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Good Neighbors

Lee Warnick leaned her head on her arms and watched out the window. Her mom said, “Come away from the window, Lee, why don’t you call your friend Jenny? Or watch some TV?” but Lee ignored her. Her dad was working late at Smithfield Parts Fabrication—the factory—that night, and she wanted to see him come home.

Her mom wasn’t fooling anybody. They were both nervous.

That day had been one of those fall days that are too beautiful, too perfect. The sky was a clear and artificial blue-green, and the leaves rattled as they tumbled along the streets and through the parks, picking up strays. Everything had come easy at school. For example, almost everyone had gotten an A on the math test from last week, and nobody had gotten lower than a C. The worst thing that had happened was that a couple of senior boys were smoking behind the building and had made rude comments to her, but their hearts weren’t in it. It was the kind of day where no elementary school kids were beaten up for their lunch money, no stray dogs were kicked, and no soufflés went flat.

Those days, those days. Those terrifying days.

About four o’clock the air turned damp and cool and wet. “It’ll be foggy tonight.” About a dozen people called her mom to tell her that, as if she didn’t know. With her husband working late at the factory tonight. Driving home in that fog.

“You never knew when something might happen.”

But that was it, wasn’t it? Nobody knew. Nobody knew why some people, on foggy nights in the town of East Smithville, just flat-out disappeared.

Or rather, everyone knew why. The fairies took people.

They would take one or two or three or six people a year. The records went back to 1875, and there were no years where no people were taken; the most was six, although one of them had looked more like a crib death than a taking, at least to Lee.

But it could have started before 1875. That’s just when the records started.

The question was: how did the fairies decide who to take?

People disappeared when they were out walking, when they were driving (their cars running off the road, or that one time ten years ago that everyone was still talking about, just rolling along the road at five miles an hour for another quarter-mile with nobody in the driver’s seat), or even at home, sitting with their arms under their chins, watching through the front window.

Lee had taken up every case she could find and graphed it all out. It had originally been a project for the science fair, until Mrs. Treen on the school board had found out about it. That was that. Lee had had to make a last-minute volcano, for which she had been given a punitive B-.

But in secret (or not so secret, because the school librarian, Mrs. Akers, wasn’t stupid), she had combed through newspapers, books, and microfilm records to gather her data.

Painstakingly, Lee had sorted out every detail she could think of. Where the disappearance had occurred, what the person had been doing at the time, what time, how old, married or not, what kind of job they had, whether they had a history of making trouble, whether they had been picked out for doing something well, or even whether they had showed up in the paper lately.

East Smithville was a town of about forty thousand people. Losing one or two or six people a year to the fairies wasn’t that bad. And of course they came back eventually, so you could almost talk yourself into thinking that it averaged out eventually.

Except that sometimes the people didn’t come back for a year, or ten years, or twenty. Or more—Mrs. Akers had showed her a list of people who hadn’t come back yet. She kept track, too. One person, Virginia Blackinton, hadn’t come back yet, and she’d disappeared on September 19, 1899.

Lee had looked at her data every which way, and hadn’t found anything that stood out yet. As far as she could tell, you could be doing anything, anywhere, at any time, and still get taken. You could be a newborn baby, or an old person at the nursing home. You could be a man or a woman. Mostly people in town were white, but black people had gone missing too, and a couple of Chinese people back in 1880, who had disappeared together but who had come back separately.

Some people only disappeared for a few days, and Lee was always tempted to count those out. Sometimes you just had to get away from the town and the constant questions. Everybody wanted to know where you were. You couldn’t walk to a friend’s house for five minutes, but everyone wanted you to call them and let them know that you made it there safe. She would bet that most of the people who only disappeared for a day or two were faking it.

“Yep, stolen by the fairies. That was it.”

But with most of the others, the disappearances seemed to be genuine.

Outside, the Newcombs’ swingset creaked. There was just enough of a breeze to make the light plastic seats sway. The fog dithered around the front yard. The streetlights just seemed to make it darker and harder to see. A pair of headlights swung around a street corner down the road, then pulled into a driveway. Across the street she could see the lights flickering in old Mr. Emmott’s front room as he watched TV. His wife was one of the missing, for almost four years now. The leaves stirred in the driveway, then went limp.
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She was trapped in a town
that went nowhere. ..
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