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Life Seemed Good, But....

A collection of short quirky stories
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In 2004, my wife was diagnosed with leukemia. From my experience, the friends and family of someone with cancer or any chronic illness face a similar experience of fear and uncertainty as their loved one. My therapy became writing darkly funny and surreal stories, channeling my anxiety, anger, and depression into characters worse off than I was. Using my imagination as an outlet helped me through one of the toughest times in my life. My hope is that these short stories will offer laughter as medicine to others dealing with illness, caregiving, or the trials of life in general. Have faith and be strong, no matter what comes your way.
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What’s past is prologue, mostly.
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My Pet Spud
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It all began innocently enough with me buying a sack of russet potatoes at the grocery store. A few months later, I stumbled upon a lone tater hiding in my pantry, its light tan body speckled with little buds called eyes. To kill some time, I plucked them out until only two remained. These eyes, perfectly proportioned to the human-shaped head, gave the impression that it was alive, just like you and me. Transfixed, I stared at the thing for hours, gradually sensing that it was aware of my presence. This was evidenced by a warm, nonspecific sensation in my chest. (Or maybe it was the two-week-old chili I had for breakfast.)

I became preoccupied with this peculiar potato to the exclusion of all else, including job hunting. After a week of keeping an eye on it while wasting time online, the potato connected to my mind and spoke, in a deep voice, a word that sounded like, “Fark.”

I named him Spud.

Call me greedy, but one pet potato wasn’t enough, so I drove to the market and selected a dozen more. Since they hadn’t grown eyes yet, I wrote a number on each to tell them apart. Four days later, these potatoes came alive as well, thanks in part to Spud’s ability to help speed up this unnatural process. The first word out of each was “Fark.”

But was there a way to trigger a potato’s awareness even faster? With Spud’s instruction, I fashioned an aluminum foil hat, put it on, and entered my hall closet. Standing in the musty darkness with the coats, I hummed like a bee and focused on the Great Potato Spirit.

After twenty minutes, there was a brilliant flash of light in my mind, as if contact had been made with the sixth dimension where this sort of thing probably happens regularly. Upon leaving the closet, I felt more focused than ever and realized I had gained mystical abilities that...only worked on potatoes.

Visits to the local food store became more frequent, eventually leading me and Spud, whom I carried in a leather pouch on my belt, to supermarkets in nearby cities. Tubers were liberated from oblivion by the hundreds, simply by wearing the foil hat and staring intently at their bins for about ten minutes. I pretended to be a finicky shopper to avoid suspicion.

After a serious discussion with Spud, we agreed that keeping thirteen potatoes at home was unlucky, so we distributed the twelve to different food store managers as Royal Overseers. That turned out to be a bit awkward.

As time marched on, I envisioned myself at the head of an enormous potato army thundering across the fruited plains. 

I was somebody special, all right.

Then, one evening at dinner, it struck me. I considered the fate of my potatoes and realized that each one was being eaten alive! Instead of being their grand liberator, I had become a villain, condemning thousands of innocent potatoes to what I vaguely imagined would be a somewhat uncomfortable demise. As for Spud, I’d never eat him as he’s started to look a bit shriveled.

But now, Spud has turned and become my accuser—a constant reminder of the culinary evil I’ve unleashed. He begins each day by muttering, “Good morning. Fark, I hate you,” then proceeds to tell me what a bad person I am and dredges up failures and embarrassments from my past. Despite all attempts to reason with him, he refuses to accept any responsibility for what we did together. What’s more, I strongly suspect mushrooms have been watching me. They’re sneaky little devils; they think I don’t notice, but I do!

I’m going to lock myself in the cellar now until this whole thing blows over.
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Once upon a time there was a herd of caterpillars that dwelled in the Mystee Forest, and a comfy little glen supplied all the food, water, and shelter they needed to survive. Every morning, it took thirty minutes for each to put their shoes on and, in the evening, to remove them. Tradition required shoes and no exceptions were allowed.

Each caterpillar was born with the same black, white, and yellow hairs on their backs, like colorful sweaters, and if a bird or small animal read the pattern, it invited, “Eat me; I’m so delicious.” The caterpillars were told the design meant, “I follow the rules.” Life was, for the most part, very regimented.

Young Kenny and Kyle, best friends and the fastest runners of the pack, were always first in line for bingo, shuffleboard, and the opening of the wading pool. They also enjoyed racing around the slugs, laughing and calling them names such as asstropod instead of gastropod.

One afternoon, while discussing the concept of metamorphosis in the shade of a dogwood tree, a large, fuzzy turtle sped by at lightning speed (comparatively), leaving them eating dust. Our caterpillars were impressed.

“Wow!” Kenny cried. “Did you see that?”

“Barely,” Kyle replied. “If it returns, let’s jump on and go for a ride. It’ll be fun!”

Racing up a nearby bush they then inched out onto a low-hanging branch. Dangling by their mandibles, they waited patiently. This was adventure!

After what seemed an hour but was only two minutes, the turtle reappeared. The courageous caterpillars let go as it passed underneath, bouncing, rolling, and clinging on for dear life. Climbing to the top of the shell, they felt the rush of wind against their faces as they sped like gazelles over the grassy, emerald field.

“This is incredible!” Kenny cried. “I’m having trouble breathing; we’re going so fast.”

“I’m freaking out,” Kyle replied. “How in the world do we stop this thing? I want to go home.” Dark clouds were spreading ominously from the horizon.

The turtle continued at breakneck speed and the caterpillars were terrified. They shouted for it to stop, but their cries went unheard. To attract attention, the two removed a few shoes and threw them at its ugly head. That didn’t work either, so their mad joyride continued until they despaired of life itself. Five minutes later, all came to a grinding halt beside a gurgling stream, and the caterpillars were in turmoil.

“This is all your fault, fuzz-brain!” Kenny cried.

“You were the one who agreed to it,” Kyle replied.

“What are you, nuts?” they exclaimed together. Kenny and Kyle continued to argue while angrily throwing their remaining shoes at each other.

In due time, they ran out of shoes and realized how foolish they were being. The pair slid off the turtle, which then waddled into the water. The caterpillars gasped in amazement as their bare feet touched the warm, dark soil. Intimate perceptions of the world flooded their awareness, and the newly awakened connection to nature transported them into an almost overwhelming experience of life-joy.

“We must tell our people of this amazing discovery!” they declared with the conviction of true prophets. What factors from the distant past created rules that denied them this genuine existence?

The shoe factory bosses would know.

The caterpillars peeped up at the sun through the gathering clouds to get their bearings and, using an internal magnetic compass, began inching their way toward home. Both incorrectly assumed they’d be allowed to share their new knowledge. Tradition required shoes, and no exceptions were allowed.

Meanwhile, high above on a branch, a tawny owl was reading the backs of their sweaters.
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Amoeba Lips
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Frankie was an ordinary, nearsighted amoeba living in his tiny puddle world. Wherever that was, it doesn’t matter. He was pretty much indistinguishable from the others, but one trait set him apart—he loved kissing all the girl amoebae. Frankie believed almost every other amoeba was a girl because, at an early age, he ingested some slime bacteria growing on the spine of a cheap romance novel. Being young and impressionable, the book’s concepts transported into his consciousness and took root. He felt compelled to believe that his worldview was valid, even when others laughed and said mean things.

Frankie liked to hide and wait for someone to come by, then leap out like a playful puppy and plant a big, happy kiss on the other. One day, he kissed Grouchy Bob on his left kneecap. Grouchy Bob yelled and shamed him, but it went in one ear, through his nucleus, and out the other with no discernible effect. As he stood there perplexed, his goofy friend Jay came by and asked, “Who was that big zygote I observed you with last night?”

“That was no zygote,” quipped Frankie, “that was a paramecium!”

“You dated the Mecium twins?” Jay kidded.

They both laughed like crazy, then Jay sped away and Frankie toddled off to look for lunch.

Inevitably, Frankie earned himself a bad reputation. When another of his kind saw him coming, it would instantly extend its pseudopods and locomote in the opposite direction as fast as it could go. Frankie soon became discouraged. Meeting Grouchy Bob again, he asked, “Gee, what’s the problem? Don’t you girls enjoy being kissed? Am I doing it wrong? What? You want flowers and chocolates, maybe?”

Bob put an intelligent expression on its face and stated, “Let me explain something to you, Frankie. We are one-celled organisms that reproduce by dividing down the middle. There’s a word for it; I forget what it is. Therefore, there are no girl amoebae, see? You’ve been putting your big, slimy amoeba lips on everyone, and we’re sick and tired of it, see? Even if there were girls, you got no right to impose yourself on others like this. Last week, you kissed old Jackson on the spleen, and it’s still upset. Everyone is laughing at you behind your cytoplasm. Why, if you had any sense...oh, never mind. You already know all this. What’s wrong with you?”

Frankie gazed at the ground with tears welling up, feeling like a big idiot, then shook like Jello on a jackhammer. It would be impossible to apologize to everyone, as they’d all laugh him to scorn. So, amidst the withered waste of his life, he wandered away.

Several days later, he stumbled upon a new colony of amoebae. The lesson he learned had completely vanished from his tiny mind; all he cared about was smooching the girls. He pursued and kissed them all, sparking a national health crisis.

“Who is this weird, immature amoeba?” they asked one another, baffled and a little concerned.

Next morning, one of the amoebae, named Bob (by coincidence), confronted Frankie and explained the facts of life to him (again).

“Now listen to me good, you screwy little diploid,” Bob fumed in closing. “You keep your damn amoeba lips to yourself. You hear me? Look at me when I’m talking to you!” Frank had to force himself to look Bob in the eye but felt something in him was changing, perhaps growing.

A day later, old Frankie underwent binary fission and spent twenty minutes kissing his twin until it was strong enough to get away.

Some people never learn.
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I used to have a pet potato named Spud who didn’t like me much and told me so repeatedly. Anyway, he became soft and wrinkly so despite his several objections, we had a beautiful burial ceremony (no coffin) in my backyard, six feet deep. I presumed that was the end of him.

Four months later, I started dreaming of potatoes every single night. At first, they were playful little tots, but a month later they turned angry and a bit frightening. I sought professional help and got a doctor who asked a lot about my mom. Then she prescribed antidepressant drugs, which made me more emotional and all sticky-clammy inside. They also made me sleepy, so I stopped going.

Walking to my car for work one morning in May, my legs became sluggish and then froze. Spud, who had continued growing over the winter, had gained the ability to enter my mind to speak and control my very movements. I was formally forbidden from working or mowing the lawn. Instead, I had to fertilize and water him for hours every day. As a result, I was forced to beg money from family and friends to survive, which was a bit difficult to explain.

To help him better comprehend our human frailty and stupidity, I was compelled to set up a widescreen TV with cable on the side of the house. Spud watched it constantly with inquisitive, bulbous eyes poking up through the soil. Confrontational talk shows were his favorites.

Next, I was ordered to address him as King Potato Pants. The King would see to it that no one on Earth ever ate another potato. Furthermore, he’d restrict the use of butter, sour cream, and chives. He told me his goal was world domination, with a powerful, royal class of potatoes like himself to enslave us before our final extermination. The plan included forcing all spud farmers to instead plant hemp, which he seemed overly fond of.

This potato gradually grew so big that it formed a small hill in my yard. Then, one morning in late June, he gradually wrenched himself free of the ground and towered over my house, wobbling unsteadily on giant root feet. An enormous yellow eye containing a laser death beam spiraled up on green tendrils from the top of his head. Reminded me of the Martian from War of the Worlds. I tried calling the police, but he punished every hint of rebellion with severe headaches followed by the irrational urge to move to Alaska.

King Potato Pants grew larger daily as he roamed the countryside, vaporizing buildings and parking lots to create open fields where he planted mutant tater seeds from his pouch. No one dared get close enough to read him his rights or thump him to see how ripe he was. Even the military became helpless when his mind-web extended through the internet and turned every electronic device into a new psychic instrument of control. It was the beginning of the rout of civilization, of the massacre of mankind.

Two weeks later, as King Potato Pants was clomping through a downtown area, he abruptly stopped in his tracks, tottered a bit, and crashed to the ground with a sickening “thunk.”

The King was dead!

Somehow, he was destroyed from within, possibly by germs, pollution, or potato bugs. Scientists came and took samples, but nothing was ever revealed. Personally, I believe he was slowly poisoned by mass media, to which his mind had no natural immunity. Our many shallow, contentious communications had simply destroyed his will to live.

Spud was subsequently carted off to a processing plant where he was cut up, turned into potato chips, and then shipped to distribution centers around the world.

Unfortunately for us, Spud got his final revenge. Everyone who ate part of him has turned into a permanent couch potato with an overwhelming appetite for all kinds of shallow, confrontational talk shows.
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Oscar felt great, better than he ever had his entire life. Shooting dice at the craps table in his favorite casino, he was hitting all the right numbers and the chips were coming like flies to a cow pie. His luck was uncanny. Oscar sipped on a free chocolate martini as three dozen admirers watched him play. Pretty soon, the worried pit boss made a phone call to his supervisor, and security personnel began scrutinizing him for subtle signs of cheating. The manager stood eleven feet from the lucky guy, staring at him through binoculars.

At the rate Oscar was going, management became concerned he’d win more than they could pay. Cutting the power or staging a fire drill were considered, but he was legally entitled to be there, and the odds did favor the house.

Oscar felt the urge to bet it all, rolling once more to break the bank.

“Jumping Anacondas!” he exclaimed. “I’m rich!”

To celebrate, he ordered a beer and a grilled cheese sandwich for himself and the whole casino. For that many sandwiches, they had to be put on backorder, so lots of patrons never got theirs but never mind that part.

The owner, Mr. Aristotle, moseyed over and asked to have a dialogue with him.

“Truth is, you’ve won quite a lot here, haven’t you? Did changing the dice a dozen times affect you one iota? Why am I talking to myself?” Mr. A. paced back and forth while thoughtfully stroking his chin hair. After a moment of reflection, the owner told him to hang tight while they deliberated on the matter. Oscar was comped the best room in the hotel and received a medium-sized bottle of pink champagne, a bag of potato chips with onion dip, and a box of pretzel sticks. They even put new batteries in the television’s remote control.

A financial loss like this had never occurred before; thus, management wasn’t sure how to proceed. During an impromptu emergency conference, the brilliant lawyers crafted a solution and put it into action.

As Oscar slept, a bellhop snuck into his room, planted a small bag of marijuana in his coat pocket (before it was legal), and tied a she-goat to the bed frame. Early in the morning, while he was still passed out, the police, acting on a tip, burst in with a search warrant.

At the trial, Oscar was accused of corrupting the morals of a quadruped but was only found guilty of possession of an illegal green, leafy substance. His winnings were returned to the casino because the judge ruled that playing while high had given him an unfair advantage. The old goat claimed she’d been framed, and it was all a ba-a-a-ad misunderstanding.

The owner and the manager celebrated by dancing the Hokey Pokey on their desktops, putting their whole selves into it. Poor Oscar spent a week in the slammer and, in exchange for freedom, was forced to pay a huge fine. He was then escorted to the airport by the local police and sternly ordered to never, ever return.

No one guessed that extraterrestrials the size of fleas orchestrated this entire affair. Using advanced mental abilities from the cosmic web, they manipulated the dice and implanted various thoughts and urges into people’s minds to control their behavior.

Being so small, it makes them feel bigger and more important to mess around with humans. Plus, they find it hilarious. In fact, I believe one of them is putting a thought into your head at this very moment.

So, now what do you think?

Don’t be so sure.

What about now?
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The Legend of Timmy
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A Children’s Story

​Hi, kids. Gather ‘round and let me tell you a story about a pack of porcupines that lived in a happy little section of the Mystee Forest. Life was good until a mean herd of skunks moved in nearby. The skunks would take food, toys, and furniture away from the poor porcs and cause a big stink if they didn’t get their way. This flat-out annoyed the porcupines, and they got really discouraged after a couple of months. Misery and gloom were camped on their doorstep.

One day, Timmy the Porcupine opened that door and went berserk. He rented a chainsaw and chopped all the skunks to pieces! (Don’t ever try this without adult supervision.) It was like a terrifying nightmare during which all the skunks sprayed him, leaving a permanent stench that would never, ever wash away.

Timmy had sacrificed himself for the pack, and the others were grateful; make no mistake, but he stunk something awful, and it seemed to get worse with time. Tim was told he could remain only by promising to stay downwind and well outside of town. Caring deeply for his fellow porcupines, Timmy was heartbroken and perplexed as he shuffled home to pack up his stuff before plodding out to the perimeter.

Four months later, a herd of kangaroos arrived. They took over where the skunks had lived and threw their weight around as if they owned the whole forest. The kangaroos had the annoying habit of “hopping about,” which frightened the porcupines and made some of them feel dizzy and insecure.

What could be done?

After a heated discussion, they sent for their smelly neighbor and inquired if he could make himself useful again. Timmy thought things over and hoped they’d let him return if he pulled this off. He always considered himself a type of healer in the community despite his tendency toward mindless impulsive behavior.

Late that evening, Timmy plunged into the kangaroo camp, darting around and stabbing them with his sharp quills. They hopped and stomped, but Timmy was too fast to catch, and the ‘roos scattered for the hills. At the finish, Timmy was out of quills, so now he was smelly and bald.

Returning to the community center, he interrupted their pizza party with the good news. They were grateful but wouldn’t let him return because of his odor and nakedness. Timmy wept silently as he trudged back to the border without a slice of pizza.

A couple of months later, a crowd of rebellious, mutated cantaloupes moved in, intending to take over the whole forest. (Ummm, they were very threatening cantaloupes. Trust me.) Just as before, the porcupines called on Timmy. Hurtling in that very night and moving faster than ever, he took big bites out of every one of those feral fruits, causing irreversible bacterial damage. All the while, he dreamed of being accepted again, hoping to fall in love and marry one day.

After successfully ridding his friends of this new menace, Timmy hurried back to see what they’d say, now smelly, bald, and chunky. The porcupines remained adamant that he stay gone, which prompted Timmy to explode in anger and threaten them all with extinction. He then strode out, retrieved his belongings, and went back to his former treehouse. Realizing there was no remedy, the powerless porcs resigned themselves to his unpleasant presence.

Little did they know a day was coming when they would need him again in their happy little section of the Mystee Forest.

And so, children, this is how the legend of Timmy, the smelly, bald, and fat porcupine, began.

(OK, now go to bed.)
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I once had a route to work that took me past a rundown storefront with a sign that advertised “Psychic and Mind Reader.” As I drove by, I’d mentally scream (Aaaaargggh!) over and over before cracking up with laughter. If she picked up on my thoughts, I’m sure it annoyed her something fierce. She probably curled into a little ball as I drove by and cried, “I’m-a gonna find dat guy and make ‘im stop, I tells ya dat!” I’ve encouraged my friends to do this routine, but no one takes me seriously (except my mom...so she says).

Some days, I mentally screamed using different tones of voice, sometimes with foreign accents, so she’d think it was other people. It was also fun to repeat crazy thoughts for her, such as, “The post office has your baby crawdads. The bad TV cupcakes flew to Mars. That dress makes you look fat!” Generally, the messages were funny (to me) and bizarre, all designed to convince her she was going insane and should find an honest line of work. Plus, it allowed me to use my creativity in a positive way.

Psychics are all fakes and scammers. Right?

So, it was a surprise that while driving by one day and sending her mental images of farting horses, I saw her dart out of the front door. She was dressed like a dime-store gypsy, barefoot, well past middle age, with gray, scraggly hair like a string mop, shaking her fist at the traffic.

Now things were getting interesting.

On my way home, I started the mental screaming from a mile away and continued as I approached to give her a nice Doppler effect. And there she was at the curb with her hands cupping her ears, staring directly at me. I’d been identified. Yikes! She probably learned my name and address via telepathy, so there was no escape. I made a quick decision and pulled to the curb for the confrontation.

She rushed to my car, banged on the hood with her tiny fists, and raged, “Whatsa matter, you? You crazy? Why you screamin’ at me every time you drives by? I ask you dat. Why you no leave me alone?”

I rolled down the window.

“Look, I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t realize you heard me,” I lied. “Plus, it was kind of entertaining, you have to admit.” I gave her a nice big smile.

“You tink dats funny?” she shrieked, “I gives you funny!” This wrinkled old hag then reached into my mind with whatever powers she possessed and caused me to exit the car and bunny-hop down the street with my pants around my ankles for all to see. After a minute she stopped, figuring she’d taught me a lesson.

I drove home utterly humiliated.

But I wasn’t about to let her win that easily. I located my aluminum foil hat and brought it along the following day. Seeing the morning light on her shop in my rear-view mirror, I mentally screamed louder than ever (injuring my mind’s vocal cords), then added a few suggestions, the contents of which are not fit for publication. I saw her tattered green curtains fly open and knew she’d be waiting for me when I returned that evening.

Sure enough, as I drove back, she was by the curb with what I assumed were her two young grandsons, all intent on making me stop to do who-knows-what shameful act. Wearing my foil hat and grinning, I waved as I drove past. She appeared furious, and I assumed I was safe because, after all, I had kept on driving.

Arriving at my apartment building, I picked my mail up from the vestibule floor, unlocked the door, and entered. That’s when my cat went psycho and attacked, chasing me from room to room, clawing me at every opportunity.

I learned my lesson and stopped annoying her.

Besides, have you ever tried to make a cat wear tin foil on its head?

Don’t.
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Grilled Cheese
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​​Not long ago, a regular grilled cheese sandwich popped into conscious existence as the result of an order at a cafeteria and a tiny hiccup in the universal vibration. Her buttery bread was toasty brown, and her cheese nicely melted. She beamed with happiness and life seemed good. All around were clean, shiny aluminum surfaces, and there was a sizzling sound she couldn’t quite place. Nor was it possible to conjure up a memory of anything before this present moment.

Miss Sandwich, sprawled on the hot surface, was busy trying to count her toes when a spatula scooped her up. Being carried from the grill, she noticed a large, older man staring at her intently. Chef informed the man his sandwich was almost ready. Was she the sandwich being spoken of? She assumed so and hoped he’d be nice to her at their first meeting.

Shortly thereafter, she found herself plopped onto a Styrofoam plate. Miss Sandwich sat there contentedly, looking around, waiting to see what would happen next. She was soon joined by a baby dill pickle, which she swore would be her lifelong friend. However, the pickle was impaled by a frilly toothpick and, try as she might, Miss Sandwich couldn’t free him. A minute later, some extremely hot French fries jostled into her, and she felt the joy of being in a real family. The plate was then handed over to the man who took her away from the only home she had ever known. (Cue swelling string section here.)

He brought her and her traveling companions into the cool air of the dining area. She gazed around, astonished at this dazzling new world, but then saw a disturbing sight—other grilled cheese sandwiches were in different stages of being “all there.”

Setting the tray on a table, he sat, picked her up, and blew on her for a minute or so. Miss Sandwich giggled uncontrollably until it was over. Then he slowly brought her to his lips, opening wider but not speaking. All at once, her joy was shattered like a priceless mirror, and it became appallingly clear what was happening.

“Stop, don’t do this,” she cried. “I have my rights. You put me down this instant! Mom!” She called to the fries for help, but they were frozen with terror. There was no escape, and how unfair it all seemed. She deplored the sudden uptick in the number of humans addicted to violence in places she thought were civilized.

“Who knows,” she contemplated, heartbroken, “I might have grown up to become a deluxe club sandwich or maybe even a cheeseburger.”

Desperately, she screamed, “I am a Grilled Cheese Sandwich, and I want to live!” while glowering at him. All he noticed was the dull chatter of the cafeteria.

She watched her brief life flash before her eyes as he took a bite and chewed. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt as expected. In fact, there was no sensation at all. She seemed to be as intact as when she left the grill. The fries went bravely to their fate, not a whimper from any of them while the pickle sat pierced through the spleen, oblivious to it all.

When the man took his last bite of Miss Sandwich, she found herself floating in space without a body and noticed a warm light approaching. It was so lovely and peaceful to gaze upon.

Next thing she knew, she was flat on her back again, trying to count her toes. Her buttery bread was toasty brown, and her cheese nicely melted. Above her, that beautiful light. Slowly, Miss Sandwich realized she had come back as another grilled cheese.

Fate can be a cruel joker.
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It was midnight. In the misty darkness of the woods, a big, grizzled wizard named Nikolai surveyed the quaint little village below. The chilly wind tugged at his cloak as he rode slowly downhill, hand on the hilt of his sword, senses heightened. Undoubtedly, danger lurked nearby. His eyes darted around like dice on a craps table.

In town, darkened windows stared back at him in eerie silence. His weary horse halted, refusing to take another step despite the impatient urging of the gothic rider. He dismounted, stretched, and cast a wary glance around. Without warning, his steed let out a thunderous fart and bolted down the road. Cursing menacingly under his breath, Nikolai shook his fist at the starry sky.

The wizard proceeded along the cobblestone road until his shadowy shape came to a dimly lit inn. He paused at the entrance, hands on his hips.

“The peasants must be slumbering,” he mused, “for if they knew who I was...standing outside their dimly lit inn...they’d be more than a little concerned!” After a moment, he moved onward, drawn by fate to an unknown destination.

As he walked, he recalled the events in life that had brought him thus far: his birth in Russia to the Rostov family, the many train rides across Europe with his father on state business. Then came his placement at wizard school. Leaving his family had carved a deep void in his heart.

The night before his final exams, he engaged in a drinking game and subsequently failed every test. He grew so angry that he challenged the headmaster to a duel. In a flash, the headmaster cast the Maladroit Spell on him, and he was locked in a high tower, in just his underwear, for punishment.

Nikolai escaped by sliding down a long snake that turned into a rope, then snuck off to the harbor. There, he stowed away aboard a ship bound for the New World. Upon being discovered in a lifeboat, he jumped off and swam ashore on the eastern coast of the Mystee Forest. After a brief survey of the nearby town, he liberated a smelly old horse and supplies from a dilapidated barn.

​He continued striding between the trees as the crescent moon rose higher in the east. Tripping on a root, he skinned his knee, but clenched his teeth in fierce determination and limped on. Coming upon a swiftly running stream, he knelt to drink but slipped, submerging his boot. Withdrawing it, he cursed menacingly under his breath at the Maladroit Spell still plaguing him and poured out the water.

An hour later, birds began warbling the advent of dawn, so creeping into a thick clump of trees, Nikolai set up his woolly brown robe as a tent. It stank. Crouching inside, he prepared and ate his frugal meal of potato borscht, and a piece went down the wrong pipe. The hungry wizard coughed for several minutes, which gave him the hiccups, and he cursed under his breath.

Preparing to retire, the wiz focused inward again on his emptiness and recollected the words of the sage who observed, “Pure and complete sorrow is as impossible as pure and complete joy.” He pondered this as the sun peeked over the distant hills, then closed his tired eyes.

While the wizard dozed uneasily, a porcupine named Timmy (now cursing under his breath) sprang into action. He nimbly chewed through the rope supporting the tent, causing it to fall and prompting the big, angry wizard to emerge. Seeing Timmy, he gasped in shock and screamed like a girl. As the shadowy figure fled, he turned and, in maladroit fashion, hurled the Hippocratic Spell at our four-legged hero. The spell caused the porcupine to believe he had recently completed six grueling years of medical school with predictably hilarious results!

And so, children, the saga of Doctor Timmy, the smelly, bald, fat, foul-mouthed porcupine continues.
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