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        There are certain wishes the power won’t grant — The Fairy Godmother Handbook

      

      All I really wanted this summer was to find a job and get a car. I had just turned sixteen and I was ready to make my own decisions and go where I wanted without having to ask my parents to drive me.

      You’d think that being a fairy godmother would mean I could just wish a car into being, but that’s not how things work, because, rules. I have to live at home and I have to do things the ordinary way because I’m underage. Blah, blah, blah. That’s right. I’m Willow Vaughn and I’m a fairy godmother. It’s weird, I know, but I’ll get to that.

      I’d started putting in job applications and was waiting by the phone to hear from managers. I thought the hardest part would be getting an interview, because let’s face it, I’m only sixteen, so it’s not like I have any work experience and there were a lot of people like me. Some of them older, and, according to my dad, more reliable. My dad talks about reliability because he worries that I might not be very good at showing up when I say I will.

      I was out to prove him wrong by getting that job and showing up for work when I needed to and then saving for my car. Except the sun spots happened.

      Apparently sun spots and magic don’t mix well, which means that all fairy godmothers were going to have problems. It wasn’t something I knew about before because I’m new at this whole fairy godmother thing. It’s not like I’d been doing it for very long. I still remembered how it all started in vivid detail.

      I’d made a wish that could be interpreted that I wanted to be a fairy godmother, so bam. Here I am, granting wishes, about one a week or so. So I’m not like a real fairy or anything. I’m one hundred percent red-blooded, grass-fed, locally grown, organic teenager. Like most people my age, I’m a little snarky and have a reputation to uphold. Of course, granting wishes has mitigated some of my issues, but still, I am only sixteen and that’s a tough age, according to my mom.

      Part of being a fairy godmother means having to attend these godawful meetings on Monday at seven p.m. sharp, every single week for the rest of my life, which could be like really, really long if I decide to remain a godmother because, like, we don’t age, or age only a little, or something like that. It’s one of the perks of getting the wish-granting power bestowed on us.

      So one Monday night in June, there I was, trying to sink as far into the old, brown, fugly as crap sofa that we had in the basement where we meet. My feet were chilled but not completely freezing. After my first time at the meetings, I knew to wear my shearling boots, because this is like the skankiest place ever. It’s an old basement with concrete walls and water that drips from a pipe in the corner. The furniture is lumpy and the sofa could swallow you whole if you weren’t careful, but on one end it’s probably the best seat in the house, and believe me, when I arrive, I make a beeline for it every single time. Yeah, it smells a little like wet dog, but what can you do?

      So it’s a mixed bag. At least it’s Monday night and not, like, Friday or Saturday, because I’d have had to bow out right away, except you can’t. The only way to get out of being a fairy godmother is to grant someone else’s wish to help other people. The real hardcore folks who want to help aren’t exactly out there saying “I wish.” They’re in ‘the trenches’, as my mother would say.

      There are only about ten of us here. I’ve learned over the seven or eight months of being a fairy godmother that our group isn’t the only one. And powers grow with seniority. I know all of that because I screwed up on a wish big time a few months ago.

      One of the things we do at these meetings is check in, kind of see how the week went with wish granting. If there were problems, we all got to discuss them. Sometimes we even learned something, although that didn’t happen much, because apparently the full-blooded fairy godmothers—yes there are those, too—don’t usually bother to do any teaching. They just complain a lot.

      Tonight it was Grace’s turn to be on the hot seat. I’ve been there, believe me, and it was the worst. I granted this wish that took me to this alternate world where everyone was horrible, I mean, like, really horrible, and not just horrible in the way that they are every day. I get an icky feeling even remembering it.

      This time Grace had messed up.

      Grace is one of the people who were older when they became fairy godmothers, so I tend to think of her as Granny. She wears old lady dresses that are practically see-through, like she can’t afford real clothing or something. You’d think someone would have helped her get a wish for money, but no, that’s what she wears. You can see her bra through the dress, and it always bothers me. I like Grace but it’d be nice if she’d learn to dress herself in something that wasn’t tissue thin, you know?

      Anyway, she was talking about her experience, kinda slow, the way old folks talk, and I was sitting there, just glad it wasn’t me this time.

      “She said she wished to have him back. It’s not normally the sort of wish we can grant—I mean her husband was dead—and when she’d made her wish, I wasn’t paying attention, really. I was looking for someone to help with a wish, but I felt my power go out to her like it would have if I had let it go, and suddenly she’s holding this corpse. He was still dead and decaying—he’d been dead about a month…” Grace trailed off.

      “And I did that. But we can’t do things like that!” Grace blew her nose into a tissue. She’d been using several of them.

      Grace, I’m pretty sure is American, or maybe Canadian. I know Paula, one of the other fairy godmothers, is in the United States because I found her on Facebook. We’ve even become friends on it, even if we don’t have much in common.

      Grace isn’t on social media as far as I can tell. I haven’t gone looking for anyone else. I mean, one guy’s name is Jesus, and how would that look if I friended Jesus? That’s all I know about him,—like he doesn’t even have a last name. And no, he doesn’t say it like ‘Jesus.’ He says it the Spanish way, so maybe he’s from Mexico or South America. Jesus doesn’t say much.

      There’s this big guy Brian, who looks like a football player, but he just laughs about American football and talks about soccer, so I’m pretty sure he’s not from here either. And Sergei, well, bad Russian spy movies come to mind. He even has a Russian accent—like, can you believe it?

      “I got a message the other day,” Paula said, when Grace paused to sniff. “From that woman, Brin?”

      I perked up and Paula nodded at me.

      Deliza even looked interested from where she sat in her favorite spot, the ugly, gray chair, which was one of the most uncomfortable places as far as I was concerned, but Deliza was really tall so maybe it worked for her. She always huddled like she was trying to make herself smaller and was the quietest person I have ever met. Maybe it’s because she’s the only black woman there and she doesn’t feel welcome, but I have a feeling she’s just shy.

      “It’s part of Brin’s movement to keep us more educated about what we’re doing,” Paula said, continuing with her story. It would probably take some time to get to, because Paula was going to have to explain everything, in case someone did the impossible and missed a meeting.

      Also, ‘a movement’ was probably an overstatement. It was more like a general suggestion than a movement.

      “Anyway, Brin sent an email that said there are particularly active sun spots going on, which is going to cause problems with our wish granting. If you have to grant a wish in the next two weeks, be careful and try to do it during the evening hours. It’s less likely to get interfered with.”

      “I guess if it’s dark, we aren’t facing the sun, so whatever the sun spots are doing to interfere shouldn’t be as strong during the night hours,” Sergei said. I always feel weird when he talks and I have to think about his name.

      I mean Bob would be so much more normal. Russian spies are not named Bob, so I wouldn’t feel like I was in a really bad old spy movie whenever he talked. Or maybe I would, just with a Russian spy named Bob, which would probably mean it was a comedy movie rather than a bad thriller.

      “Anyway,” Paula went on, “It appears that this activity is going to last about two weeks, which means for most of us there are two wishes that could go wrong. We should all practice our meditations.”

      After my disastrous wish, I had learned from Brin that you can make sure you don’t hear certain wishes if you have a meditation of some sort. So now we had to practice and talk about our practice. With the sun spots, chances were we’d be talking a whole heck of a lot about our meditations.

      That so did not excite me. But let’s get real. What about meeting in a basement with a bunch of people all way older than I was was exciting? Um yeah. Nothing.

      I counted back to when I had last granted a wish. I was coming close to being due. My luck? I’d be one of those who got to grant three wishes when there were sun spots. Great. Just what I needed, more wish mess-ups. Because, here’s the thing. I didn’t know there were non-human fairy godmothers before I’d messed up a wish. I just thought we were all, like, the same—humans who had wished and gotten this power.

      It’s not like that. There are what they call full-blooded fairy godmothers, and if you think that old men granting wishes to little girls is creepy, well, the full-blooded one I met was kind of worse. Because he seemed like he might be a cop in a cop show, but he had a certain sleeziness that I couldn’t ever put my finger on. And Brin, who was there, said a few things that made think it wasn’t all that innocent on his part. So. Yeah. No bad wishes for me.

      I so did not want to be noticed.

      “What did you do?” Connie asked Grace. “I mean, if a wish goes wrong, what do we do?”

      “I think our warning was that we should try and not make those bad wishes, but if we need help cleaning it up, then we call a senior,” Paula said.

      Grace nodded. “Fortunately, while the woman was completely undone, there were other people around and they gathered up the body. It made the news and everything but then it calmed down. I was so shocked I didn’t even think about calling for help to have it reversed. And really, the damage was already done. So far as I know, we can’t turn back time.”

      I didn’t suggest that the full-bloods probably could. They seemed pretty darned powerful if they cared to use their powers.

      I tried not to sigh or fidget. This sofa was comfortable for a short time, but fidget too much and you start sinking down into the depths, and then you’ll have your butt stuck there for the rest of eternity unless someone helps you out.

      Cole mumbled about something. Sue glared at him.

      On his side of the room, Sergei nodded quietly, thinking. Paula tried to get us all to do some meditation but fortunately this group of old folks had as much interest as I did in group meditation. Finally we were done discussing and I could leave.

      Thank heavens. I was more than a little ready to get out of that room. And hopefully not have to grant any wishes. Of course, I did know about the meditation and hopefully I could hold off a wish pressure until after dark. I drew in a breath as the room faded, hoping that things would go okay.

      Naturally they didn’t.
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        Underage Fairy Godmothers, as defined by the cultural standards of the day, will abide by additional rules — From the Fairy Godmother’s Handbook

      

      I woke up Tuesday morning feeling vaguely like I might have a wish building. It was just my luck, on the first day of the sun spots, when we are supposed to be being careful and trying not to grant wishes during daylight, that I woke up with wish pressure. It was so unfair. I mean, come on. First thing in the morning? Even a small wish was likely to get uncomfortable before evening.

      I kicked off my lavender comforter, smelling the faint traces of coffee from downstairs, and got up, late-ish, but not super late. My mom doesn’t go in for that. In fact, the amount of noise she was making, walking around like she weighed fifteen hundred pounds, so that I could hear her even if she was downstairs, meant she was hoping to wake me up. While I don’t have a job, yet, I don’t get to totally sleep in.

      Of course, I wanted a job. My deal with my dad was that if I could earn and save a thousand dollars, he would match it, and I could get my own car. That was my goal for the summer. Find some place to work part time and maybe by the end of summer, I’d have a car. I could still work to save up for other stuff I wanted, like, say a better computer, more music, and important things like that, because Dad was going to pay the car insurance.

      I heard my brother, Eric, open the door to the bathroom we share, so he was probably working today. Eric just started junior college. He wanted to go to a four-year, but the costs were too high, and my mom was all worried about student debt. I mean normal parents would have just worried about money but my mom was worried about what that kind of debt would do to his health.

      So Eric’s still at home, going to classes. He’s taking one course this summer so he can have a lighter load in the fall. He got a job shortly before he graduated, at one of those big, warehouse, home improvement places. He’s stuck in plumbing, which means he has all sorts of really gross toilet stories to tell.

      Now, I want a job, but I totally don’t think I could do that. I mean, I know nothing about fixing things around the house, except if the toilet runs too long you jiggle the handle, and when the air conditioning fan starts making a squeal, I have to run outside and slam my fist against the outside of it just a hand span from the top to make it stop. My dad taught me that one. My mom can’t seem to get it right, but I can. Every. Single. Time. #teenwin.

      Unfortunately there’s not much call for that kind of thing as far as paying jobs go.

      I pulled a pair of gray shorts and a pink tank top with a built-in shelf bra out of my pale, maple wood dresser—which my mom refused to replace—and put them on. I glanced around my room. It was kind of messy, but then it always is. The lavender and black stripes my mom and I had painted on the walls looked a bit oppressive until I opened the blinds. Then I went downstairs.

      In the kitchen, I grabbed some yogurt and berries from the large stainless steel fridge that could have housed a small family. I used one of the pottery store bowls—locally made, of course, because, my mom—to mix everything, tossing in a handful of walnuts from the dark wood cabinets that I had a feeling my mom would hate in another few years and insist upon changing. I kind of hated them now. They looked like they belonged in an old haunted house movie or something.

      When I was little, we had white cabinets that didn’t catch smudges. Then we had this light wood, sort of maple color, and now we have a coffee black color. The counter used to be granite, but now it’s some sort of natural concrete that isn’t so porous. Mom swears she’s not going to change the kitchen again. I wouldn’t count on it. She loves being there too much not to change it often. Even if her constant updating and remodeling isn’t totally environmentally sound.

      I sat at our old, round, pine kitchen table. We have a bigger table in the dining room that mom usually has set with placemats and a vase. Now and then she even remembers flowers. Mostly, though, we eat in the kitchen despite having a dining room. I looked out the window at the yard. The sun was already moving across the grass making everything bright and hot-looking. The click click of the air conditioner kicking in told me I was right about the whole hot thing.

      I had been thinking of going to the mall with Sage, but if it was going to be that hot, I wasn’t that excited. I wanted to pick up store applications, and I didn’t think I should just wear shorts for that. Which meant I’d be overdressed for outside and there are places to wander around outside, too.

      While I munched the berries in my yogurt, I decided I’d go online and see who had applications on their websites, and try that first. Then, when I texted with Sage later on, I could probably feel okay about just going to the mall in shorts.

      My mom isn’t very enthusiastic about me getting a job. She’d probably recommend I go to the pool, which was certainly an option. Maybe Sage would prefer to do that. We hadn’t been there in, like, a week.

      I considered texting her now, but Sage wasn’t likely to be up before ten. Her mom worked, which meant she got to sleep in until she wanted to get up. Actually, sometimes her mom made her get up before she left for work, but then she got to go back to bed if she wanted. I mean, what was her mom going to do? Call her every five minutes?

      “Don’t even think of telling her that,” Sage once told me. “She’d probably do it.”

      Yeah, her mom probably would. I’m surprised she didn’t pay my mom to go across the street to make sure her daughter was up and about at a decent hour. What is it about moms?

      By the time I finished my breakfast and was putting the spoon and bowl in the dank hole that’s our black, steel sink, the wish pressure had grown. A lot. Which sucked because it wasn’t even ten on the first day of sunspots, and I was going to have to grant a wish.

      I went back up to my room. My mom would see the dish and spoon in the sink and know I was up. That way she wouldn’t worry that I was upstairs dying. And yes, that’s so totally my mom.

      I laid across my bed, which, naturally I hadn’t made, so it was nice and lumpy with covers pushed here and there, and pulled out my MP3 player and earbuds and turned up the music really loud. I had learned that if I breathed in and out and listened to music, I wouldn’t hear any wishes, at least not until the wish pressure got really, really strong. I hoped that it would help as this wish need built. If I couldn’t hear a wish, I couldn’t grant it, right?

      Seemed like a plan. And for a while it seemed to be working. The pressure built and sometimes I’d look down expecting to see my stomach had risen up and was huge, about to burst, like a pregnant woman about to have a baby, but no such thing. I looked all normal.

      But the wish pressure was getting stronger—strong enough that even with the music I was listening for someone to say “I wish.”

      I changed my music to something faster and wilder, a constant beat. I couldn’t do anything too slow and dreamy, it pulled me out. The beat was my lifeline to avoid granting a wish. I had no idea how well that would work, because I’d never had to avoid granting any wish before. I’d only ever had to try and avoid listening to one wish, not all of them.

      Then my mom came in. Right. I know. She might have knocked, but there was no way I’d hear her.

      “Willow?” I could just make out her voice.

      I waved, opening my eyes.

      “For God’s sake. Why don’t you get up and go out and do something? It’s after ten. Sage is probably even up by now.”

      I just smiled. “I am doing something.” I mean, I was. I was listening to music and trying to avoid granting a wish during the daylight hours.

      My mom shook her head.

      “You need to get out and get some sun. I wish you’d make more use of that pool this summer.”

      And with that, the wish flowed out of me.

      I saw the pink cloud that always flowed when I granted wish. Sometimes I guided it, but this time it swirled between me and my mom like a cotton candy bomb had fallen. My mom had a laundry basket and was picking up the pile of clothing near my desk. She didn’t seem to notice the cloud.

      The effects of that wish hit me right away. I got the sudden urge to leap off the bed and go throw myself into the pool. In fact, it took a heck of a lot of willpower not to just go running outside and dive in.

      Great. I was the subject of a wish I had granted. This was so not supposed to happen. I mean, not just that it was annoying and did happen, but I wasn’t supposed to be able to grant wishes about myself.

      I quickly pulled on my swimsuit, made sure I had my phone, my music, and my towel, which was in a bag near the door of my room from the last time I’d gone to the pool. I was out the door wearing only my flip flops, and running off, yes, running, before my mom got back downstairs from tossing in a load of laundry.
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        Fairy godmothers can’t grant their own wishes — The Fairy Godmother Handbook

      

      The pool sits smack-dab in the middle of the subdivision, about seven or eight blocks from our house, depending on how you count that long stretch that curves by some trees. Supposedly that space was to increase housing values, or so Lauren’s mom said. All I can say, is who would want to live by the treed area? That’s where all the crazy axe murders hang out.

      At least the shade cooled me down, and the trees smelled better than the garbage someone had put out a day early.

      Fortunately, I didn’t manage to trip myself up with the flip flops, because let’s just say running in them isn’t easy. Still, I had to concentrate way more on my running than I should have, and I could only imagine my mother shaking her head if she saw me racing to the pool.
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