demands.

“Would a stay of two weeks be too much trouble?”

Comically, once Mia begins skipping along the ground in several full torso spins, the manager finally reaches for the fan switch.

Bo sets Mia down on her two feet and undoes her hair. For the longest minute, Mia just stares at the manager, who returns the same discerning stare back at her. The manager then goes to the closet behind the desk. She retrieves a stick with a hook on the end and hands it to Mia. “You want all those things? You need this. Third floor!”

Mia stamps her foot, “I don't want a stick; I want a key.”

Bo slings the backpacks over his shoulders and grabs the stick from the manager. He takes Mia's arm, who still refuses to take her eye off the manager, then he has to pull her aside to avoid bumping into a short, stocky man dressed in dark and purple. She too gives him the evil eye.

“Who were they, Goggy? Is there some reason for giving them the grabber to the attic?”

The little lady shrugs her shoulders and looks anxiously around the counter. “My dinner is missing!”

Bo and Mia rush up and down the hallway looking for an elevator until Bo finally yells out, “Found it!” He places the stick into a ceiling groove and pulls down a retracting door. He then reaches up and pulls down a collection of folded steps and creaking springs.

It is a dimly lit room, made possible only by the morning lights shining through the wallboards. Mia reaches up and pulls on a string, causing a light to reveal the room's contents. It is not at all what she had envisioned for their final two weeks of traveling. There is no drywall, no windows, and the triangular support beams taking up most of the living space don't appear strong enough to hold up the roof. There are two single bed frames with mattresses wrapped in plastic, a bathroom separated by a plastic sheet and a very old television with a video game console attached to it.

“Well, we have stayed in worse.” Mia waves the dust about the air and walks toward the kitchenette. She sniffs the plates and turns over a mysterious-looking piece of crockery. She then disappears into a crawl space above the kitchen cabinets and calls back moments later. “There's a window with a view of the parking lot, and I think there's a pool out there too.”

Mia leaps down to the floor and retrieves a few bedsheets. She tosses each one like Frisbees onto the beds and looks at Bo sitting on the floor, eating from a plastic container, “Where did you get the food?”

“They were handing it out at the counter.” Bo hears a loud thump and looks under Mia’s bed to see she is in a catatonic state on the floor. He reaches for his backpack and pulls out his logbook.


Mia has an unpleasant affliction labeled: Myotonic Narcolepsy Rigorous Morti. It is believed to be related to the phenomenon of fainting goats. For five minutes every morning, she falls into a deep slumber with her arms and legs straight out.



******
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Mia walks with her face to the sun, enjoying the earthy smell of an early spring. There are many nice mornings in February, and it just so happens the temperature is twenty degrees Celsius. The attraction of the city before them is an architectural design imparted by the history that existed here two hundred years ago. Simple wood structures that formed bookstores, bakeries, and butcher shops; intricate cobblestone streets that paved the way for pushcarts and pull-carriages; add to that, play parks for people participating in punching matches and popular puzzle games.

Mia reaches into her coat pocket and unfolds a map, quickly identifying a convenience store on the edge of the city. She is hungry, and they are late for where she wants to be. Skirting around tourists, dodging between road signs, and scurrying with one foot in the gutter and the other on the walkway, the two eventually meet in the middle of an empty street. The western section of the city is much quieter than the touristy area, and the old Victorian homes with moss-laden trees add a skeptical feeling that they are no longer in a present-day city. After missing the convenience store for the fifth time, it is by the fortunes of a wild hog breaking through the underbrush that they find a place that may or may not serve food. The building rests upside down on a mansard-style roof, and there is an open window on the second floor that appears to serve as the door. 

The store does offer a variety of global newspapers, microwaved foods, water bottles, and many unhealthy knick-knacks that Mia has a taste for. Bo, however, remains with the oddities on the counter that may appear strange to some but intrinsic to those who believe in their magic. He looks at a plaque on the checkout counter and calls for the name: “Cornelius Bumpkin?”

Bo is greeted by a short man with a red bow tie and hair curled about his ears, “Yes! Yes! Those are my magic trinkets from around the world. Some illuminate and some do shake, some put you at ease, and others will keep you awake.”

“What is this liquid for?”

“It's used for internal infections.” The man lifts the small bottle from a holder and takes a couple of swigs. After a few harsh coughs, he hands it to Bo. “Said to help with sleeping.”

Bo takes a sniff of the bottle and scrunches up his face.

“I know what you are looking for. A method for cleansing the body. I have two kits for only $24.95.  Half price if you buy it along with a bowel retractor kit.”

“What would I need a bowel retractor kit for?”

“I'm not sure. I hear it's great for college parties, though.”

“I'll just take this amulet if that would be okay.”

“Good choice. The hogstone comes with a year’s supply of Boneset. It is said to cure fevers.”

“Can you ship it to my mailing address in Scotland?”

Mia stacks what she has gathered on the counter and reaches into Bo's pocket for money.

Mr. Bumpkin tallies up the items. “Are you here on holiday?”

“We're staying at the Hotel 'Ho'spee'tal'.” Mia pronunciates.

“I haven't heard of that one. Is that on the beach?”

“Wish it were on a lake.” Mia takes a sip of the syrup, and her eyes immediately cross. She grabs a handful of match booklets and stuffs them in her sweat shirt.

They exit the store with Mia walking dizzily down the road. She has the occasional giggle that annoys those she bumps into, but it seems more infuriating when she apologizes with a sweeping bow.

“What was in that bottle, Bo? Makes my brain feel numb.” Mia sets the bags down for a moment. “And what is it with you and that rock?!”

“As foretold by the Seers of Scotland: 'With the eye through the hole of the hogstone, all dreams can create a new happiness.'”

“Let me try!” Mia rubs her goofy face, then holds the stone before her eye. She sees two men waving to her from a bowlegged bench. They are dressed in weathered, beaten clothing that she finds disappointing, so she quickly redirects the hole elsewhere. That’s when she pleasantly sees a man stretched out in the grass, exercising his thick arms on top of his hands. His wear is a bit concerning, covered in a blue dye from head to foot, but his dark eyes, wavy black hair, and Romanesque nose do intrigue her desires. She nudges Bo and gives him back the hogstone, “They don't make faces like that anymore.”

The man sits up with a stick in his hand as Mia approaches with her bags of food. Poking and prying at the plastic containers, Mia quickly responds by pulling out a box of goodies.

“Mar, what are you doing?”

She hands the man various treats and watches him perform a silly dance with a lot of odd kicks.

“Okay, Mar, give him what he wants and let’s go.”

“My name is Mia Pearl, and this is Bo Fox. We're from the UK.”

“I am neither; I am Catalan. Parla Catala.” The man stuffs his mouth with several different treats, filling his cheeks until they can hold no more. “Yes, hmm, good. Very good, Mammy.”

“Not Mammy; Mia. It was given to me by the nuns at the orphanage. I ran away a lot.” Mia opens up a soup container and hands it to him. “So, Catalan, what do you do with your time here?” The man eagerly laps up the soup. “I had servant work in New Smyrna.”

Mia takes a seat next to the man. “That sounds rewarding.”

“Horrible treatment. It was on an indigo plantation, so I came here with Father Camps.”

“I know what that's like. I was forced to work in a garden as a child. So, do you have a place to stay?”

“I live over on Cordova and Tolomato.”

“Bo, hand me the map of the city?” Mia spreads the map on the grass. “Wait, this can't be right. This location doesn't meet the zoning requirements for a residence.”

Bo takes one of Mia's bags. “Mar, he says he lives on Cordova and Tolomato; let's leave it at that.”

“But there's no way. The zoning here doesn't permit the usage of a single-family or a multi-family residence, it's labeled as ‘deceased-residential.’ Maybe Father Camps had obtained rights to bury someone there, but he can't alter the permit when he doesn't own the ground.” Mia looks at the map again and slams her hand down with a loud smack. “I know what's going on here!”

“Mar, let's go!”

“This pisses me off to no end! There was no proper deal done here! Catalan, how long have you lived there?” Mia watches Catalan raise two fingers. “Two years?”

He then motions with his thumb to count higher.

“Twelve? Twenty? Two hundred? Higher? It doesn't matter. I deal with people requiring long-term living arrangements.”

“Mar, you lease cemetery space!”

“Bo! Someone is taking advantage of this poor man, and it happens to be someone who wears the cloth! Have you complained to the diocese about this, Catalan?!”

Catalan raises his head from a jar with juice all over his face. “No, cannot. Do you have more of these?”

Mia circles about the lawn, punching at the air. “Do you see this, Bo?! Catalan is being threatened!!”

Bo watches as the man runs his fingers along the inside of the bowl and shakes it up and down. “Mia, leave him be and let’s go.”

“Where are we going to go while people are suffering?! This is so much the normal case with you! You are never accepting of anyone other than myself, Sam, or your floozy, short-term girlfriends, admit it! Remember how you treated Peetrie in Australia?”

“You really want to talk about Peetrie, Mar?”

“Wow, Catalan, you ate all of our food. Bo, do you have more money?”

******
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She smells of lemon and lime, having doused her work outfit in her favorite fabric softener. She can now start the day with a smile. Beatie had accomplished a lot this morning: the patterns on the kitchen tiles now glisten from a wet mop, the quartz counter top sparkles from a Gunter Gloss shine, and the cherry-stained furniture shimmers from the shellac of an Old English bottle. Now she has the time to practice a few routines for the up-coming Valentine's Day Galla tryouts. The event is only once a year, and who knows if Valentine's Day will be celebrated again? She leaps up and down and does a few odd kicks, racing into her room and then rolling off the bed. After performing a few slides in and out of her closet, she finally finishes her routine by kicking the garbage can across the floor. What to wear? The faded, full-body leotard in the closet and the laceless shoes on the teetering rack have all waited too long to come out. They are now so 'replace-ably' out of fashion that she will have to return to Meeshman's. “Super Yeh!!”

By the time the sun has declared the end of the morning, Beatie is already late for work. She touches up her look with a little shine from the jar and then finds her keys in yesterday's pants. When she finally does get the shift into a gear that works, Beatie and Ms. Weary eventually find a parking spot twelve blocks away from the office. After a drama-filled speech from her boss, it is not long before she is chewing on her sandwich and staring across the street. Oh, how desperately she wants to wear the dress in the window – like right now even! Mr. Happiness is again consumed with his 'barbie-muffin' girlfriend in the back office, so now what? She is not going to wait for this; it's her lunch break, and she has important things to do.

Beatie rocks the door back and forth to create a soft squeak. The assistant manager has dozed off with an unfinished sandwich and a glass of magnesia. Beatie does not wish to disturb Mrs. Bookafleely, because hurrying into a Meeshman dress is all about secrecy. Yes, secrecy, because Ms. Meeshman has forever banned Beatie from ever approaching one of her pricey dresses. She even said, 'If you can't afford to take it along, then there is no reason for you to try it on.’ For this very reason, Beatie won’t directly go to the window dress; not yet anyways, she does whisper to it, but that's all.

The store is empty of midday shoppers, which she prefers – always enjoying her own time with only an hour to spare. She has to operate with efficiency, so she begins with the two-tier dresses by the window. Using her nimble fingers, Beatie knows with certainty if a new item has been added, so by the time she reaches the pre-folded smocks and flame-retardant coveralls, she is already pressing her face into the fabric trying to remember its smell. It is at this time, however, that Beatie bumps into a solid object that rocks back and forth but does not fall. Though initially sorry for her clumsiness, she is ultimately disgusted with the interaction. “Oh, no way! Not you, Mannequin!”

Beatie does not like Mannequins, they always appear to be dressed for her but fail to convince. Many of their fashions are outdated and their label descriptions are always inaccurate. She has to get away from mannequins; never once have they ever had her best interest in mind. 

Beatie squirts her hands with Meeshman's Moagli Badada Cream and continues on with her search. A reflection of Ebullient on the window suddenly causes her to buckle to her knees. It's just too emotional not being able to go to the dress directly, therefore, she thinks it best to be direct with it in case it’s offended. Beatie creeps up behind the display and whispers softly, “Hey, Ebullient? I can't see you right now; Meeshman rules, you know, not mine.” Beatie reaches out to shake the sleeve. “Are you listening?” Accidentally, a tag falls to the floor and she quickly retrieves it. Just as she thought, it is only three years old, and it has a foreign name. “Maybe that’s why you can't understand me. What else?” Beatie leans forward and extends her nose toward the collar. “You smell perfectly nice.” She then puts her arm through the sleeve, and immediately, her eyes roll to the insides of her head. The calm emollients of the fabric are now morphing with her skin. It’s so soft that she could even consider sleeping in it.

Beatie accidentally bumps into another solid object, but this one does fall to the floor. “I said not now, Mannequin! Seriously! How silly would I look in that dress at a posh dinner?”

“Beatie?! What's going on over there?!”

“Shhh!” Beatie kicks the mannequin. “Mrs. Snail-bag heard us!”

“Beatie?!”

Beatie pokes her head out of the racks. “Yes, Mrs. Bookafleely. I was just wondering how much the High-water Sissy Pants cost.”

Mrs. Bookafleely eases her way down into her chair and watches Beatie duck back into the racks. She knows perfectly well Beatie has no intention of buying anything, and only once did she ever walk out of the store with an item. It was the Muckle-Ma-Geggy, double-chained, Fluvian handbag priced at the stocking charge.

Beatie drops an armful of camises onto the table before the assistant and begins turning each one over.

“Beatrice, you're a grown woman. How about finding someone who can pay for all of this?”

“I'm trying, Mrs. Bookafleely; I just don't know where to go about looking for someone.”

“Start with some friends first, and then leave that womanizing confickler who runs the tourist shop you work at.”

Beatie turns a shirt inside out and sniffs it. She isn't really listening to Mrs. Bookafleely. The woman’s thoughts are never kind, at least not kind enough to let her try on the window dress – but maybe she can! Stealing has never entered her mind before, but there are certainly things worth taking.

“Beatrice, where are you going?!”

Screw Meeshman rules! Beatie grabs the dress from the display window and makes a dash toward the nearest exit. She would have made it too, if not for a solid object hip-checking her onto a chair with rollers. It sends her down a set of stairs and into a dark room she never knew existed. Lifting herself off the cold carpet, she looks in dismay to see moths flipping about on the floor in a slow and flightless death. She also sees a trolley of dresses wrapped in a low-density polyethylene film. Shivering to think that one of those outfits could be hers to wear, Beatie rushes to the ensemble with her nimble fingers a-go. Turns out, these are the same dresses worn by the 'not-so-famous' celebrities in town. The dress in her left hand was worn by the Shrimp Festival Queen, and it still has the shrimp perfume on it! And the dress in her right hand was worn by 'Flee Farmer Bob’ at his Bachelorette Party. It even comes with a piglet bonnet! 

The crash of the display bars has Mrs. Bookafleely standing in a panic. She hobbles down the ramp and up several steps, soon finding the display bars scattered about the floor. This is where she finds Beatie rolling around in the fallen dresses, rubbing the fabric all over her body and making oinking noises.

“Beatrice Backlebond, what has gotten into you?!” Mrs. Bookafleely limps her way over to Beatie and links a clothing hook onto her belt.

Meeshman's door slams behind Beatie and she quickly sinks to the pavement in disappointment. Several well-dressed people are stepping over her and forcing her to frown. Rich people really do piss her off at times, but she knows that without their existence, she might not have anything to dream about.

Beatie sits calmly in her office seat, bored that nobody is interested in any of their holiday-themed tours. She walks to the window and watches two people holding hands. They are making ‘lovey’ faces at one another as if they are in love. They do this to her every year at this time and always in the same place. Not this time! Tonight is her ballet class, and she likes doing things other people are too bothered to do. 
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