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Welcome to Neighborlee, Ohio.
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Where? Somewhere on the North Coast of Ohio, south of Cleveland, right off I-71, north of Medina, in the heart of Cuyahoga County.

What is it? That’s a little harder to explain.

Neighborlee is a place you need to experience.

The most important thing you need to understand: Neighborlee is magic. Some people say the town is alive. It exists to protect the weird and wonderful (and sometimes a little bit scary) from the cold, practical, material world.

More important, Neighborlee protects the outside world from the weird and wonderful that come to visit ... and sometimes come to stay.

First stop: Divine’s Emporium, a four-story Victorian house sitting on a hill overlooking the Metroparks. Whatever you really need, you can find at Divine’s. Even if you don’t know what you’re looking for when you walk in the door. The shop is often bigger inside than it is outside. Angela is the proprietor. Please stay on the first floor. You don’t want to find out what is hidden and locked safely away upstairs. Like Aslan, Angela is good, but that doesn’t mean she’s safe. And neither are the secrets and wonders and doorways to other worlds that she protects ... and keeps securely locked.

Come in and explore. Meet the people who help Angela guard Neighborlee. Share their adventures of magic and wonder, danger and sacrifice. You never know who or what you’ll run into as you walk the streets and listen to the stories of their lives.
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Chapter One
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My parents have always been and always will be the coolest parents in the world. Consider it: who else, besides the Kents, would adopt a kid who might possibly have dropped down out of the sky? Even for the town of Neighborlee, the Lost Kids, as we call ourselves, are a little "out there."

Either lost or abandoned, what does it matter? We were toddlers, alone when no child our age should be left alone. Never reported missing. No identification. While it might be fun to imagine ourselves the stuff of mythology, or fantasy or science fiction books or TV shows, the pressure of not knowing who we belonged to, how we got to the outskirts of Neighborlee and why some of us ended up semi-pseudo-superheroes ... not quite cool.

Thank God for people like my folks, Charlie and Rainbow Zephyr, investigators and reporters on the weird and wonderful. They came to Neighborlee Children's Home, fell in love with me, and adopted me when I was six. We made a family out of a man with a long, gray ponytail and moccasins, an Asian woman who dyed her hair a different color every week, and a little girl who was learning "the rules" by reading superhero comic books.

Further proof how great my folks always will be? When I revealed I wasn’t normal, and flew to put the star on the Christmas tree, they didn't freak out.

At.

All.

They just accepted it and didn't slow down loving me for two seconds. Then when Felicity with her ability to call every dog in the county and let off uncontrollable EM bursts joined me and Kurt in trying to figure out the semi-pseudo-superhero rules, Mum and Pop became our counselors and support staff.

So I need to apologize to my folks for being such a snot the fall of my junior year of high school. They took me, age sixteen, and Harry, age nine (adopted two years ago), to England with them for nearly two months. They could have left us at Neighborlee Children's Home under Mrs. Silvestri’s care. Or with Ford and Charlotte Longfellow. Maybe even Angela, at Divine's Emporium, the fountainhead of the magical, strange, and sometimes frightening in our town.

But no, Mum and Pop took us with them. To England. London, Cornwall, Oxford, and Stonehenge. Did I appreciate it? Well, once we were there, yes, but at the time our folks announced the details of the trip, I sulked. And whined. Basically all the tantrums and hormonal adolescent stupidity my folks had avoided the last few years because I was so busy learning to be me. Who had time to be a so-called normal teenager?

I would miss basketball tryouts. That was my big concern. Missing tryouts meant I would miss out on the entire basketball season. Coach Kalnbach did a lot for my ego by being first stunned, then visibly upset when I told her I couldn't play that year. Not to brag (too much), but I had proven myself a valuable member of the team in tenth grade. I planned to be on the starting team my junior year. And no, I didn't use my telekinesis to be a great basketball player. I'm proud to say my own skill, sweat, and dedication did it. Too bad that maturity didn’t carry over to my reaction to the plans for the trip.

So I need to say again, my folks were and are the coolest parents ever. They let my sulking and pouting and whining just slide right off. They never once said, "I told you so," when we got to England and I had a blast.

Being Charlie and Rainbow Zephyr's kids got Harry and me into places that ordinary tourists couldn't go. Armed with cameras and digital recorders, we were official assistants. When that didn't smooth the way, the incredible luck or unbelievable coincidences that usually surrounded our folks came to our rescue. Once people got over a graying Hippie, an Asian woman with emerald or amethyst hair, a brunette teen with hazel eyes, and a husky Latino boy being a family, they ignored the background weirdness.

Being the Zephyrs' kids got us some frustrating and slightly embarrassing moments, too. We were nearly trampled five times by fans in search of autographs. You'd think we would have learned the warning signs after the second near-death experience.

Or the time Mum and Pop had a booksigning in this cool little bookstore north of London. This huge woman at the front of the line nearly shattered glass, yelling at us, when Harry and I showed up and tried to get into the bookstore before it officially opened. The bookstore owner, Mr. Cloverdale, was a little man who Harry and I both swore had slightly pointy ears. Like some of Angela’s friends who dropped by Divine’s Emporium. He was watching for us, since we'd left the inn a good half hour after Mum and Pop that morning. At first, he didn't see us trying to sidle through the crowd to get up to the door because the crowd had grown to about forty people by then. Plus, that huge woman was right in front of the door. While the bookstore had enormous picture windows, we were hard to see because the windows were full of books on display or posters of Mum and Pop and information on the booksigning.

The big woman's voice, raised in a shout that would have stunned a dinosaur, alerted him that we had arrived. The British are supposed to be so reserved and dignified, but this woman...? Maybe she was also a soccer fanatic when she wasn't going into ecstasies about Mum and Pop's latest investigation. As soon as Mr. Cloverdale realized Harry and I were there, jammed between the locked door and the woman, he came running. The old-fashioned roll-up blind covering the door zipped up with a rattle-clatter-hum-bang and the keys chimed as he unlocked the door. I could hardly hear all that through the woman's furious lecture on the rudeness of the two of us trying to get to the head of the line and sneak in ahead of people who had done the sensible thing and gotten there two hours ahead of opening time. Seriously? She was waiting there two hours?

As soon as Mr. Cloverdale opened the door, the woman's volume dropped and she turned to him, pointing at Harry and me. We weren't afraid, just kind of stunned, and ready to laugh about some of the rabid fans of Mum and Pop's books. Mr. Cloverdale jammed his fists into his hips and glared at the big, angry, noisy woman. She quieted down and seemed to shrink about ten percent in height and width. He ushered us inside and locked the door, then told us not to mind her, Beatrice was a wonderful lady who loved books. She simply hadn't had her first pint of the day yet.

Yeah, that's right. Pint. As in Guinness. First thing in the morning. The sandwich shop/pub next door connected to the bookstore by a door about halfway back in the shared wall. The lock was on the bookstore side of the door. The sandwich shop opened at 10 in the morning, and when the bookstore opened the connecting door, Beatrice got her first pint of the day. That was her routine. Step into the bookstore, get copies of all the morning papers, and cross into the sandwich shop and pub. Get her first morning pint, then cross back to the bookstore and settle into the big easy chair next to the fire to read for the next hour.

Well, that morning, her routine changed slightly, because she wanted to get Mum and Pop's newest book before she got her newspapers and pint. As she told us later, over the most incredible meal of gazpacho, goulash and chocolate soufflé, in her old age the slightest change set her off. Hormone therapy didn't help, lithium didn't help—only set routine, and her morning pint. Yes, we had dinner with her. By the end of the day, she was Auntie Bea, and we laughed a lot over our first encounter.

Bottom line: Harry and I had a blast. The coolest part of the whole adventure was seeing Mum and Pop as other people saw them. Charlie and Rainbow Zephyr were loved by both sides of the whole debate over the weird and wonderful. On one side were the cynics who lived their lives to debunk mysteries and wonders and miracles. They admired our folks for their honesty. On the other side were people who wanted desperately to believe in the weird and wonderful, in miracles and aliens, doorways to other dimensions, reincarnation and ancient astronauts. They also admired and respected Mum and Pop because they didn't mock or set out to shred whatever the extremist radicals held dear. No matter what conclusion our folks arrived at by the end of their investigation, both sides were at least happy with the rational and respectful treatment of the issue or question or mystery or theory. 

Back home in Neighborlee, they were just Charlie and Rainbow. In England, they were celebrities, somewhere between priests, philosophers, and explorers. Back home, Harry and I were just the Zephyr kids. In England, we were envied and admired. Despite being Americans. 

Bottom line: the trip to England changed our lives in so very many dimensions. The most important being Pete. I'm getting ahead of myself a little bit, since Pete wasn't even born yet. We met his parents, Jake and Emma Crowder, during that England visit. 

Our first two weeks in England, we stayed in London and the suburbs. We hit bookstores every day. Two kinds of bookstores. In the first, Mum and Pop dug through musty, dusty, shadowy old bookstores for research books, sending twenty-pound crates home, in care of Angela and Divine's Emporium. In the second type, our folks did booksignings or talked to reader groups. Harry and I had our tasks, to help search or to help set up for the talk and signing, or to run errands. We preferred the last option, because it left us free to explore the village and find something fun to do in the afternoon or evening.

Harry caught on to the whole weird money system on the first day, so he handled purchases and decided if something was worth the price being asked. I learned the bus routes and how to read village maps and route markers, and had a good knack for deciding if we should rent bikes or hike or take a cab or bus to our destination. I was good with maps. Maybe it tied into my ability to kinda-sorta fly, like built-in radar or something. Admittedly, it helped to be able to rise fifty or a hundred feet in the air and get a bird's-eye view of the terrain, orient myself on the roads and fields and spy out landmarks to compare to the map.

Our sixth day in England, Mum and Pop had a booksigning, followed by a hike to the other end of the village for a private luncheon with a historical society. The building where the society met was reputed to be haunted. Harry and I speculated for a short time that our folks were going to be asked to determine if it really was haunted, or if something else explained the odd noises and lights and visions that people experienced. I wondered if it might turn out to be another "weak place" in the fabric of space and time. Kind of like the situation in Neighborlee. I wanted to wander the village and determine if they had their local equivalent of Divine's Emporium and Angela. It made sense to me that other places in the world needed something and someone to reinforce the weak spots and channel all the magic and weirdness for profitable use. The person and the shop would protect the village from the rest of the world, and the rest of the world from the village.

Harry liked my theory, and we had an enjoyable two hours going about on scooters provided by our host at the little guest house/hotel where we were staying. Then we had to get down to the haunted building to meet up with everyone for lunch. We got there about five minutes early. We could look down the street that ran straight through the village to the bookstore at the other end, and see the people coming out the front door.

A couple was sitting on a bench in front of the building. This was our introduction to Jake and Emma Crowder. They were researchers like Mum and Pop. And Harry's parents. I never made the connection until years later. Emma and Jake’s work was midway between Mum and Pop and Harry's parents, meaning they did a lot more "unofficial" government-type investigations than our folks did, but they didn't get into trouble and danger to the point of threatening their lives, like Harry's birth parents. 

"You have got to be Lanie and Harry." Emma stood up to greet us when Harry and I approached the building.

I honestly to this day have no idea what to call it—house, shop, office, headquarters for interdimensional visitation? After all, it was reputed to be haunted, and people from all different disciplines or theories of haunting had investigated it. My folks had access to historical documents and records of the weird goings-on through the years. How many times the building had burned and even been bombed out during various invasions and revolutions in England's history, and the multiple uses it had been put to. House, store, jail, apothecary, hospital, morgue, schoolhouse, or barn.

Pop remarked, our second night in the village, that the building wasn't haunted so much as it had grown a personality from all the uses and turmoil it had endured through the centuries, and all the Human energy that soaked into it. People's reactions to the building varied depending on their personalities and beliefs. Five people could go into it at the same time, hear the same sound, but hear it differently, giving it a different cause. 

I know this is true because Harry and I went exploring the first time we got inside. We found out later that nobody knew the attic was there until we found it. How could people not see the door and the steep, really skinny stairs all these years? 

We were climbing around in the attic and our folks were downstairs, going through boxes of crumbly historical documents, when a delegation from the village came in to speak with them. They wanted a progress report on what had been found after only one full day of investigating. I heard the door creak-bang open and signaled Harry to be quiet. He was in the middle of leaping from one rafter support beam to the next. Kind of hard to land on the next beam without making noise, but he managed.

He didn't land square, though, and started to fall backwards. Not a problem if this was an ordinary attic, built by sensible people, with plywood sheets stretching from one rafter to another, to provide a solid platform for storage. Keep in mind, Harry and I had to jump from one rafter to another because there was nothing solid between them. A layer of fluffy gray stuff that was more likely to be dust than insulation was all that lay between Harry's backside and the thin sheet of plaster and paint that made up the ceiling of the room below us.

Fortunately for Harry, his big sister had telekinetic power. Unfortunately for said big sister—moi—it isn't that easy to catch a husky nine-year-old going through a growth spurt, either with hands or with mental powers. Something gets strained, muscles or brain. Harry yelped. I snagged him so he metaphorically skidded to a halt in mid-air, with his bottom about three inches from breaking through. I let out a muffled yelp-argh. Sorry, but that's the only way to describe the involuntary sound that came from the sensation of a spike going through my left temple and out my right eye. Fortunately, only a temporary sensation. We froze in that position until I could regain my breath, while my stomach settled back into place after trying to come out my nose.

Down below, the five people with Mum and Pop all froze and looked upward at the ceiling. Mum knew what had happened, because she had seen us in action about twenty minutes before, when she came upstairs for the last crate of historical records. Don't even get me started on her fury over the deplorable state of those records. Mum froze, and Pop took his cue from her, even though he didn't know what was going on. He didn't notice the delegation at first, immersed in deciphering a document that later turned out to be over three hundred years old.

Mum said everyone just stood there, looking up at the ceiling, waiting for something to come through. She waited a few seconds, then asked them what was wrong. Mrs. Guttersnatch declared that was proof the building was haunted by the spirits of children who had died there when it was a pauper's prison. Mr. Wimbly said it was the spirit of a schoolteacher who had been driven insane by the imbeciles he had to pound learning into, and who had committed suicide. Note: she was an advocate for prison reform and believed in communication from the Great Beyond. He was a teacher who had been forced to retire after a nervous breakdown. Miss Wilson-Smythe countered that the rats had come back, despite the promises of the rat catcher.

Mum nearly laughed aloud at that, because she knew if I had heard I would have screamed. I'm all right with rats if I have warning they're there. Tell me rats are around when I'm already in a dark, dusty, spooky place, and that's a recipe for trouble. Even my ability to hover doesn't protect me from the oogies. My imagination shows me rats taking running leaps and dropping on me from holes in the ceiling. 

If I had heard Miss Wilson-Smythe, I would have screamed, and probably lost my mental grip on Harry, sending him through the fragile pseudo-ceiling, and probably right on top of the visitors.

The fourth member of the party was Mrs. Grendel. I am not lying. Honestly, who would keep the last name of Grendel in the land where Beowulf made his stand? She said the building needed better security measures, to keep children from sneaking in and playing where they were likely to get hurt. The fifth member of the group never did give his name. He left immediately, snarling about the ceiling being ready to fall down on them. They might as well tear the place down and build a parking lot. Who gave a royal fig about historical preservation anyway?

That proved what Pop said: everyone explains the unexplainable based on their own beliefs and experiences.

Where was I with this story? Oh, right. The day before the incident of almost falling through the ceiling. Meeting Emma and Jake Crowder, future parents of Pete.

Emma said, "You have got to be Lanie and Harry."

"Why do we have to be?" Harry said.

Yeah, that was my brother, the literalist. Harry liked playing with words. He also got a kick out of the reactions of everybody when he played word games, especially when he went very strict with the literal meaning of the words. 

Emma gaped for about two seconds. Jake tipped his head back and laughed. They both grinned at us and held out their hands and introduced themselves.

"Right, we aren't supposed to meet up with your folks for two weeks," Jake hurried to say. "Our plans changed on us, so we thought we'd pop in before we shuffle off across the channel."

"What's there?" Harry said.

"Besides France?" I said.

He scowled at me for about two seconds, then all four of us were laughing. Then our folks got close enough to see us and for Pop to recognize the Crowders. The handful of people from the bookstore who were hosting the luncheon welcomed the Crowders, even though they didn't recognize their names until after Mum gave the titles of their published investigative books. 

The meal was served buffet-style, which made it flexible for people who couldn't show up right away or those who had to eat-and-run. That also made it easier for the organizers to include the Crowders without having to set more places at the table. That was good, and bad. Honestly, who ever thought it was a good idea to have tiny folding chairs with seats only big enough for a Kindergartener's behind? With a visibly antique and valuable plate balanced on one knee, trying to hold a paper cup of punch or lemonade while eating and not overbalance said plate, so it became very expensive shards on the floor? Pop pointed out that at least we weren't struggling with paper plates, as we had three days before. Every item on that menu was wet in some way. Either the food soaked through the paper plates, or the plates folded in half, allowing the collected liquids to run into the lap or down the leg. Mum was the only one who escaped unscathed by embarrassing stains.

Poor Harry proved what a trooper he was. Someone had done enough homework to learn Harry was adopted and Hispanic. Said sucker-uppers invited several exchange students from Latin-American countries to come to the luncheon, just so Harry could have someone to speak to in his native language. Nice in theory, but the exchange students were from Brazil, they spoke Portuguese and Harry spoke Spanish. It wasn't the difference between England's version of English and United States English. More along the lines of Chaucer trying to talk with someone who spoke Ebonics. No Star Trek universal translators handy to help out. Somehow, Harry managed to get through it. Nobody was mortally embarrassed.

"Isn't Harry an English name?" he demanded, when we discussed the weirdness of the day that evening, in the sanctuary of our suite in the guest house.

"Yeah, it should be."

"Then how come nobody treats me like I'm English?"

It took a few seconds to decipher what he was getting at. I was tired, my head hurt, but I was alert enough not to irritate him by pointing out that he wasn't English, he was American. Duh, I knew what he meant.

"It really doesn't make sense. You don't even have an accent anymore," I offered.

"I know."

"So what makes them think you speak Spanish when you don't have an accent?"

"Maybe they think my American accent is Spanish?"

We were tired enough to be punchy, so we laughed. Mum and Pop heard us and came out from their room to join us. Our suite took up the top floor of the guest house, with a bathroom, three bedrooms, a sitting room and a little kitchenette.

We spent our evening relaxing, talking, checking our maps and writing up our journal entries for the trip. We learned more about the Crowders. They were researching a book on folk heroes and legends that had been taken over and adopted/adapted by more modern storytellers, especially Hollywood. For instance, the heroes during the French Revolution who helped French refugees and became the foundation for the tales of the Scarlet Pimpernel. Or the real warriors and rebels behind the tales of King Arthur and Robin Hood. The Crowders' research had headed down a rabbit trail when they dug up journals written by several noblemen who had married the daughters of exiled French nobles. After the demise of Napoleon, they and their sons had gone back to France in search of hidden gold, jewels, and chests of incriminating state documents, buried to keep them out of the hands of the revolutionaries. The book on folk heroes was turning into a treasure hunt that promised to uncover secrets that had lain buried since the revolution.

The next day, we had our little episode where Harry nearly fell through the rafters. That illustrated a theory our parents had espoused for years: whatever someone brought into a hunt for supposed truth usually dictated the result. 
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We spent two more days in that village. Harry and I proved very useful. The local children felt safer talking to us and telling us stories they didn't want their parents to know about, which we passed on to Mum and Pop. Nobody was surprised to learn the haunted building had a couple of secret entrances, which weren't really that secret since they had been passed on to succeeding generations for more than two hundred years. The adults conveniently forgot about the escapades they pulled off inside the building, the hiding places, the tricks they played on each other and their parents, the odd noises they created by accident or on purpose, and the near misses.

Harry got a good ghost story, but I preferred to think it was a sighting of some Fae at work. Think about it: if I had passed on to my reward, I would not want to come back. My college theater friends expressed it best. Earth is the "green room," in theater parlance. It's all dress rehearsal, preparation, training for the Great Adventure of eternity. If you can get out on stage, why stay in the Green Room? I choose a Fae sighting instead of ghosts, because I have had a chance or two to talk to real Fae. It cleared up a lot of misconceptions while threatening to turn my brain into a rubber ball for someone to bounce around the room. 

So, Harry and I managed to get some good stuff for our folks, just by virtue of being Charlie and Rainbow Zephyr's kids, which gave us free passes between many different social circles and levels, during our time in England.

When we finished up in that village, we took some time off for touristy things. Such as Stonehenge. We had fun, getting impossible aerial shots. Well, impossible for someone without a crane or access to a helicopter. Or the ability to kinda-sorta fly. Harry played lookout.

About two-thirds of the way through our tour of jolly old England, we visited the Tower of London. Mum and Pop got some ideas for a new round of research. The general idea was comparing prisons throughout the world, and throughout history, the legends and fables and ghost stories and famous escapes, famous prisoners, and the basic humane or inhumane conditions. Mum and Pop went into full plotting mode, throwing ideas back and forth in their verbal shorthand, and not paying any attention to the people around them. The smart tactic when that happened was to get them out of traffic, seated somewhere, and wait until they came up for air. So we did, then went off to do some looking around of our own.

Harry and I made one circuit of the courtyard, then I heard an irritating voice. Irritating because it was familiar. Which was impossible. That voice absolutely should not have been there.

Correction: that voice deserved to be there back when the Tower of London was a functioning prison.

I nearly ran over to Mum and asked her to check if I was feverish, because I had to be hallucinating. There was no way in the world that Sylvia Grandstone, the self-proclaimed queen of Neighborlee High, would be there at the Tower of London, thousands of miles and multiple time zones away from home.

Among all those British accents, that whiny voice with a touch of nasal from the Lake Erie effect stood out like a foghorn cutting through gull cries. Not that I'm making any kind of comment about British accents. Some of them are pure music, others are so thick with snobbery they make me gag.

Despite what horror films teach (run, don’t look in that room), I had to turn around and look. Self-preservation instincts said to identify the source of trouble and get out before it targeted me.

At first, all I saw was a sea of green plaid and gold-trimmed black. As in uniforms. Pleated skirts and jumpers with white blouses under black blazers or black sweaters with gold trim. Topped with ridiculous little black visor caps somewhere between lawn ornament jockey caps and baseball caps. A few seconds of studying the gaggle of girls, ranging in age from maybe ten years old to the late teens, made it obvious these were the la-de-da of society, daughters of the rich and powerful, who spent more time on their figures and their hair and makeup than they did on homework. Honestly, the obvious field trip to the Tower of London was more likely to show off jewelry, makeup, or a new manicure than to educate. Listening to Sylvia holding forth now on the wives of Henry VIII, maybe the field trip was to get the girls out of the school to give the teachers a little peace and quiet.

"She's got it wrong," Harry said, stepping up next to me.

I lost track of my little brother for those few seconds it took to find Sylvia standing in the middle of a group of girls who looked either stunned, confused, or amused by her lecture. Harry paid enough attention to our surroundings for both of us. Sometimes we would tease each other that he was along to watch out for me, not for me to watch out for him.

"Yeah, she does."

We grinned at each other.

Sylvia lumped Lady Jane Grey in among the eight wives of Henry. There were six, and he didn't kill them all. One died from childbirth. Okay, that might count as him "killing" her, but seriously? Lady Jane Grey was a cousin of his children, and ruled for a few days in between Edward and Bloody Mary.

From the expressions of the girls with Sylvia, I guessed who were cowed by her, who admired her, who despised her, and who thought she was amusing and not worth their trouble. Judging by her smug expression, Sylvia believed herself admired, maybe even adored. From the way some of the girls whispered to each other, sneering at Sylvia just like she sneered at our classmates at home, she couldn't have been more wrong. 

After all the misery she had put our classmates through since Kindergarten, I wanted so much to witness her being put down by people she probably considered her equals, her natural kind. Grandstones often rewrote reality to suit themselves. Sylvia had probably convinced herself by now that she had demanded her family send her to England, and she was right where she wanted and needed to be.

Okay, I admit it, sometimes I am not a nice person. Stamp "work in progress" or "under construction" or "please be patient, God isn't finished with me yet" on my forehead and my heart. Maybe a big sticker across my mouth, while we're at it.

I realized I was anticipating the impending humiliation with some glee. Right there, in public, in front of tourists from around the world. I shook myself, mentally and physically, and turned to walk to the other side of the courtyard. I was a junior in high school. I was a guardian of Neighborlee. My folks and Angela and Pastor Rocky would all be disappointed by the nasty thoughts going through my head and how much I enjoyed them.

"Uh oh." Harry yanked on my sleeve and stopped me when I had only taken two steps away.

I turned around to see another girl in a uniform saunter up to the group gathered around Sylvia. The other girls separated before her approach like the Red Sea before Moses.

This was visibly the queen of the school. She radiated that power and confidence that didn't need makeup and fancy hairstyles and jewelry. Her hair was straight and cut short and simple. No curls or clips or ribbons or streaks of color. She didn't have any visible earrings or necklaces, no eyeshadow, and from where I was standing about fifteen feet away, she didn't seem to have more than lip gloss, no visible rouge, and the hand she raised to point at Sylvia didn't sparkle with rings and bracelets and had no nail polish. Yet she seemed to glow.

Sylvia's mouth finally stopped flapping. She took a step back, her chin went up, and I was close enough to see her nostrils flare. Some of the girls took a few steps back. 

The other girl gestured, counting down, with the forefinger of one hand ticking off the fingers on the other hand. A handful of the older girls ranged behind her with those hungry, smug looks of anticipation. I knew just what was about to happen. A put-down that I wanted too much for it to be good for me to witness it.

The school queen went through the list of the wives of Henry VIII and how they died or earned a divorce. With proper dates and details like their ages and how long they were married. It was like the outline of a PBS special. She knew her stuff. Then she stopped and spread her hands in question.

"Excuse me? I don't seem to see Lady Jane Grey anywhere in that list. Could I possibly be wrong? Or could you?" Then she started in on a biography of Lady Jane Grey, the nine-day-queen, as some had called her.

Sylvia spluttered and looked around for support. None to be found. I finally figured out what a sharkish expression meant. The other girls looked like they were ready, in their patrician way, for a feeding frenzy. Her head tilted back a little more, her mouth flattened, and a red haze spread across her cheeks. I knew what was about to happen next. I did not want to witness a Grandstone explosion of self-righteous martyrdom. Been there, done that, burned the T-shirt. Honestly, I was trying to be a nicer person. I had all that whining and pouting to make up for.

"But Lanie," Harry began, as I turned and walked away. He hurried to catch up with me. "That was her, wasn't it?" he said, when we had put a noisy crowd of Spanish-speaking tourists between us and the private school shark-girls.

I didn't deny it, just gave him my best eyebrow-raised-in-question Spock look.

"That—" He used a string of Spanish words I didn't know. From the impression of garbage in the mental atmosphere, I didn't want to know. Kind of frightening yet impressive, coming from my nine-year-old brother who had lost his accent within six months of coming home with us. "The one who ran away from home and got her folks so mad at her. They sent her here."

"I was hoping for Switzerland. I mean, make Sylvia learn a foreign language, please."

We traded grins and he fluttered those thick, unjustly long lashes at me. When I held out my hand, he gave his and we walked around the corner to the little mobile cart that sold exorbitantly priced soft drinks. Honestly, it was rather unjust that Sylvia got off easy, going to a country where her prison guards spoke English. If there was any justice in the world, she should have been sent to a school where she had to learn French, at the very least, and another language altogether to navigate the town outside the school gates. But no, Sylvia Grandstone got off easy, going to England.

Of course, thinking back to those watching sharks, maybe she didn't get off that easily.

"Any chance she'll come back home a little nicer?" I asked at dinner that night, after we related what we had witnessed.

We had picked up carryout food and brought it back to our hotel suite, to have a relaxed evening and some privacy. While we were pretty much immune to the odd looks that our mixed bag family got, we treasured the freedom to have long conversations over dinner without worrying about people nearby overhearing something the wrong way.

The kind of research my folks did for their books often made for bizarre dinner conversations. Twice, people at other tables asked to be moved elsewhere in the restaurant, four times they complained to the waitress, who came over and asked for an explanation. A dozen times, people looked at us long enough that they recognized our folks from the photos on the backs of their books, which led to requests for autographs. And once, the people were frightened by a discussion about unexploded German ordnance being buried under the streets rebuilt after WWII. They called a police officer to ask Mum and Pop to "mind what you say around folks what got sensitive ears, if you catch my drift?"

"Well, you can pray about it," Pop said, with a sideways glance and a wink for Harry, "but just remember that God doesn't always answer our prayers the way we want."

"Charlie," Mum scolded softly. Her eyes sparkled with laughter.

"You know what?" Harry said after we had folded up the cartons and paper plates and tossed everything in the totally inadequate wastebaskets provided in our suite.

What was with English kitchens that everything was so tiny? Refrigerators that only held a quart of milk at a time, for instance. Very inconvenient, when Harry could drink a half-gallon all by himself for breakfast.

"Enlighten us." Pop tossed a package of cookies across the tiny sitting room to him. 

"I think I figured out what's wrong with the Grandstones." Harry snorted as he tore open the package. "I think they stay in Neighborlee because they do have magic. Only they don't want to admit it. So it kind of turned itself inside out a long time ago. It's all twisted and negative, like the evil empire in Star Trek. You know?"

Harry had caught on early that yes, magic was real, and there were rules. Few people had it. Usually, those who had magic had a responsibility to use it the right way. Some people were given magic to protect everybody else from the people who misused their magic. "Magic" being a generic term for anything unusual and outside the bounds and definitions of "Normal." Whatever that was.

Remember, Harry came to Neighborlee when he was seven, settled right in and made a place for himself, and didn't blink or stop breathing the first time he saw his big sister kinda-sorta fly. Harry figured out that if he could see the magic things, that meant he belonged in the magic place. He didn't get jealous and he didn't get whiny and he didn't freak out over the magical ordinary everyday weirdness of Neighborlee. 

Maybe Harry's magic was his insight, and ability to figure things out that most nine-year-olds couldn't. Think about it. Most boys his age focused on tormenting the girls in class, making rude noises, and avoiding things like homework, chores, and Sunday school. God put Harry in our family to give us insight into our mortal enemies.

"Makes sense," Pop said after we had all sat and thought about it for a few minutes. He frowned and gestured at the package of cookies, which Harry had decimated.

Another nice thing about Harry was his ability to eat eight cookies without choking or the attendant foundation-shaking noise and a blinding shower of crumbs that most nine-year-old boys produced, all in the space of about half a minute.

"It would certainly explain the Grandstone ability to persuade people to support them," Mum said, with a wink for me. "Mind control. The ability to bypass common sense and civility. They always have a gang of followers, willing to participate in nasty pranks when they're children, and support sometimes criminal activity when they grow up."

"And marry them, to produce more monsters and villains to torment the next generation," I added.

Case in point: Reggie and Freddie Grandstone had managed to get accepted at snooty, expensive universities. As a stringer reporting on school sports for the Neighborlee Tattler, I spent a couple hours at the newspaper office every week, and helped with odd jobs, like sorting the mail and maintaining the morgue. Nearly every week, one of those universities sent a press release about the Grandstone boys and their social activities. Either Grandstone magic or hefty bribes persuaded the PR people at their schools that their home town was dying for regular updates on who they were dating, what fraternity they had joined, and social events they had participated in. Honestly, with all the parties and dances and debutantes the Grandstone boys were dating, did they ever step into the classroom? Every picture sent to the Tattler was tossed in the garbage or used as dart targets. Need I mention the Tattler and the Grandstones were not on friendly terms? The Grandstones alternately tried to buy the Tattler or sue the owners for slander.

"Think that's why Sylvia was sent here?" Pop muttered. "Find some impoverished duke or earl and blind him with all the money she'll inherit someday, to trick him into marrying her. That's all we need, a Grandstone with an eventual claim to the throne."

"That's the plot of a lot of really outrageous romance novels," Mum said with a chuckle.

"You forget, sweetheart, it really happened. A lot of American heiresses married into nobility in the last century. A lot of rich fathers traded their fortunes for pedigreed descendants."

"Think it'd do any good if you sent a warning through your friends in the military?" I asked. "Like, give them an idea of what Grandstones have done in the past, and then remind them about the sleeper agents the Nazis and Communists sent to the US?"

Pop pretended to give it serious thought. Mum just laughed. 

~~~~~

[image: ]


FOUR DAYS BEFORE WE were scheduled to leave England, we made a stop in Cornwall at a "select academy for young women" that shall otherwise remain unidentified. Don't for a moment think that description makes it easy to identify, because in England they grow select academies like the average Midwestern front lawn grows dandelions.
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