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Chapter One
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Melvin stirred uneasily in his pile of sawdust shavings. The snuffly snores coming from the twin bed across the room were disturbing his rest. He crawled out of his nest and trundled down an orange plastic tunnel to a distant corner of his Hamster Habitat. Diving head first into a pile of cedar chips, he squirmed until only his chubby rear-end was visible. He twitched for a few seconds then settled back into sleep.

Melvin should have counted himself lucky. The snores of his owner, Miss Sally Jane Hesslop, who was eleven years old as of last Tuesday, were much quieter than usual due to Sally’s head being buried under her Xena Warrior Princess bedspread. All that could be seen of Sally was a long strand of blonde hair with a wad of pink bubble gum stuck on the end of it.

The morning sun finished clearing the fog from San Francisco bay and lit up Sally’s bedroom window. The light revealed quite a mess: Legos, comic books, sneakers, mismatched socks and a spilled can of Hungry Hamster Snacks were scattered across the floor. Sally was a firm believer in keeping all of her belongings in plain view. In an emergency (and most mornings were an emergency, as Sally had a talent for being late for school) precious time could be saved by getting dressed from the clothes on the floor.

This morning Sally’s peaceful slumber was destined to last only a few more brief moments, for Robbie was out of bed and on the loose.

Robbie was Sally’s four-year-old brother. He was famous up and down their neighborhood for his ability to eat anything dirt-related. Mud, clay, sand, litter box filler, anything lurking in the bottom of a flowerpot or fish tank, all were fair game. When it came to dirt Robbie was an omnivore. Though, of course, he had his favorites. The light fluffiness at the heart of the vacuum cleaner bag, the tasty compost at the roots of his grandmother’s roses – these were special treats for special occasions, to be savored slowly and washed down with a good quality grape Kool Aid.

Today Robbie was up at his usual time of six a.m. He tiptoed into Sally’s room, a stealthy menace in his footie pajamas and bike helmet. This helmet was a permanent item in Robbie’s wardrobe. Robbie was fond of banging his head on things, so his father had started putting a helmet on him as soon as Robbie got out of bed.

Giggling softly and wielding a large rubber spatula, Robbie crept up to the snoring Sally. He pulled back the edge of the bedspread with one chubby fist and brought the spatula down with a satisfying thwhack on top of Sally’s head.

“Aaaah!” Sally bolted upright, her scrawny arms swinging wildly as she tried to ward off her assailant. Her oversized Xena T-shirt billowed out, making her eighty-pound frame look twice its size. A yellow post-it note which was stuck to her forehead fluttered in the breeze as she whipped around and grabbed the spatula from a chortling Robbie. Sally rained down a barrage of blows with the spatula onto Robbie’s bike helmet. Robbie made a dash for the door, knocking over a stack of comic books. He was almost to safety, inches from escape, when he miscalculated the distance between the door jamb and his head. He bounced backwards off the door, his helmet taking most of the punishment, tripped over a half-built castle made of Legos, and toppled over onto the carpet with his feet in the air.

Sally leapt out of bed with a wild war cry and rained rubbery blows down on Robbie as if beating a stubborn batch of dough.

“Sally Jane, are you out of bed yet?” The voice floating in from the hallway sounded in desperate need of coffee. Sally’s father’s dearest dream was to sleep in past six a.m., a dream which was destroyed on a daily basis by Robbie and his spatula. Robbie had assigned himself the task of family alarm clock and he took his job seriously. If the first whack on the head didn’t wake his target at six on the dot then Robbie would tirelessly whack until he got results. Mr. Hesslop had tried hiding the spatula in the back of the cereal cupboard, but Robbie had just switched to whacking with the toilet brush. Mr. Hesslop had quickly decided that he preferred the spatula, the toilet brush tending to catch in his hair.

Sally gave Robbie one final blow then grabbed his pajama feet and dragged him out of her room. “I’m up, Dad. I’m up,” she shouted, leaving Robbie lying on his back in the hallway. Sally darted back into her room and slammed the door. She yawned, scratched her ear with the captured spatula, and surveyed her wardrobe. Her favorite pair of jeans, only slightly muddy around the knees, hung off the end of her bed. She pulled them on and selected a pink T-shirt from a pile under the window. As she pulled it over her head the post-it which was stuck to her forehead fluttered to the floor. Sally scooped it up and read it aloud.

“Charlie Sanderson must pay. Skedyul revenge for recess.”

Sally’s blue eyes narrowed to slits, and she smacked her palm with the spatula.

“Right. It’s payday, Charlie. Today, after third period.”

*   *   *   *

“Okay, Robbie. You’ve had enough. Come and drink your juice.”

Robbie, crouching over a scraggly fern which an aunt had given them for Christmas, ignored his Dad. He reached into the depths of the flowerpot and pulled up a fistful of loamy soil. He carefully picked off a ladybug which was crawling on his thumb and then crammed the dirt into his mouth.

Mr. Hesslop sighed. He grabbed Robbie off the floor and plopped him into a chair at the kitchen table. Mr. Hesslop was a taller version of Sally Jane. Both father and daughter had dishwater blond hair, blue eyes, long skinny arms and legs, and pointy elbows. Short, chubby Robbie, with his dark hair and brown eyes, looked completely unrelated to his Dad and his eleven-year-old sister, a fact which Sally mercilessly exploited. She had convinced Robbie that he was on loan from the bank that their Dad worked at, and that he could be returned at any time if she just said the word. Robbie had responded to this threat by reducing Sally’s spatula wake-up calls to once a week. His Dad still got the seven-day-a-week treatment though. Robbie guessed correctly that his Dad loved him too much to pack him up and lock him in a bank vault.

“Robbie, you’ve got to stop eating dirt.” Mr. Hesslop grabbed a paper napkin and wiped Robbie’s muddy mouth. “Remember what Dr. Tompkins told you? If you don’t stop you’re going to have a tree growing in there.” He tickled Robbie’s stomach.

Robbie giggled. “Tree in tummy.”

Sally wandered into the kitchen, bumping into the refrigerator. Her long, straight hair hung in front of her face like a curtain. She had attempted to braid pieces of it, and the attempt had not gone well. One braid sprouted from the top of her head like an overgrown onion. Another looked like it was growing straight out of her ear. She sat down at the kitchen table, one hand tangled in the rest of her unbraided hair, the other grabbing for a box of Cheerios.

Mr. Hesslop passed her the milk. “Sally Jane, why don’t you let me help you with your hair? I’ll make you look real pretty.”

What could be seen of Sally’s face under her hair looked suspiciously like it was rolling its eyes. “Daaad. I’m not trying to look pretty. I’m doing Xena braids. See, if you’re in a fight you don’t want your hair in your face. You can’t see good.”

“What fight?” Mr. Hesslop said sharply, his thin nose pointed at his daughter like a fox on the scent.

Sally smiled innocently. “I was just being hypometical, Dad. Sheesh.”

“Hypothetical,” said Mr. Hesslop. “Robbie, don’t do that.” He grabbed Robbie’s juice glass, which was now half empty. Robbie had poured the rest onto the floor and was straining against his father’s arm, eager to get down from the table to study (and taste) the effects of orange juice on dirty linoleum at close range.

Melvin waddled into the kitchen, his fluffy orange fur dusting a path along the un-swept floor, his nose twitching for food. He disappeared under Sally’s chair, dodged her swinging feet, and settled in front of the puddle of orange juice. His tiny pink tongue darted out and lapped at lightning speed, aware that even Mr. Hesslop with his lazy housekeeping skills was unlikely to leave a bonanza like this lying around for long.

Fortunately for Melvin, Mr. Hesslop was distracted by the sound of a knock at the front door. He set Robbie down and went to greet their visitor. A few seconds later he reappeared with Darlene Trockworthy, their next-door neighbor. A peroxide blond with heavy blue eye-shadow, a too-tight dress and too-high heels, Darlene occasionally babysat Robbie and Sally. Darlene and Robbie were best friends, mainly because Darlene let Robbie eat as much dirt as he wanted, but between Darlene and Sally it had been war from the start.

Darlene slid into a seat at the kitchen table, aiming a kick at Melvin on the way. “Is that rat loose again?” she asked, her mouth full of the toast she had grabbed off of Robbie’s plate.

Sally glared at her. “He’s not a rat, you dingbat.”

“Sally, watch your manners,” Mr. Hesslop said sharply.

“Bill, the kid’s rhyming again. I thought you said she’d grow out of that.” Darlene pouted at Mr. Hesslop, her bright red lipstick spattered with toast crumbs. The whole neighborhood knew that Darlene had her “sights set” on Bill Hesslop, but so far he had resisted her advances.

“She’ll grow out of it eventually,” said Mr. Hesslop. “It’s just a phase. Robbie, don’t do that.”

Robbie had climbed off his chair and was sitting on the floor, rubbing Cheerios in the dust on the floor before eating them.

Mr. Hesslop picked him up. “I’ll clean up Mr. Dirt Devil here and drop him at his preschool. Can you take Sally?”

The look Darlene shot Sally clearly said that she’d like to dump Sally in San Francisco bay. Darlene sighed heavily. “Yeah, sure.” She pointed a warning finger at Sally, a long red fingernail raking the air like a claw. “But no rhyming, kid. I mean it. One Iambic what-ya-ma-callit and I’m selling you to the slave traders. They’ll ship you to Nebraska and make you shuck corn ’til you’re eighty.”

Sally smiled at her sweetly. “Your wish is my command. And your head is filled with sand.” Sally scooped Melvin up, put him on her shoulder, and marched out of the kitchen.

“Put that rat back in his cage.” Darlene yelled after her. “And if you’re not ready in ten minutes I’m leaving without you.”


Chapter Two
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Sally and Darlene maintained a careful no-touching distance as they headed down the hill to Sally’s school. When a bike rider on the sidewalk forced them to shrink the gap between them they automatically sprang apart again after the bike had passed, as if repelled by a magnetic field.

Darlene examined her makeup in a compact mirror as she teetered along, causing oncoming pedestrians to grumble as they jumped out of her way. Sally practiced karate kicks, viciously attacking the most dangerous looking trash cans and mailboxes along their route, her backpack flopping wildly on her shoulders.

Halfway down the hill a posse of poodles suddenly rushed out the front door of a tall apartment building and made straight for Sally. Sally threw herself down on her knees and scooped up the scruffy little white poodle which was leading the pack. The little poodle yapped excitedly, licking Sally’s face. The other three poodles were tall, black, and dignified, with the fur on their heads shaped into elegant topknots. They sniffed at Sally’s backpack and at Darlene’s shoes. One of them lifted his leg and took aim at Darlene’s stiletto. Darlene shrieked and jumped back.

“Brutus! No!”

A chubby little girl about Sally’s age ran up to them and grabbed the peeing poodle. She had black curly hair and large dark eyes. She was wearing a plaid skirt, a starched white blouse, and black patent leather shoes which looked extremely uncomfortable. “Brutus, you bad dog! Sorry, Miss Trockworthy. My Mom’s trying to train him not to pee on everyone, but he forgets sometimes.” She herded the poodles back up the front steps of the apartment building. “C’mon Brutus, Caesar, Nero, and Fluffy. You can’t come to school with us. Poodles are not allowed. Go back upstairs.”

Sally waved goodbye to Fluffy and stood up, dusting off her knees. “Hi, Katie! Are you ready to rumble?”

The chubby girl looked at her in confusion. “Huh?”

Sally skipped around Katie, chanting. “Charlie’s a boy, so he’s not too bright. We’ll shout with joy when we win this fight.”

Katie picked up the book bag she had dropped during the poodle roundup. A worried frown crinkled her pale forehead. “I don’t know, Sally. Remember what happened the last time you got into a fight at school? Billy Lauder’s tooth got knocked out and Arnold the Iguana ate it and had to go to the Pet Hospital. I don’t want Arnold to go to the Pet Hospital. He doesn’t like it there. Remember the time I put my Mom’s Lilac Mist hand lotion on him because he looked dry? I thought it would make him feel better, but it turned him all pink and he had to go to the Pet Hospital so they could make him green again. Arnold hates being pink. Pink is a girl’s color, and Arnold’s a boy iguana. Mr. Zukas says so. So you shouldn’t fight.”

Katie looked ready to cry. Her large eyes grew red-rimmed and shiny. Sally patted her on the shoulder and handed her a wadded up Kleenex which she pulled out of her backpack. She resumed skipping in circles.

“Arnold’s not going to the Pet Hospital this time,” said Sally. “I have a new Secret Revenge Plan, and there aren’t any iguanas in the plan.”

Katie sniffed and wiped her nose. She followed Sally and Darlene as they continued down the hill. “Oh. Well, I guess it’s okay then. I’m glad Arnold isn’t in your new Secret Revenge Plan, cause iguanas don’t like fighting.”

They reached the bottom of the hill and turned onto a narrow side street lined with gingko trees. The sidewalk was covered with fan-shaped gingko leaves. Sally swooshed at them with the toes of her sneakers, sending the leaves swirling like tiny doves. Katie carefully stepped on the bare patches of sidewalk, keeping her shiny patent leather shoes free of leaf mush. Up ahead the street was jammed with cars disgorging kids with backpacks. The kids ran into the fenced-in playground of Montgomery Elementary School, a three-story brick building with sturdy granite columns flanking its front door. The building had a basketball court on one side and a cluster of crooked pine trees on the other side.

“Okay, you two,” said Darlene, finally closing her compact. “Get lost. One of your parents will pick you up after school. Don’t know which parent. Don’t care.” She sauntered off, popping a wad of gum into her mouth. Sally stuck her tongue out at Darlene’s retreating back.

“You shouldn’t do that,” said Katie, gasping in horror. “My Mom says that kids should always show adults the proper respect.”

Sally snorted. “Darlene’s not an adult. She’s a doofus.” She skipped around Katie, chanting. “Darlene, Darlene, she’s not too keen. She’s the biggest dunce you’ve ever seen.”

Katie turned red. She quickly looked around to make sure that Darlene hadn’t heard. Darlene was examining her nails as she walked away, completely oblivious to the kids dodging around her on the sidewalk. Katie breathed a sigh of relief and followed Sally into the school building.

*   *   *   *

“Okay, everyone settle down!” Mr. Zukas’ deep voice boomed over the chaos in his fifth-grade classroom. He gave his sweater vest a firm tug and strode to the front of the class. “Get to your desks, pronto. Tommy, get your foot out of Kyle’s mouth. Patricia, give Tiffany back her shoes. They’re too small for you anyway, you clodhopper.”

Thirty kids rushed to their seats with a sound like elephants tap dancing. Sally threw herself into her assigned seat in the front row of desks. Katie lowered herself demurely into the seat directly behind Sally. Arnold the Iguana calmly surveyed the classroom from his cage at the back.

Mr. Zukas opened a fat textbook. As he slowly searched for the page he wanted Sally started to fidget. She squirmed like an eel, sat on her hands, and finally couldn’t contain herself any longer. She raised her arm and began waving it furiously back and forth. Mr. Zukas ignored her and turned another page.

Never one to be discouraged, Sally climbed onto her chair and waved both arms wildly like a pint-sized airport worker guiding a jumbo jet into a parking space.

“Sally Jane Hesslop,” sighed Mr. Zukas, not looking up, “get down off of there before you break your neck. Not that I would mind, but the principal gets grumpy when students kick the bucket.”

“Sorry, Mr. Zukas,” said Sally, climbing down. “I just had a question. Can we have more discusses on evolution? Cause I looked it up on Google and a Google person says we came from tadpoles. I think it would be cool to be a tadpole. I had a tadpole once. I kept it in a Sprite bottle. After I drank the Sprite, of course. But then my brother Robbie drank the tadpole. Are we having fish sticks for lunch today?”

Mr. Zukas rubbed his forehead, looked longingly at the clock, and sighed again. “I haven’t checked the lunch menu today, Sally. It’s posted on the cafeteria door. You can check at recess. And no, we don’t come from tadpoles. We are primates, which means we are related to the great apes. Our closest cousins are the chimpanzees. All of which I told you yesterday, and which you’d remember if you’d been paying attention. Now, class, open your history books to page thirty-four. The Pioneers. They crossed the Great Plains in covered wagons. Conditions were harsh. They had to hunt for their food.”

A small red-haired boy wearing a shirt and tie waved politely from the desk next to Sally.

“Yes, Rodney?” asked Mr. Zukas. “Did you have a question?”

“Not a question, Mr. Zukas. Just a remark. It might interest the class to know that the Pioneers frequently ate deer as well as buffalo. They shot them with rifles.”

Mr. Zukas beamed at him. “That’s right, Rodney. I’m glad someone’s been doing their homework.”

Rodney smirked proudly while behind him the rest of the class rolled their eyes.

“Can anyone else tell me what other animals the Pioneers might have hunted?” asked Mr. Zukas.

Sally waved furiously.

“Anyone at all?” Mr. Zukas asked somewhat desperately.

Sally bounced up and down in her seat, arm still waving.

Mr. Zukas sighed. “Yes, Sally.”

“They ate gophers.”

Loud expressions of disgust erupted from the rest of the class. Sally turned around and glared at them.

“I’m fairly certain the Pioneers didn’t eat gophers, Sally,” said Mr. Zukas. “I believe gophers are inedible.”

“Nuh-uh,” said Sally. “Gophers are super edible. The Pioneers roasted them over campfires and put hot sauce on them. They tasted like corn dogs. Only furry.”

“Eeeww.” The rest of the class unanimously decided it was grossed out. Rodney cleared his throat and looked disdainfully at Sally.

“In the unlikely event that the Pioneers ate gophers,” said Rodney with a sneer, “they would have skinned them first. The fur would have been removed before roasting.”

“Nuh-uh,” retorted Sally. “The fur’s where all the vitamins are. Just like potatoes. You keep the skin on for the vitamins.”

Behind Sally, Katie gasped and put her hand over her mouth. She had turned a sickly shade of green.

Mr. Zukas peered at her. “Katie, do you need to use the Little Girl’s Room?”

Katie nodded tearfully at him. He waved impatiently in the direction of the door and Katie dashed out of the classroom.

Mr. Zukas sighed and turned a page in his textbook. “Let’s get off the topic of the Pioneers’ diet. Class, have a look at the picture on the next page. See the tin star this man is wearing? That meant he was a sheriff. He kept order in the lawless Wild West. Of course, it was a difficult job, and he needed lots of help. Frequently he would deputize. That means to create a kind of temporary sheriff. Who do you think he deputized?”

“Hamsters,” said Sally at once.

Mr. Zukas pulled at his tie, looking like he was tempted to strangle himself with it. “Hamsters cannot be deputies or anything else in the law enforcement arena, Sally. Hamsters are furry rodents, just like gophers.”

Sally’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Hamsters are nothing like gophers! Hamsters and gophers are sworn enemies. Just ask my hamster, Melvin. You don’t want to get him started on gophers. He gets so mad his fur stands straight up and he hops around like microwave popcorn. Besides, hamsters can so be in the law enforcement arena. Melvin is in the law enforcement arena. He’s a Secret Agent. He has a Secret Agent JetPack and everything. He straps it on and flies around San Francisco looking for bad guys. If he finds any bad guys he zaps them with his Secret Agent Laser Gun.” Sally jumped up and aimed an imaginary laser gun at Mr. Zukas. “Kerpow!”

Mr. Zukas sighed and put a hand on his forehead. “Recess is early today,” he said. “Everyone clear out of here. And stay out until the bell rings. I don’t care if a tornado sweeps through the schoolyard. If anyone so much as puts one toe inside this classroom in the next half hour I’ll personally feed them to the monster that lives in the school basement. He loves to snack on little kids. Especially ones who own hamsters.”

*   *   *   *

“There he is. Charlie Sanderson, Snot Extraordinaire. Are you ready?” Sally was on the Jungle Gym, hanging upside down by her knees. One of her braids had come undone and her long hair was covering her face. She parted it with her hands and peered at a blond-haired boy walking past. He was wearing baggy pants, expensive sneakers, and a backwards baseball cap and was surrounded by a bunch of boys dressed exactly like him.

Katie peered up at Sally worriedly from a safe perch on the lowest bar of the Jungle Gym. She had her skirt neatly tucked under her legs and her shiny patent leather shoes were carefully resting on a clean patch of grass. “Ready for what?” she asked.

“The Plan,” whispered Sally.

“You never told me the plan. I don’t know what to do. You just said you had a Secret Revenge Plan, and that there were no Iguanas.”

“That’s right,” said Sally. “We don’t need an Iguana for this plan, which is a good thing because Arnold the Iguana is retiring from the revenge business. Arnold had a little chat with Melvin at one of their Secret Agent meetings in the school cafeteria. Arnold told Melvin that he was getting too old for Secret Revenge Plans. He’s going to retire to a home for elderly Iguanas in Florida. They spend all day sleeping in hammocks and drinking chocolate milkshakes. Melvin tried to talk him out of it. Mel’s afraid Arnold will get fat from all the chocolate milkshakes, but Arnold’s already pretty fat because Emily Niederbacher keeps feeding him her peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.” Sally grabbed the Jungle Gym bar with both hands, flipped her legs through and dropped to the ground. “We don’t need Arnold for this particular Secret Revenge Plan. You can be my back up. Follow me.”

Katie sighed and reluctantly followed Sally across the playground.

Sally swerved around a group of kids playing hopscotch and sauntered in the direction of Charlie Sanderson and his posse, who were leaning against the schoolyard’s chain-link fence and attempting to look cool. One of the boys nudged Charlie in the ribs and pointed at Sally.

Sally walked up to Charlie and slapped him on the back. “How’s it going, Sanderson?”

The posse laughed and Charlie angrily pushed Sally away. “Get away from me, Hesslop, you freak.”

Sally smiled. “I may be a freak, but you’re a geek. And may I say, you really reek.”

Charlie tried to shove her again, but Sally dodged away. She waved at Charlie as he and his posse stalked off to a far corner of the playground. Sally pulled something out of her pocket and tied it to the chain-link fence.

“What are you doing?” whispered Katie. “Are we going to get in trouble again? I can’t go to the Principal’s office again. I just can’t. Mrs. Finsterman always says she’s going to pinch my arm with that clothes pin she keeps on her desk.”

“She won’t pinch you,” said Sally, watching the boys depart.

“How do you know? She always says she will.”

“I know ’cause she always says she’s going to pinch me too, but she never does. It’s a psychotogical strategy, like when Xena pretended to be a goddess and the Mud People worshipped her.”

Katie stared at her in bafflement. “Mrs. Finsterman is a Mud Person?”

Sally put a finger to her mouth to shush Katie and pointed at the group of boys. Charlie and his gang were about twenty yards away, torturing a first-grader by throwing pebbles at him. The first-grader hopped around like a frightened puppy, not sure whether to cry or run.

Sally checked the fence and muttered to herself. “Two more feet. Come on, you poophead. Keep walking.”

Katie frowned at her in confusion. She peered at the group of boys then bent down to examine the fence. “Sally, what . . .”

Sally waved her arms to shush her. The school bell rang, signaling the end of recess. Kids started running for the doors. Charlie Sanderson and his posse followed at a leisurely pace. Suddenly Charlie halted, frowning. He pulled at the waistline of his baggy pants, shrugged, and took another step. Sally yanked Katie away from the fence, giggling wildly. She ran into the school building, pulling Katie along behind her.

A huge burst of laughter suddenly erupted from the school yard. Sally stood on her tiptoes and peeked out of the glass window in the front door of the building. Charlie Sanderson was standing in the middle of the playground with his baggy pants down around his ankles and his Finding Nemo underpants on display for all to see. Kids pointed at him, wetting themselves from laughing. Grinning wickedly, Sally pulled a small piece of fishing line from her pocket and showed it to Katie.
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Sally was lying on the floor of the Hesslop’s living room, peering under an armchair. Muttering under her breath, she reached under the chair and pulled out a slinky and a blackened banana peel. Behind her, Robbie was sitting in the middle of the room wearing Snoopy underpants and his bike helmet. He giggled and whacked himself on the head with a toilet brush, matching the rhythm of Michael Jackson’s Beat it, which was playing on the radio.

Sally sighed. The armchair was not delivering the goods. She crawled over to the sofa. Darlene Trockworthy was sitting there with her legs stretched out on the coffee table, painting her toenails. As she crawled under Darlene’s legs Sally accidentally bumped them. A streak of Cotton Candy pink shot across Darlene’s toes and up her ankle.

“Damn it, kid,” groused Darlene, “Watch what you’re doing. You made me mess up my pedicure.”

“Sorry,” Sally mumbled grudgingly. “It’s just that I can’t find Melvin. Have you seen him?”

“Nope, and good riddance,” said Darlene. “That rodent’s always creeping around underfoot. I swear he tries to trip me on purpose.”

Sally sat back on her heels and smirked at Darlene. “He does that ’cause it’s part of his Secret Mission. He’s Special Agent Melvin, and he goes to Washington BC every weekend for Super Secret Hamster Orders. He’s trained to trip all enemy combatants.”

Darlene wiped the nail polish off her foot. “Well, if you can’t find him maybe he’s at the White House meeting the President,” she said. “I hear they serve hamster every Friday.”

Sally gave her an evil glare and flopped on her stomach to peer under the sofa.

Behind her Melvin suddenly appeared, rolling across the living room on an old-fashioned four-wheeled roller skate. His chubby rear-end didn’t quite fit on the skate, and he dusted a path across the floor with his fur. He rolled from one end of the room to the other and disappeared into the kitchen. Robbie waved the toilet brush at him as he passed.

Sally pulled her head out from under the sofa and hopped to her feet. She planted her fists on her hips. “Drat you, Melvin. Where are you? If you’re hiding in the microwave again I’m going to spank your little furry butt. You know Dad hates it when his microwave popcorn tastes like hamster.”

She stomped into the kitchen and opened the microwave. No Melvin. She banged open cupboards and rattled pans. “Melvin, if you’ve gone on a Secret Mission again you are soooo in trouble. You know you aren’t supposed to go on Secret Missions after your bedtime. I’m gonna write to Washington. They’ll remote you back to Janitor Melvin and take away your Secret Agent Jetpack.”

Sally crawled under the kitchen table and peered inside an empty box of Wheaties. Behind her Melvin had managed (by methods known only to himself and other Secret Agent Hamsters) to get himself on top of the fridge. He poked his nose over the side and surveyed the perilous drop to the kitchen counter. After a moment’s hesitation, he stepped off the fridge, executing a perfect swan dive with a half-twist. He landed face-first on the kitchen counter then slowly toppled over onto his back, legs in the air. He tried to roll onto his feet but was hampered by a touch of middle-aged spread. After several tries he got himself right-side up and waddled to the edge of the countertop. At that moment Robbie wandered in, fencing with his toilet brush. Melvin took a step into the unknown and landed splat on top of Robbie’s bike helmet, all four feet splayed out and hanging on for dear life. Oblivious to his stowaway, Robbie fenced back into the living room, taking Melvin with him.

“Sally, get off the floor,” said Mr. Hesslop as he entered the kitchen, a pencil behind his ear and the grumpy look of a man who’s just been wrestling with his tax returns. “You’re as bad as Robbie. Remember, you’re supposed to set a good example for him. Now, go brush your teeth. It’s bedtime.”

Sally scrambled out from under the table and saluted. “Sir. Yes Sir. Your orders we obey. We’re here to save the day. Good dental hygiene is a must. We’ll clean our teeth or bust.” She marched out of the kitchen, humming a martial tune. At the end of the hall she pivoted sharply and entered a small bathroom whose plumbing fixtures dated from the fifties. A bulging hamper full of wet towels sat in the corner and a flotilla of rubber ducks was lined up along the edge of the bathtub. The back of the toilet overflowed with half-empty shampoo bottles.

Sally knelt and began throwing towels out of the hamper. “Melvin, you varmint, you’re about to become a garment. My Xena doll needs a fur coat, and you’ve got my vote.”

She stuck her head into the now empty hamper. Behind her Melvin sauntered into the bathroom and scrambled up onto the edge of the tub, climbing the pyramid of wet towels Sally had dumped on the floor. He wound his way along the rim of the bathtub, which was full of soapy water leftover from Robbie’s bath. Melvin dodged the rubber ducks with surprising agility, but overconfidence got the better of him and he slipped, falling into the bathtub with a splash.

Sally pulled her head out of the hamper and rushed over. “Melvin, you poophead. Your Secret Agent Swimming Lessons aren’t til next week.”

A stream of bubbles floating up from under the water was the only answer. Sally scooped Melvin up and deposited him on the bathroom rug. Melvin shook like a tiny dog and sat shivering, his orange fur matted to his sides.

“It’s okay, Mel,” said Sally. “I’ll fix you right up with my Top Secret Air Blaster.”

She grabbed a blow drier and turned it on High. The blast of hot air rolled Melvin over backward. He did a full somersault and ended up on standing on his head against the side of the bathtub. Sally picked him up and aimed the blow drier at his tummy. His fur blew straight backward as if he was in a hurricane. When Sally had finished drying him he was twice his normal size and had the hamster version of an Afro.

“Melvin! That’s a great disguise. You can use it on your next undercover mission. Nobody will ever recognize you. You can be Horace the Hairdresser, famous for your skills with a curling iron. All the lady hamsters will be lining up to make an appointment with you.”

Melvin’s Afro started to deflate.

“Hang on Melvin,” said Sally. “You just need some Product to maintain volume. That’s what those hair commercials on TV are always saying.”

Sally grabbed a can of hair mousse from the cabinet under the sink and sprayed a big glob on Melvin, who promptly disappeared under a pile of foam. Sally dug him out of the foam and rubbed the mousse into his fur, then snatched a toothbrush from the sink. “This is Dad’s. He won’t mind,” said Sally as she brushed Melvin’s fur into spikes. She sat him back down on the bathroom rug.

“There! You totally look like a cool dude. You look like one of those singers on American Idol. You just need to learn how to dance.”

Sally jumped up and launched into a wild dance step. Melvin backed into a corner as Sally’s flailing arms whacked the shower curtain and knocked a shampoo bottle into the toilet. Sally finished with a flourish and bowed low before an imaginary audience. “C’mon Mel. It’s not hard. You just do little wiggle and a little rap. You just gotta have attitude. Like this.”

Sally grabbed a rubber duck and sang into it like a microphone. “My name’s Sally J. and I’m here to say, I’m doing my dance ’cause I pulled down Charlie’s pants.”

Sally picked up Melvin and danced around with him. “You need a hamster rap. All the tough hamsters have one. And maybe some bling. I wonder if Dad would buy you a gold chain.”

Melvin looked decidedly skeptical about this, not to mention seasick from all the dancing.

Sally danced into her bedroom, singing. “I’m furry and I’m cute. I’m a Secret Agent to boot. I’ve got a special JetPack which is totally wack.”

She tucked Melvin into his Hamster Habitat. Melvin trundled down the orange tube to his usual nest, his sticky moussed fur attracting bits of sawdust. By the time he reached his nest in the middle of the Habitat he looked like a tiny pile of kindling.

“Another super disguise, Mel,” said Sally. “Totally cool. You can do your next Secret Mission at Tony’s Pizza. They have sawdust all over their floor. They’ll never spot you. You can sneak into the kitchen and find out the ingredients of their Secret Pizza Sauce.”

Melvin burrowed into the sawdust of his nest until he was just a sawdust-lump. Sally yawned and blew him a kiss. “Night Mel.”


Chapter Four
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“Sally Jane Hesslop, you are a demon spawn.”

Mrs. Patterson, leader of Brownie Troop 112, wiped the milk off her sour face and glared down at Sally. The two of them were faced off in the middle of the Montgomery Elementary School cafeteria. A table with cartons of milk and a plate of Rice Krispie Treats was setup in one corner.

The wayward milk had ended up on Mrs. Patterson’s face through totally unavoidable circumstances. Sally had been chasing another Brownie while holding a carton of milk and a straw. Squirting had been inevitable.

Sally planted her fists on her hips and regaled Mrs. Patterson with a cold stare. They were old enemies. They had disliked each other from the very first day that Mrs. Patterson had assumed the leadership of the troop. On that fateful day Sally had been showing the other brownies how to slide along the newly polished wooden floor in their stocking feet. She had just launched into a particularly energetic slide when Mrs. Patterson had walked through the door of the cafeteria. The resulting collision had knocked Mrs. Patterson off her feet and onto her support-hose covered knees. Mrs. Patterson had been trying to transfer Sally to another Brownie troop ever since, so far without success.

“Well,” said Sally, “if I’m a demon spawn then I bet it’s a cool demon, one that can shoot flames out of its eyeballs. I wish I could shoot flames out of my eyeballs. I’d turn Charlie Sanderson into a crispy critter.”

Mrs. Patterson raised her eyes to the heavens. “When I say that you are a demon spawn, Sally Jane Hesslop, it means that you are a very bad girl. One of the worst I’ve had the misfortune to meet in all my years of guiding Brownies along the difficult path to becoming young ladies.”

Sally fiddled with her straw. “I’d rather be a demon spawn than a young lady. I bet demon spawn have cool super powers. The coolest super power would be to turn people into potato bugs. My first victim would be Charlie Sanderson. If I turned him into a potato bug it would be a big improvement. I’d probably get a medal from the President. Then they’d have a parade for me and I’d ride on a float past the White House and wave to the crowd. Like this.” Sally energetically waved her arms, spraying drops of milk onto Mrs. Patterson’s bouffant hairdo.

Mrs. Patterson closed her eyes and kneaded her forehead with two shaking fingers. “Sally Jane Hesslop, we were discussing you spewing milk everywhere and making a mess, not super powers and potato bugs. Now go get some paper towels from the restroom and wipe this up.”

“Okay” said Sally, shrugging. She tucked the straw under her Brownie beanie. “When do we get to make bird feeders from pinecones? That’s in the Brownie handbook, you know. Page forty-nine. You stick peanut butter in the pinecones so the birds can peck it out. Though I don’t understand why we can’t just spread the peanut butter on Ritz crackers. Then the birds could peck it real easy. Molly Sanderson says it’s because the birds like to work hard for their food, but that’s just stupid. Besides, Molly is Charlie Sanderson’s sister and she picks her nose, so you know anything she says is suspected. That’s what my Dad says. Nose pickers are Dim Bulbs and to be suspected. The crackers don’t have to be Ritz. Wheat Thins would work good too.”

Mrs. Patterson sighed. “Sally Jane Hesslop, I don’t know what you’re blathering on about. Get this mess cleaned up. Now.”

Mindy Nichols, a thin black girl with red bows on the ends of her cornrows, ran up to Sally. She peered after the departing Mrs. Patterson with a fearful expression. “Sally, guess what? Mrs. Osterman isn’t coming today. She’s in the hospital.”

Mrs. Osterman was the co-leader of the troop. She was a quiet young woman with a warm smile who was liked by all the Brownies.

“You mean it’s just us and Prissy Patterson?” groaned Sally. “Oh barf. Why is Mrs. Osterman in the hospital?”

“Molly Sanderson says it’s because she’s having an operation,” whispered Mindy.

Sally rolled her eyes. “Molly is always saying stupid stuff. You know that. She’s a Sanderson. You can’t believe anything she says. C’mon. Let’s go ask Sandra Chang. She’ll know.”

Sally and Mindy ran up to a group of girls gathered around Sandra Chang, a tall, graceful Chinese girl with a curtain of shiny black hair hanging all the way to her hips. A purple silk scarf was artfully tied around the neck of her Brownie uniform.

Sally barged her way through the group. “Hey Sandra.”

Sandra nodded at her graciously, like a benevolent Queen acknowledging her subjects.

“Sandra, what’s up with Mrs. Osterman? Mindy says she’s in the hospital.”

“I’m sorry, Sally,” replied Sandra Chang in a quiet, authoritative voice. “I don’t know the details. All I know is that Mrs. Patterson is taking over as Troop Leader.”

Loud groans erupted from all the Brownies within earshot. Molly Sanderson, a short, pudgy blond girl with two front teeth missing, sister to the infamous Charlie Sanderson, jumped up and down frantically, waving her hand as if in school.

“Thandra. Thandra,” lisped Molly, “I know what’th happened to Mrs. Othterman. My brother Charlie told me.”

On hearing Charlie’s name Sally made loud gagging noises and clutched her throat. Molly ignored her, looking intently at Sandra. Finally Sandra gave her a regal nod.

“Mrs. Othterman ith having a Hystertology,” whispered Molly excitedly. “That’th an operation. It meanth thee can’t have babiesth anymore, unlesth she goeth to Mexico and getsth it reverthed. Then her babiesth will come out backwardsth, like when your Dad backth the car out of the garage. Latht week my Dad backed our car out of the garage and ran over my brother’th bicycle. My Dad said a very bad wordth.”

Sally planted her hands on her hips and gave Molly a look of scathing contempt. “That’s not a Hystertology, Sanderson. A Hystertology is when you have your ears pinned back. The doctor staples them to your head so you don’t look like Dumbo.”

“Mrs. Othterman doesthn’t look like Dumbo,” said Molly.

“Well, not anymore,” shot back Sally. “She’s had a Hystertology. Sheesh, Sanderson. You are such a dimwit sometimes. I guess it runs in the family.”

Molly advanced on her, fists clenched. “You take that back Hessthlop.”

Sally assumed a Xena fighting pose. “C’mon, Sanderson. I’ll lick you, and then I’ll go lick your stupid brother.”

“Charlie’s a twit,

He’s Molly’s brother.

He has half a wit,

Molly has the other.”

Sally raised her leg in preparation for a super-duper martial arts kick. Molly stood her ground for a second, then thought better of it and dashed off to find Mrs. Patterson.

“Girls! Girls!” shouted Mrs. Patterson from the center of the cafeteria. “Everyone gather round. It’s Share Time. Bring the item you’re going to share with the group over here.”

There was a noisy scramble as all the Brownies rushed to a pile of backpacks stacked against the wall, and then convened in the center of the room. They threw themselves on the wooden floor in a cross-legged circle around Mrs. Patterson.

“Molly, dear, why don’t you go first,” said Mrs. Patterson.

Molly Sanderson smirked at the others and walked to the center of the circle. She held up a Barbie doll dressed in an immaculate princess-type costume of white silk with a red velvet cape. “Thith ith Princeth Thophie of Bavaria. Thee’s dressthed for the ball. Thee’s a Spethial Edition. My Mom bought her for me in New York at Bloomingdaleth.”

“She’s just beautiful, Molly,” said Mrs. Patterson. “So precious. I bet all the young ladies here want to be Princesses, don’t you, girls?”

Sally sprang up. “Of course. I’m Princess Scary Fighting Eagle from the Moping Moose tribe. We get dressed for balls too. We paint our faces with red stripes, stick eagle feathers in our ears, and do our Special Moose Waltz around the campfire.”

Sally launched into a fast-paced dance, shaking her arms and kicking her legs over her head. Her Brownie beanie flew off, and girls scrambled backwards as she lunged wildly toward them. She concluded by spinning rapidly in a circle, then staggered dizzily back to her spot on the floor.

Mrs. Patterson closed her eyes during this performance. After Sally had sat down again she opened her eyes, a pained expression on her face. “Mindy,” she sighed, “why don’t you go next?”

Mindy Nichols moved to the center of the circle, bashfully pulling at her cornrows. She pulled a brightly colored paper bird from a bag. Several of the Brownies oohed and aahed. Mindy smiled gratefully. “This is a Japanese art called Origami. My Mom learned it when she was stationed at a Navy base in Sasebo, Japan. She taught it to me. This is a tsuru. That’s Japanese for crane. All the kids in Japan learn to make them. The crane is a symbol of peace.” Mindy sat down abruptly, looking embarrassed. The Brownies applauded.

Mrs. Patterson pursed her lips as if she’d just drunk lemon juice. “Very, er, multi-cultural, Mindy. Though maybe you should bring something a little more American next time. These exotic things aren’t really Brownie appropriate for Brownie meetings. Let’s see, Sandra, why don’t you come up.”

Sandra Chang nodded and rose gracefully to her feet. She unrolled a paper scroll which displayed a vertical line of beautiful Chinese characters. “This is called calligraphy. It’s a very popular art in China. These characters are in the Mandarin language, which my mother and grandmother speak. My grandmother taught me how to do calligraphy. We use a pot of black ink and a brush made of sheep’s hair.”

Sandra sat down and the Brownies applauded respectfully.

“My goodness,” said Mrs. Patterson, “This is certainly an international group. I feel like I’m at the United Nations. Well, onward. Who’d like to volunteer?”

Sally waved her arm wildly. Another Brownie across from Sally dared to raise her arm as well. Sally glared daggers at her opponent, and the offending Brownie promptly dropped her challenge and looked like she’d be thrilled to sink into the floor. Mrs. Patterson tried mightily to avoid Sally’s gaze, but resistance was futile. Sally marched unbidden to the center of the circle, carrying a paper takeout carton. Mrs. Patterson raised her eyes heavenward.

“I’ll go next, Mrs. Patterson,” said Sally. She opened the carton and pulled out something wriggly. The Brownies gasped in horror and the ones closest scooted away. Molly Sanderson screamed.

“Mrsth. Patterthon, Thally’th brought a rat! Eeeuww. Make her take ith away!”

Sally rolled her eyes. “It’s not a rat, Sanderson, you doofus. It’s my hamster, Melvin. My Dad shaved him. See, what happened was, I put some of Darlene Trockworthy’s Super Hold Hair Mousse on him. Darlene wants to be my Dad’s girlfriend, and she left her hair mousse in our bathroom.”

Mrs. Patterson clutched the pearls around her neck and muttered something about tramps.

“Anyway,” continued Sally, “it turns out you should never mousse a hamster. It glues their fur up something awful. Plus you should especially never put mousse on your hamster and then let him roll around in sawdust. My Dad said there must have been some kind of chemical reaction between the pine sap in the sawdust and Darlene’s Super Hold Hair Mousse. It hardened up like that shellac stuff we used on our birdhouses last year. Poor Mel here couldn’t even walk. He just rolled around like a pinecone with feet. So my Dad used his electric razor and shaved off all of Melvin’s fur. So now Mel’s got a crew cut, like an Army guy. Anybody want to hold him?”

The Brownies all recoiled. Melvin dove back into the takeout container as Mrs. Patterson stepped forward and made shooing motions at Sally. Sally reluctantly relinquished center stage and sat back down. She dropped a Rice Krispie Treat into the takeout carton. “It’s okay, Mel,” she whispered into the carton, “Don’t mind Prissy Patterson. The troop loved you. You were a big hit.”


Chapter Five
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“I wish you could have been there, Katie. Melvin was the star of the show. It was like American Idol, but with hamsters.”

Sally and Katie were walking across a wide green lawn. Sally was wearing baggy blue shorts and a T-shirt that said “Girl Power!” in sparkly red and blue letters. On her feet she had one red basketball sneaker and one black one. Katie was uncomfortably over-dressed, as usual, in a starched white blouse with a Peter Pan collar, a kilt, and black patent-leather Mary Janes. Sally was swinging a takeout container by its wire handle.

“American what?” asked Katie.

“Oh jeez Katie. Are your parents ever going to let you watch TV?”

“Probably not. They say it turns your brain into Swiss Cheese.”

“That’s just stupid,” said Sally. “Everyone knows that brains are made out of spaghetti. Don’t you remember Mindy’s Halloween party? We had to put our hands in the brains, and they were spaghetti. Cooked spaghetti, of course. Nobody has raw spaghetti for brains, except maybe Charlie Sanderson. Hey, want to see Melvin’s outfit?”

She stopped and set the takeout container down on the grass. When she opened it Melvin popped his head out, his whiskers twitching. He was wearing a purple and white striped doggie sweater. Sally picked him up and held him out to Katie, who scratched his shaved head. Melvin yawned and had a good stretch, waving his tiny tail back and forth, which was the only part of him which still had fur on it. Sally put him on her shoulder. “Isn’t this sweater cute? Mel was cold without his fur, so my Dad bought it at a pet store. They didn’t have any hamster sweaters, so he got this one. It’s for Chihuahua puppies. Melvin didn’t want to wear kid’s clothes, but I finally talked him into it.”

“It’s very stylish,” said Katie.

“You bet,” said Sally, scratching Melvin’s nose. “Mel’s a stylin’ dude. I wish you could have been at our Brownie meeting. We had Show and Tell. Sandra Chang brought some fancy writing called colonoscopy, cause she’s Chinese. Mindy Nichols brought this paper bird called a guru. You could have brought that droodle toy. I don’t get why your parents hate the Brownies.”

“It’s a dreidel, not a droodle. And my parents don’t hate the Brownies. They just don’t like Mrs. Patterson. They don’t like the way she’s always telling people they aren’t American.”

“Yeah, she’s stuck on that,” said Sally. “My Dad says she’s got a psychotological problem about it. A Pixation. That’s when Pixies get inside your head and turn your brain into scrambled eggs. Hey, if Mrs. Patterson watches a lot of TV and your parents are right about the Swiss Cheese, then her brain will turn into a cheese omelet.”

They passed through a garden full of pink and yellow roses. In front of them loomed an imposing mansion flanked by towering oak trees. A driveway bordered with rhododendrons led to the front entrance, but Sally headed toward a door on the side of the house.

Katie glanced around nervously. “Gosh, this is a very fancy house. Is your grandma nice?” she asked, her voice shaking.

“Oh yeah,” said Sally. “She’s super nice. Well, to me, anyway. She’s only mean to people she doesn’t like. Like salespeople and missionaries. She chases them. Once she chased this missionary all the way down the driveway. She was hitting him on the head with a broom. She said she wanted to hit him on the head with a shovel, but then she’d have to hide the body. Bodies are hard to hide. They turn into zombies and start showing up every day for breakfast. And my grandma hates having guests for breakfast. She always has her breakfast in bed. A piece of toast with two poached eggs and her special coffee. I tasted her special coffee once. It made me hiccup. My Dad took it away and said I was too young for special coffee.”

Katie started to whimper quietly. “What if she doesn’t like me?”

Sally patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Katie. I promise she’ll like you. It’s just salespeople, missionaries, and Mean Darlene Trockworthy she doesn’t like. Grandma says Darlene is on the make. That means she wears too much makeup. Which is sooo true. Once I saw a huge piece of her face fall off. It just peeled off like a big piece of paint peeling off a wall. It was so gross.”

Katie turned a bit green around the gills. She took an embroidered handkerchief out of the pocket of her kilt and coughed into it. Sally went up to the side of the house and stood on tiptoe to peer in a window. Robbie was inside the house. All that could be seen of him was his rear-end, which was hanging over the edge of a large pot full of daisies. Sally pushed open the side door.

“C’mon, Katie,” said Sally. “It’ll be fine, you’ll see.”

Sally skipped into the room and grabbed hold of Robbie’s shorts, hauling him out of the flowerpot. Robbie was wearing a little sailor suit and tennis shoes. A goatee of dirt circled his mouth. Sally sighed and shook her head. Robbie grinned at her and held up a worm in his chubby little fist. Sally grabbed it a split second before he put it in his mouth. She deposited the worm back into the flowerpot.

“Katie, can I borrow your handkerchief?”

Katie looked at her, then down at Robbie. She reluctantly pulled out her lacy handkerchief and handed it over. Sally scrubbed Robbie’s face with it until his face turned red and the handkerchief turned brown. Robbie giggled and ran off, pulling another worm out of the pocket of his sailor suit.

“C’mon,” said Sally. “Just follow Robbie. He’s probably headed straight for grandma. She always stuffs him with sugar cookies. They’re his favorite. After dirt, of course. And dust bunnies. He’s been on a dust bunny binge lately. Yesterday my Dad found him under his bed, rolling the dust bunnies into little pancakes and pouring maple syrup on them.”

Sally and Katie ran after Robbie, who led them down a hallway lined with beautiful silk wallpaper. Robbie ran his hand along the wallpaper, leaving a long brown streak of dirt. At the end of the hall he darted out of a sliding glass door.

When Sally and Katie followed Robbie through the door they found themselves on a patio which had a spectacular view of San Francisco bay and the Golden Gate Bridge.

Bill Hesslop, dressed in a suit and tie, was perched on the edge of a deckchair. Next to him, stretched out comfortably on a matching chair, was Sally’s grandmother. Mrs. Belinda Worthington was a trim, stylish woman of sixty-five with white hair and blue eyes. She wore tailored trousers and a cashmere sweater. Robbie ran up to her, pulling something out of the pocket of his sailor suit.

Mrs. Worthington held out her hand. “What have you got there, Mr. Robert?”

Robbie deposited a large pink earthworm into her hand. Bill Hesslop winced, but Mrs. Worthington didn’t even blink. “Well. This is a fine big wriggler, isn’t he? It’s too bad your grandpa isn’t with us anymore. He’d take this fine specimen down to the pond and show you how to catch a fish with him. The gardener stocks the pond with trout, you know.”

Robbie nodded at her solemnly. “Fishes eat worms.” Robbie took the worm back and tried to put it in his mouth, but his grandmother was too quick for him. She calmly snatched up the worm and handed it to Bill Hesslop. “Bill, dear. Dispose of this, would you.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He sighed and carried the worm down to the lawn. Sally ran up to Mrs. Worthington and gave her a hug. “Hi, grandma! Look who I brought! This is my best friend, Katie Greenwald. Just so you know, Katie’s not a salesperson or a missionary. She’s a fifth-grader. We’re in the same class at school.”

Sally waved at Katie to come nearer, but Katie shook her head vigorously, looking terrified.

Mrs. Worthington smiled at her. She picked up a plate of cookies from a small table next to her deckchair. “Katie, I can tell by your tasteful outfit that you are a young lady of distinction. Now, I have here some wonderfully refined Petit Fours which I’m sure will appeal to your palate. Come try one.”

Katie shyly approached and took a cookie. “It’s very nice, ma’am.”

“Such lovely manners,” said Mrs. Worthington. “You could learn a thing or two from your friend, Miss Sally.”

Sally tried to swallow the cookie she’d grabbed and stuffed into her mouth. “I have super good manners,” she said, her voice muffled by cookie. “You told me so last time I was here, grandma. You said my compartments were spotless.”

“Your comportment, dear. Your comportment was spotless. It means you were behaving like a little lady during that visit. Quite out of character, it was. You must have been ill. Perhaps a touch of flu. Usually you dash about like a little wombat that’s gotten into my diet pills.”

“What’s a wombat?” asked Sally, taking another cookie.

“A small creature, dear. Very hyperactive. Speaking of small creatures, where is that animal you’re always carting around? I hope he isn’t loose in the house. Last time you were here Cook found him in the pantry. He popped out at her from behind a jar of pickled beets. She came running to me, screaming something about mice and threatening to quit. It took a bottle of my best brandy to calm her down.”

“Melvin’s right here, grandma. See?” Sally pointed at her shoulder, but Melvin wasn’t there. Sally lifted her hair and felt around the back of her neck. No Melvin.

Her grandmother gave her a suspicious look. “Sally Jane Hesslop. Is that miniature marauder loose in my house again?”

“No, no,” said Sally hurriedly. “Everything’s fine, grandma. I put Melvin in a safe place, where he wouldn’t bother anybody. I’ll just go check on him.” She made shooing motions at Katie, who backed nervously towards the house. Sally walked nonchalantly to the door, then yanked it open and pushed Katie through.

“Dang that Melvin,” Sally grouched as she dashed down the hall. “He must have jumped ship and gone exploring. C’mon, Katie. We have to find him before Mrs. Beatty does. That’s grandma’s cook. She makes the best fudge brownies in the world, and grandma’s always saying she loves Mrs. Beatty’s cooking better than she loves her own family. Grandma’ll be really mad if Mrs. Beatty leaves on account of Melvin.”

Katie puffed along behind Sally. “Why does Mrs. Beatty hate Melvin?” she asked breathlessly. “He’s a nice hamster. Even my Mom likes him. Remember that time you brought him over to our apartment? My Mom said he was a prince among gerbils.”

“Well, of course he’s a prince among gerbils,” said Sally. “Hamsters are way, way better than stinky old gerbils. Mrs. Beatty’s problem is she can’t tell that Melvin’s a hamster. She thinks he’s a mouse. Every time she sees him she tries to hit him with her rolling pin.”

Katie gasped in horror.

Sally sang a tune as she ran:

“Mel, I know you’re in the house.

Mrs. Beatty thinks you’re a mouse.

Come out before you get bashed.

Hamsters look better un-smashed.”

Suddenly a loud scream echoed through the house. “Shoot!” said Sally. “That’s Mrs. Beatty. C’mon!”

They rushed into the kitchen, where Mrs. Beatty was standing near the oven wearing her usual uniform of flower-print dress, hairnet, and apron. Interrupted in the middle of her daily baking, she was eyeing a mixing bowl and waving a rolling pin at it. She took a step towards the bowl as it rattled. Whiskers poked over the edge, then slid back down. When they appeared again, the flour-covered head of Melvin could be seen peering over the edge of the bowl.

Melvin squirmed and wriggled and managed to pull himself up onto the rim of the bowl. It tottered and tipped over, spilling Melvin and a cascade of flour onto the kitchen counter.

Mrs. Beatty let out a war whoop and brought the rolling pin crashing down onto the counter. She missed Melvin by a whisker. He scrambled along the flour-dusted countertop, dashed around a carton of eggs, and dove head first into the open maw of a food processor. Mrs. Beatty yelled in triumph and leapt forward. She hit the ‘On’ switch of the food processor.

The processor began to spin, taking Melvin with it. He went around, faster and faster. Just as he was in danger of becoming hamster McNuggets he was flung out of the food processor. He flew through the air and landed face first in a bowl full of walnuts, scattering nuts everywhere.

The walnuts shifted under his feet as Melvin frantically sped up, trying to scramble out of the bowl. Nuts started flying through the air like tiny cannonballs, pelting Mrs. Beatty in the face. She raised her rolling pin and warded them off like a Jedi master blocking bullets with his light saber.

Mrs. Beatty hit a walnut through the open kitchen window, clobbering a pigeon which was flying across the lawn. It squawked and crash-landed on the grass. Ducking walnuts, Sally grabbed Melvin and jumped back out of range of Mrs. Beatty’s rolling pin. Melvin shook himself, showering Sally in flour. “Jeez, Mel,” said Sally. “What a mess. You need a bath. You look like a dumpling with feet.”

“A bath!” yelled Mrs. Beatty, shaking her rolling pin. “Do not talk to me of baths! What is needed is a mousetrap with a nice strong spring. Snap!” She whacked her rolling pin down on the counter with a bang.

Sally and Katie jumped. “C’mon, Mrs. Beatty,” said Sally. “You don’t really mean that. Melvin’s very sorry he disturbed your cooking. Aren’t you, Mel?” Sally held Melvin up to her eyes and glared at him.

Melvin stared back at her and yawned. He was clearly not in an apologetic mood, rolling pin or no rolling pin.

Mrs. Beatty snorted and shook the rolling pin at them. “Out of my kitchen! All of you! I am making croque en bouche. It is a very delicate process, not to be interrupted by small children and mice! Out!”

Sally, Katie, and Melvin beat a hasty retreat.

*   *   *   *

“I bet they’ve gone down to the stables,” said Sally, surveying the empty patio. Her father, grandmother, and Robbie were nowhere to be seen. A lone sparrow pecked at the crumbs of the Petit Fours. “C’mon, maybe grandma’ll let us ride Max!” She dashed down the steps of the patio two at a time and headed across the lawn.

“Who’s Max?” Katie asked, breath coming in gasps as she tried to keep up.

“He’s a Shetland pony,” said Sally, slowing down so Katie could catch up. “He’s super gentle. You can ride on his back without a saddle. Plus he’s got long blond hair called a mane. Grandma lets me brush it. When it’s brushed Max looks just like a princess. Well, he would if he weren’t a horse. Or a boy.”

“I don’t know if I want to meet Max,” Katie said dubiously. “I think I might be afraid of horses.”

“What do you mean, ‘might’ be? Don’t you know?”

“I’m not sure,” said Katie. “I’ve never seen a horse, not in person I mean.”

Sally changed course and headed for a birdbath in the center of the lawn. “You have so seen a horse. Remember that policeman who yelled at us just cause we were climbing that lamppost? He was riding a horse.”

“He was yelling at you, not me,” said Katie. “I wasn’t climbing the lamppost. I was holding your backpack and Melvin. Melvin didn’t want to climb the lamppost either. And the horse was way over across the street. If the horse had been on our side of the street I’m pretty sure I would have been afraid of it.”

“Well, you won’t be afraid of Max. And anyway, he’s a pony, not a horse. Ponies are kinda like horses that have shrunk. You know, like that time my Dad wasn’t home and I did the laundry all by myself and all of my Dad’s sweaters shrank. It was weird. They came out of the dryer looking like little kids clothes. Robbie wears them now. Your Mom’s got some nice sweaters. I specially like that pink fuzzy one. If you ever want some new clothes, just do the laundry.” Sally stopped at the birdbath. It had moss growing along its sides and was full of rainwater. A sparrow was perched on the rim, watching them warily. “Okay, Mel. It’s bath time.”

She lowered Melvin into the water. When she let go he promptly sank down to the moldy bottom of the birdbath. Sally grabbed him off the bottom and swished him around in the water, leaving a trail of flour floating like dust on the water’s surface.

“There you go, Mel. Much better. Though I can see you’re overdue for your Secret Agent swimming lessons. You might want to sign up next time you’re in Washington BC. And make sure you use Water Wings the first time. Katie uses them.”

“Oh, yes”, said Katie, nodding enthusiastically. “Definitely use Water Wings, Melvin. One time, Charlie Sanderson pushed me into the pool at Rimrock Park when I wasn’t wearing my Water Wings. The lifeguard had to pull me out and hit my back to get all the water out. I had pool water in my tummy for days afterward. You could hear it splashing around when I walked.”

Melvin regarded her with appropriate solemnity upon hearing this information.

Sally pulled off Melvin’s wet sweater and set him on her shoulder. “I hope he doesn’t catch cold. Melvin’s very delicate. And sensitive. My Dad says he’s an old soul. That means he’s a good listener. He knows all kinds of super-secret stuff, but he never tells anyone. That would be against the Super Secret Hamster Code of Rules and Regulations. Nope, if you’ve got a secret, tell a hamster.”

“Gerbils are verbal

And sip tea that is herbal.

They gossip and chat

About this and that.

So if you’ve got secrets to tell,

A hamster is swell.

Do what you will,

They’ll never spill.”

Sally and Katie (and Melvin, shivering on Sally’s shoulder and dripping water down the back of her t-shirt) followed a stone-covered path which led from the lawn into a grove of birch trees. A patch of bluebells clustered under the waving trees. Sally picked one of the tiny flowers and held it up for Melvin to sniff. He nosed it warily and then suddenly swallowed it, causing hamster convulsions as he choked on the petals. To prevent himself from falling off Sally’s shoulder Melvin dug his claws into her T-shirt.

“Ouch! Dang it Melvin, that hurt.” Sally detached him from her T-shirt and held him up at eye level. “What do you say? Hmm?”

Melvin was not known for his expressiveness, but it did appear that his whiskers had a hint of apology about them.

“That’s right,” said Sally. “You say you’re sorry. Grandma’s always saying how I need some etiquette lessons. Maybe you should have some too. You can’t be a Secret Agent if you don’t have good etiquette.”

“What’s etiquette?” asked Katie.

“It’s these rules on how to behave in all situations. Like, if you burp really loudly at a fancy dinner party you should point to the person next to you. Hamsters know all these rules automatically, but I think maybe Melvin needs a refresher course.”

Up ahead the trees thinned out and the path they were on ended at a white-fenced corral. Mrs. Worthington was mounted on a chestnut mare, putting the glossy-coated horse through its paces. Together horse and rider turned and spun expertly around the corral. Mrs. Worthington sat with her back straight as a ruler. They picked up speed and sailed over a jump made of red and white striped poles, the horse’s hooves clearing the top pole with ease. Bill Hesslop and Robbie clapped from their seats on a pile of hay bales.

“Wow! Look at your grandmother!” said Katie as they climbed onto the fence of the corral to watch. “How come she doesn’t fall off?”

“Oh, she practices all the time.” said Sally. “Grandma says she started riding when she was two. Her Dad put her on a pony and then gave it a spanking. It took off and ran right through some rose bushes and then up those steps in the backyard and into the house. My Dad says grandma is exaggerating about the ‘into the house’ part. He says I get my linguistic flexibility from her. That means I can roll my tongue into funny shapes.” Sally stuck her tongue out at Katie and rolled it into a “U” shape.

Katie looked impressed and tried to roll her tongue too, but couldn’t quite manage it. She pushed at it with her fingers, but finally gave up. “Your grandmother must be very rich, to live in this big house and have horses and everything. How come you and your Dad and Robbie live in such a small apartment?”

“It’s because of the prostate,” said Sally, laying Melvin’s wet sweater on the top rail of the fence to dry. “My Mom died without a will, so the estate went into Prostate. When it came out all the money stayed with my grandma, cause she’s my Mom’s mom. Also my Mom and Dad weren’t married. They were free spirits. That means they saved lots of money by not getting married. My Dad says that weddings are just huge holes people throw cash into. Which is just stupid. If I had lots of money I wouldn’t throw it down a hole. I’d vest it in the sock market. That’s what grandma does. My Dad says she’s rolling in money. That means she spreads money on the floor and does somersaults on it.”

Katie nodded, looking impressed.

Sally waved at her grandmother, who wheeled her horse and trotted over to them.

“Hello, Miss Sally. Would you like to ride Violet here? I’ve given her a thorough workout, so she’s nice and calm.”

Bill Hesslop jumped off his hay bale and hurried up to the fence, looking rather alarmed. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. Sally, why don’t you ride that little pony you were on last time? He’s more your speed. He’s right over there.”

Bill Hesslop pointed to Max, a chubby little Shetland pony who was munching grass in a pasture next to the corral.

“Nonsense, Bill dear,” said Mrs. Worthington. “Why, I started riding full-grown horses when I was five. She’ll be fine. We’ll start slow. Sally dear, come sit up here in front of me.”

Mrs. Worthington guided her horse up next to the fence. Sally handed Melvin to Katie and climbed onto the top bar of the fence. Her grandmother wrapped one arm around Sally’s waist and hoisted her into the saddle in front of her. They trotted slowly around the corral, Sally whooping with delight and Bill Hesslop watching nervously. Katie climbed down from the fence and made herself comfortable on a hay bale. She put Melvin on her lap and gave him a good scratch behind the ears. Both of them looked extremely glad they were sitting on a hay bale and not on a horse.

Robbie sat next to them for a while, swinging his chubby legs and chewing on a handful of grass he had yanked up from the pony’s pasture, but soon he started to fidget. He climbed down from his hay bale and toddled off toward Max with a determined gleam in his eye. Katie eyed him worriedly, but decided that if she had to choose between watching Melvin and watching Robbie, Melvin was definitely the easier choice.

Max had tired of grass and was ambling over to a pile of sacks bulging with grain which someone had unwisely left in his pasture. With his strong front teeth he tore a hole in one corner of the top sack and a tiny waterfall of grain poured out. As Max indulged himself in this unexpected snack Robbie quietly pulled himself up onto the wobbling pile of grain sacks. He balanced precariously, like a diver on a diving board, then reached out with both hands and awkwardly slid himself stomach first onto the pony’s back, where he lay like a very lumpy saddle. Max pulled his nose out of the grain pile in surprise and twisted his head around. He eyed Robbie’s rear end curiously, giving a little shake to see if the strange object would fall off. Robbie giggled. Max pricked up his ears at this, deciding this might be a fun game. He started at a slow trot across the pasture. Robbie bounced up and down, laughing hysterically.

Max circled his pasture a few times then headed for the gate, which was closed but not locked. He gave the bars a push with his nose and they were off toward the estate’s long gravel drive and freedom.

Behind them footsteps pounded on the gravel. Max sped up, his round belly swaying from side to side. Robbie’s giggles got even louder. It looked like the two adventurers were going to pull off their escape into the wide world. But, alas, reality (and a puffing parent) prevailed.

Bill Hesslop ran forward and grabbed Robbie off the pony’s back. “That’s enough, you two,” he said, gasping for air. He set Robbie on his feet and shook his finger at Max. “Max, you should know better. And you, Robbie. With all the dirt and cookies you’ve managed to tuck away today, all that bouncing is going to make you spew like Old Faithful.”

Mrs. Worthington and Sally rode up on Violet. The chestnut mare nickered in a disapproving manner at the pony. Max shook his blond mane at her and began to calmly munch a cluster of dandelions at his feet.

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about our Mr. Robert’s digestion,” said Mrs. Worthington. “He has a stomach like cast iron. He gets it from his grandpa. That man could eat a five-course Sunday dinner, top if off with three desserts, and then go on the WhirlyGig ride at the State Fair carnival without so much as a twinge of heartburn. Though, I admit he didn’t share little Mr. Robert’s fondness for soil sampling. You really ought to cure the child of that, Bill dear. I caught him snacking on the compost under my roses the last time he was here. It’s a good thing I tell my gardener not to use pesticides.”

Bill Hesslop sighed. “Yes, ma’am. I’ve tried to get Robbie to stop eating dirt. Our doctor says it’s just a phase he’s going through. He’s like a puppy. He’ll eat anything. Next he’ll probably start chewing on shoes. Well, it’s been a pleasure, as always, but we need to get going. I need to get Sally to her school. Her play is tonight and they have one last rehearsal.”

“You’re coming, right grandma?” said Sally as she slid off of Violet’s back. “It’s gonna be super terrific. It’s about the Pilgrims and the first Thanksgiving. I’m a Squall.”

“You mean a Squaw, Sally.” said her father.

Sally nodded. “Right. If you’re a Naïve American and a girl, then you’re a Squall. The boys are Braves, like the baseball team. All the Brownies from my troop are in the play. Course, we don’t have boys in the Brownies, so there are some Cub Scouts in the play, but it’s still gonna be good.”

Mrs. Worthington dismounted. “I’m sure even the Cub Scouts will be unable to dim your thespian brilliance my dear. Of course I’ll be there. It will be the highlight of my social season.”


Chapter Six
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“Hey Dad,” Sally yelled as she ran across the stage at her school. She was wearing one of her Dad’s old T-shirts which hung to her knees and was dyed brown. Covering her head was a paper grocery bag which had loops of green paper sprouting from its top and red stripes of paint on the front. The eyeholes cut into the bag kept shifting as Sally ran, making it hard for her to see. She tripped over a pumpkin which a Cub Scout had sent rolling across the stage like a bowling ball.

“That’s a strike!” shouted the Cub Scout. “I win!”

“No you don’t,” said another Cub Scout. “You didn’t knock Hesslop down. You don’t get any points in bowling unless you knock the pins down. Try that little girl over there, the one with the white feather sticking up from her head. She looks easier to knock down.”

Sally ignored the Cub Scouts and waved at Mr. Hesslop and Robbie, who were sitting in the front row of the audience waiting for the play to begin.

“Dad,” Sally yelled from inside the bag. “Do you like my costume? I made it myself in drama class. Guess what I am.”

Bill Hesslop cocked his head to one side and examined her. “Well, I’m going to go with either Yoda’s twin sister or that homeless guy on Fisherman’s Wharf who thinks he’s a circus clown.”

Sally groaned. “Daaaad!” She spun around in a chaotic dance, arms flailing wildly. Katie, who had come on stage carrying her own painted grocery bag under her arm, backed away out of range. Sally came to an abrupt halt and looked down at her Dad expectantly.

Bill Hesslop shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry, honey. Haven’t got a clue. Are you Big Bird’s cousin, Weird Little Parakeet?”

“Sheesh, Dad. It’s sooo obvious. I’m a Naïve American.”

“A what? Oh. I think you mean you’re a Native American, honey.”

The grocery bag nodded its head. “Right. I’m Princess Scary Fighting Eagle. Katie is Little Pigeon Poop. Put your head on, Katie.”

Katie turned red and shook her head vigorously.

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to, Katie,” said Mr. Hesslop.

Katie gave him a grateful smile and leaned toward him. “My name’s Little Pigeon. No poop,” she whispered.

Mr. Hesslop smiled at her. “It’s a very nice name, Katie.”

“Thank you. Sally wanted me to be Little Gopher On The Prairie, but I think pigeons are nicer. Plus, they don’t taste like corndogs.”

“Kaaatie,” said Sally. You could tell she was rolling her eyes just by the angle of her grocery bag. “Only the Pioneers thought that gophers tasted like corndogs. That’s because the Pioneers never went to the State Fair and had a real corndog. The last time I went to the State Fair I petted a pig and went on the Tilt-a-Whirl and ate six corndogs. I should have gone on the Tilt-a-Whirl before eating the corndogs. Remember, Dad? They had to shut down the ride and call the cleaning crew. The cleaning crew was calling me bad names. Remember, Dad?”

“Vividly,” said Bill Hesslop. “You desecrated a great American institution and Robbie ate all the rabbit pellets in the Rabbit Hutch at the 4H Club. They asked us not to come back.”

“What’s desecrated?” asked Sally. “Is that what Robbie does after he’s eaten too much dirt?”

“Something like that,” said Mr. Hesslop. “You two run along. I think your teacher is waving at you.”

Chaos reigned backstage at the Montgomery Elementary School auditorium. Kids ran around bumping into each other and knocking against the set, which consisted of pine trees painted on cardboard.

Sally darted out from behind the scenery, ran across the stage, and slid to a halt in front of Mrs. Patterson, who in addition to her duties as a Brownie troop leader was also the school’s drama teacher. She was carrying a clipboard and looking extremely harassed.

Sally took off her paper bag headdress and put her hands on her hips, staring up at Mrs. Patterson defiantly. “Ok, all the Indians have voted. We want to do my dance.”

Mrs. Patterson glared down at her, nostrils flaring. “How many times do I have to go over this? In this play, the Indians do not, I repeat, do not dance. They offer corn and pumpkins to the Pilgrims, and then stand quietly in the background while the preacher recites a prayer of thanks.”

Sally glared right back at her, looking mutinous and pondering various retorts. She squirmed, she bit her tongue, she drove the heel of her bare foot into the floorboards, but finally, with an enormous effort at self-control, Sally decided that direct confrontation was not the way to go and stomped off.

Mrs. Patterson sighed and marched over to a piano at the side of the stage. A pale scrawny girl in a Pilgrim costume was plunking out the national anthem. “For Heaven’s Sake, Patricia,” barked Mrs. Patterson, “pick up the tempo. This is the Thanksgiving Feast, not a funeral.”

Behind the cardboard scenery Sally was holding a secret meeting of the Indians.

“Okay guys,” she said, waving her paper bag around for emphasis. “Prissy Patterson is not going for it. She says that we have to stay behind the Pilgrims and be quiet. That’s just stupid. I say we owe it to all Naïve Americans to do our dance. You know how they had rain dances? Well, this can be our Pumpkin Dance.”

A tiny Indian took off her paper bag. “I don’t know, Sally,” she said. “I don’t wanna get in trouble. My Mom says I should never do anything that Hesslop girl tells me to do. I think she means you.”

Sally put a hand on the tiny girl’s shoulder. “Most of the time, Piper, your Mom would be right. But not tonight. So, let’s vote on it. Raise your hand if you want to do the Pumpkin Dance.”

At first only two of the Indians raised their hands: Sally and Katie. But Sally glared an especially fierce glare at all of them until everyone raised their hands.

“Great!” said Sally. “It’s unanimous!” She pulled her paper bag over her head and peered around the edge of the scenery. Mrs. Patterson was motioning all the kids into the wings, stage right. Sally waved her troop of Indians into a scraggly line and led them off stage.

The audience wandered into the auditorium, chatting and looking in no rush to take their seats. Sally’s grandmother glided elegantly down the center aisle, dressed in a yellow satin gown, pearls, and a fake-fur wrap. She joined Mr. Hesslop and Robbie in the front row.

The lights dimmed. Stragglers took their seats. Mrs. Patterson minced across the stage, patting her bouffant hairdo. Giggles wafted out from behind the closed curtains. Mrs. Patterson rapped sharply on her clipboard with a pencil and frowned menacingly at the curtains. The curtains abruptly stopped giggling.

Mrs. Patterson cleared her throat. “Dear Friends and Family, thank you for coming tonight. We hope you’ll find our presentation of The First Thanksgiving both enjoyable and uplifting. This is our tribute to the founders of this great nation, who fought against the heathen masses and emerged victorious.” Mrs. Patterson motioned to someone stage right and exited into the wings. The curtains lifted. Boys and girls dressed as Pilgrims sat at a picnic table covered with ears of corn. The centerpiece was a cardboard bird which looked more like a parrot than a turkey. It was holding a sprig of cranberries in its beak.

Behind the picnic table Sally and her Indians formed a ragged line across the stage. They all had paper bags on their heads and each held a small pumpkin. Sally was holding hers in one hand, tossing it lightly in the air like a baseball. Bill Hesslop waved to catch her eye and glared at her sternly. Sally waved back at him cheerfully and kept tossing her pumpkin.

A Cub Scout dressed as a minister in a little black suit stood at the head of the table. “Welcome to our feast of Thanksgiving. Through hard work we have overcome all hardships. Let us give thanks to our heathen neighbors who have helped us through these difficult times.”

The Cub Scout minister pointed to the line of Indians standing behind the picnic table. All the Indians looked at Sally. Sally nodded and carefully placed her pumpkin on her head. The other Indians followed suit, executing wobbly 360 degree turns in place while balancing the pumpkins on their heads.

The audience laughed, clapping appreciatively. The Cub Scout Minister looked uncertainly over his shoulder to where Mrs. Patterson stood in the wings. She glared and motioned abruptly at him to resume speaking.

The Cub Scout looked like he wanted to renounce his vows, but he gave it one more try. “These humble savages bring gifts of food to keep us from hunger.”

He motioned to the Indians to come forward. Sally arranged them in two lines on either side of the picnic table. As one, they bent forward, as if to place their pumpkins in front of the pilgrims, but at a hand-signal from Sally they suddenly started tossing their pumpkins to each other over the heads of the pilgrims. A tiny Cub Scout Indian misjudged his throw and conked a pilgrim on the head with his pumpkin. The pilgrim waved an ear of corn at him threateningly and the Cub Scout ran off stage in tears. Two of the Indians tried to get fancy by throwing their pumpkins diagonally across the table. Their pumpkins collided in mid-air and rained orange pumpkin pieces down on the pilgrims.

Mrs. Patterson marched out on stage in an attempt to restore order. When Sally spotted her she gave another hand-signal. All the Indians launched into their Naïve American dance with wild abandon. Pumpkins were tossed. Pumpkins were rolled like bowling balls. Pumpkins were smashed. Sally climbed up on the picnic table and started dancing, waving ears of corn, her high kicks narrowly missing the Pilgrims’ pointy hats.

Down among the clapping audience Bill Hesslop sat with his head in his hands while next to him Mrs. Worthington clapped loudly and whistled. The pilgrims sat at the table, looking at each other uncertainly as they ducked and dodged the pumpkins and Sally’s kicks. Finally, one of them got up and tried a few tentative dance steps. Mrs. Patterson advanced on him, waving her clipboard, and he rapidly sat back down at the picnic table.

Sally jumped down from the table and started dancing down the steps of the stage into the audience, scattering bits of pumpkin goo which had stuck to her paper bag. The rest of the Indians followed her, slipping on pumpkin guts and knocking each other down the steps. They executed a messy conga line down the center aisle of the auditorium, scattering paper feathers and pumpkin bits. They danced back up the steps of the stage and disappeared into the wings, accompanied by audience cheers.

Mrs. Patterson waved frantically for the curtains to be brought down. “Well, that concludes our performance. I hope we’ve managed to show how unmannered and disruptive heathens can be. Let’s take our example from the Pilgrims and go forth to stomp out heathenism wherever we find it.”

Suddenly the curtain raised a few inches off the floor. Mrs. Patterson peered uncertainly under it. The curtain twitched and a multitude of tiny pumpkins rolled out from under the curtain and across the stage. Mrs. Patterson jumped and dodged as they rolled past her feet and dropped off the edge of the stage with loud splats. Deciding she’d had enough of pumpkins, Indians, and Pilgrims for one night, Mrs. Patterson exited rapidly, stage right.

*   *   *   *

Sally skipped along, her excited breathing making little puffs of steam in the cold night air. Her parka covered her Indian costume, but a green paper feather could be seen poking out of her hood.

She skipped a circle around her Dad. “Wasn’t it cool?” she asked breathlessly. “I was the director. Directors tell everybody what to do. I was just like George Lucas. He was the Star Wars director. Only I had pumpkins instead of aliens. Pumpkins are easier to direct. Also, they don’t shoot you with laser guns. And we didn’t have Yoda. I don’t think he was at the First Thanksgiving, though I think maybe aliens were, cause Mrs. Patterson kept going on about ‘savage alien cultures’. What I think happened was the aliens got invited, but they found out that the Pilgrims’ parties were really boring, so they didn’t show up. They went to the Andromeda galaxy instead, where there’s a really cool dance party every Friday night.”

Bill Hesslop folded his arms and gave Sally a stern glance. “I was under the impression that Mrs. Patterson was supposed to be the director.”

Sally looked up at him innocently, one of her paper feathers tickling her ear. “She directed the Pilgrims. I directed the pumpkins and the Naïve Americans. There was too much work for one person, so we shared. You’re always telling me how important it is to share, Dad.”

Sally’s grandmother chuckled and pulled her fur wrap around her. “Out maneuvered as usual, Bill dear. Well, Miss Sally, I thought tonight’s entertainment was a sparkling success. I foresee a great career ahead of you in the theater. You’ll be directing plays on Broadway in no time. And if you need an investor just let me know.”

“Thanks grandma,” said Sally.

Mrs. Worthington looked around for Robbie, who had absconded with one of the mini-pumpkins and was sitting on the ground gnawing on it. She patted him on the head, waved to Bill Hesslop, and disappeared into a waiting taxi.

Bill Hesslop scooped up Robbie and his pumpkin. “Okay, everyone. Let’s go home.”

They headed down the dark street, Sally skipping ahead until she was half a block in front of the others.

“Sally, not so far ahead,” yelled her father.

Sally reversed course and skipped back to them. “It’s okay, Dad. I was just scouting. All Naïve Americans do it. They explore ahead, checking for dangers and stuff. Like bears and wolves and aliens. Especially aliens. Since the aliens missed the First Thanksgiving they might have wanted to come to ours, since we had pumpkins. Aliens love pumpkins, you know. I saw it on TV. Pumpkins make aliens crazy. The pumpkin smell makes them shoot people with laser guns and cut off their hair. Aliens hate long hair. They want everyone to have crew cuts. I saw it on America’s Most Wanted. Plus they have tattoos. The most popular tattoo for aliens is Hello Kitty. If you see anyone with a Hello Kitty tattoo or a Hello Kitty lunchbox you can bet that’s an alien. So, you have to have a scout. The scout goes ahead of the group and checks behind parked cars and mailboxes for any aliens carrying laser guns and Hello Kitty lunchboxes.”

Robbie looked terrified. He clutched his pumpkin tighter and started sniffling. “Aliens want my pumpkin?”

“No, Robbie,” sighed his father. “Aliens don’t want your pumpkin. And even if they did, Sally would karate-chop them before they could get it. Okay?”

Robbie wiped his nose with his hand and tried to look brave. “Okay.”

They walked slowly up the hill toward home, Sally darting here and there in front of them, looking in the windows of parked cars. At the top of the hill Sally led the way into their apartment building and they shut the door on the world.


Chapter Seven
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“Billy Randall, give Matthew back his retainer,” yelled Mr. Zukas. “You certainly don’t need it. Not even Hoover Dam could hold back those giant buckteeth of yours.”

It was field trip day at Montgomery Elementary School, and a long, raggedy line of kids with backpacks stretched across the playground. The line ended at a large school bus. Kids jumped up and down, trying to see in its windows, but its door remained firmly closed. The front of the line stuck to the school bus door, shoving territorially, but the rest of the line swayed back and forth like a sidewinder rattlesnake as kids pushed and yelled and played “Keep Away”.

Mr. Zukas, portly in a Burberry raincoat, was trying to restore order. “Melinda Smithers, stop that ear-splitting racket. I’m sure Bobby Stillman is the cutest guy in fifth grade. However, I sincerely doubt that screaming this fact at the top of your lungs is going to endear you to him. I’ve heard car alarms that were less piercing.”

Sally and Katie were holding their position mid-way down the line. Sally wore her usual jeans and parka, Katie wore a tailored coat over a pleated skirt. As Mr. Zukas walked by her Sally assumed a painfully innocent expression. Mr. Zukas frowned at her suspiciously. Sally smiled and gave him a finger wave. He harrumphed and continued on down the line.

Keeping an eye on Mr. Zukas, Sally slipped her backpack off one shoulder and unzipped it. Melvin poked his nose out.

Katie gasped. “You brought Melvin?! Oh, I don’t know, Sally. You’re going to get in so much trouble. And what if they think I’m an accomplish? My Mom’s always saying how she loves accomplishes, cause that means she can bang her judge’s gavel and put more people in jail. I don’t want to go to jail. My Mom says they don’t allow teddy bears in jail, and I can’t sleep without Muffy.” Katie sniffled and wiped her nose with her embroidered handkerchief.

“You’re not going to jail,” said Sally. She pulled Melvin out of the backpack and put him on her shoulder. “Nobody’s gonna spot Mel. He’s in super secret invisibility mode. See? He’s wearing his T-Shirt of Invisibility.”

Melvin dug his claws into Sally’s parka. He was wearing a piece of old t-shirt with holes cut into it for his legs. His shaven fur had grown a little. Instead of a crew-cut he now had a fashionably layered look.

Katie eyed him doubtfully. “You’re sure no one can see him? Cause even if they don’t send us to jail, they might send us to the Principal’s office. Jamal Warner got sent there yesterday for feeding Jiffy Pop to Arnold the Iguana. Did you know that iguanas can explode if you feed them too much Jiffy Pop? Mrs. Finsterman was very angry. She said that exploding iguanas would give the school a bad reputation. Then she pinched Jamal with her clothes pin. Which I thought was really unfair, since Arnold didn’t explode. He just swelled up, like he was going to have baby iguanas. Then he got really skinny all of a sudden and Mr. Zukas had to ask the janitor for a can of air freshener.”

Sally nodded knowingly. “Jiffy Pop is really smelly. Especially if you burn it.” She tucked Melvin back inside her backpack.

Katie looked at her worriedly. “Do you think he can breathe in there?”

“Sure”, said Sally. “See? Don’t tell my Dad, but I cut a hole right here. So Mel can poke his nose out and get some air.”

Mr. Zukas whacked his furled umbrella against the side of the school bus. “Listen up, you little miscreants. We’re going into a very old, history-laden part of San Francisco: Chinatown. This means ancient culture, exotic food, sophisticated people. You will be representing the school. This means that you will behave. No fighting, no spitting, no swearing, no pushing, no hair-pulling, no shoplifting, and no back-talk. When we get off the bus you will find a partner and stick with this partner for the entire trip. Now, I have two very nice young kids from San Francisco City College helping me today. Everybody wave to them.”

Mr. Zukas pointed his umbrella at two twenty-year-old girls standing at the back of the line. Forty little kids waved at them enthusiastically. The two college kids waved back doubtfully.

“And just let me point out,” continued Mr. Zukas, “that those innocent looking umbrellas my two assistants are carrying are not in fact umbrellas at all. They are super high-voltage, excruciatingly painful cattle prods. Which they will not hesitate to use on you if you do not follow my orders at all times.”

The kids looked unconcerned, having heard Mr. Zukas’ threats many times, but the two college girls glanced at each other uncertainly.

“Okay,” said Mr. Zukas. “We’re about ready to ship out. Straighten out this line and pipe down, or nobody is getting on this bus. We’ll forget about the field trip and march right back into the classroom and read excerpts from the History of the Roman Empire. The exploits of Caligula may pale in comparison to what you got up to last recess, but I’ll wager that three chapters of Seneca’s speeches will tame you little warthogs. And if you’re really bad we’ll read the footnotes too.”

The kids scrambled back into line. Yelling downscaled to whispering, and shoving to the occasional poke in the back when Mr. Zukas wasn’t looking. The doors of the bus swung open and the kids surged forward, the unruly line slowly disappearing into the bus like a snake slithering into its hole.

*   *   *   *

“I think they went that way.” Katie pointed down a narrow, crooked alleyway lined with small shops. Even though it was a sunny spring day, the alleyway seemed dark and creepy, like the basement of an old house on Halloween. Each doorway was decorated with red Chinese lanterns. A shop on the corner had rows of ducks hanging in the window, like laundry hung up to dry.

“We were following the class,” said Katie, “and Mr. Zukas was pointing his umbrella at that store with all the ducks. Isn’t it awful the way the ducks are hanging there? Why are they on hooks?”

“That’s what they do to criminals in Chinatown,” said Sally, heading confidently in the wrong direction. “They hang ’em. These ducks were probably part of some gang. The Quackers, maybe, or the Webbed Marauders. They were outlaws. The sheriff caught ’em and executed ’em. Then he hung them up on hooks so all the other ducks can see what happens to bad guys. That’s why all the ducks in Chinatown are so law-abiding. Cause of the hooks. He’ll hang us on a hook too, if he catches us.”

Katie gasped and turned a pale shade of green. “He will not. Will he?”

“Sure,” nodded Sally. “We’re outlaws now. If you see the sheriff coming, hide. And don’t talk to any ducks. They might try to recruit you into their gang. Then you’ll have to carry a switchblade and learn gangsta rap. Ducks love gangsta rap. The beat drives them wild. So if you see any ducks wearing iPods, run.”

Katie nodded and peered around fearfully. “I don’t understand how we got lost so fast. I was listening to Mr. Zukas explain how in China this is the Year of the Chicken, and then Charlie Sanderson made those stupid chicken noises, and then everyone disappeared.”

Sally rummaged in her backpack and pulled out a rather smushed Melvin. She set him on her shoulder. “The Chinese Dragon got them,” she said nonchalantly.

Katie gasped and turned even greener. She sat down shakily on the curb. Sally sat next to her and pulled a granola bar out of her backpack. She gave half to Katie and fed the rest to Melvin.

“What’s the Chinese Dragon?” whispered Katie.

Sally scratched Melvin’s nose. “It’s this giganormous monster that runs around Chinatown gobbling up little kids. I bet it swallowed the whole class in one gulp. Then it washed them down with a whole case of Mountain Dew, cause everyone knows that Mountain Dew aids the digestion. Especially if you’ve just digested Charlie Sanderson. Never eat a Sanderson. You’ll get horrible heartburn. I bet that poor dragon was thinking that a busload of kids would make a nice morning snack. Little did he realize that there was a Sanderson in the bunch. It’s lucky for him that Molly Sanderson’s not in our class. Eating Charlie just gave him heartburn. Eating Molly would have killed him.”

Katie sniffled and blew her nose in her handkerchief. Sally handed her Melvin to pet, and gave her a pat on the back.

“The poor class,” said Katie. “And Mr. Zukas too. All eaten. My Mom told me to be careful today. She has a ‘Be Careful’ list stuck on our fridge with a magnet. Look both ways before crossing the street. Don’t talk to strangers. Always wear your seat belt. But she never said anything about dragons. ‘Don’t get eaten by dragons’ should definitely be on the list. How come the dragon didn’t eat us?”

Sally put Melvin back on her shoulder. “Cause the dragon knows we have Melvin with us. Dragons are super scared of hamsters. Plus, Mr. Zukas was wrong. It’s not the Year of the Chicken. It’s really the Year of the Hamster. That means Melvin’s Super Secret Hamster powers are turbo-charged this year. If any dragons come sniffing along Melvin will just zap them with his laser gun. When you zap dragons with a laser gun you get Kentucky Fried Dragon. With Hot Sauce. It tastes like chicken. C’mon, let’s go exploring.”

Sally hopped up and tucked Melvin back in her backpack. She headed off down the alley, Katie following reluctantly and looking over her shoulder for dragons.

“Shouldn’t we try to get home?” asked Katie. “We have to tell somebody about the class being eaten. I mean, nobody will miss Charlie Sanderson, but the rest of the class, well, it’s sad.”

“It’s okay,” said Sally. “They won’t stay eaten. The dragon will probably barf them back up after lunch. Dragons are stupid. They always eat a giganormous lunch of Swedish meatballs and Doritos. Then they go Square Dancing. Everyone knows you should never go Square Dancing after eating Swedish meatballs and Doritos. It makes you barf. Especially if you snacked on a Sanderson after breakfast.”

Katie nodded, looking reassured. They stopped to look in the window of a small grocery shop. Cardboard boxes overflowing with strange vegetables lined the sidewalk. Green and pink balloons were tied to an awning over the door.

An elderly woman came out of the shop and smiled at them. She handed them pieces of dried, candied fruit. “Welcome to our shop. Today is our Grand Opening. Please stay to watch our lion dance ceremony. It is very special. It is to rid our shop of evil spirits.”

Sally tried a piece of dried pineapple. “I could tell there were lots of evil spirits around here. I can tell cause of the smell. Evil spirits always smell like boiled socks.”

The shopkeeper laughed. “Yes, I think you are right. Please, sit here for best view. Lion Dance will begin very soon, then no more boiled socks.”

She pointed to a box full of large green melons. Sally and Katie sat on the box. A small crowd started to gather. Down the street a gong sounded, then a rhythmic drumbeat came closer and closer.

Suddenly Katie screamed. “It’s the dragon! He’s going to eat us!”

“No, no,” said the shopkeeper soothingly. “Not a dragon. He’s a lion. See his mane? He’s a good lion. To chase away the evil spirits. Watch.”

Katie looked doubtfully from her to the lion. The lion did look like a Chinese dragon. It was twenty feet long, with a large fanged head and a brightly decorated body swaying in an energetic dance. Two sets of legs could be seen under the body, both wearing sneakers and doing a sort of quick foxtrot. Two dancers accompanied the lion, one banging a small, hand-held drum, the other a brass gong. The lion danced in time to their rhythm and then awkwardly cavorted into the store.

Sally turned and peered through the window to watch as the lion danced through the narrow aisles of the grocery store. A few cans of soup got knocked off the shelves, but the clerk behind the counter just laughed and clapped along with the drum. The lion danced out the back door and disappeared.

“See?” said the shopkeeper. “Nice lion. Now our shop is ready to bring good fortune. What do you think?”

Sally sniffed the air. “I think you’re right. The air smells much cleaner. All the evil spirits have been run out of town. They’re probably on a bus to Los Angeles by now.”

The shopkeeper laughed. “Yes, Los Angeles is good place for evil spirits. They feel right at home there. Maybe they get a job in the movies. Here, take these, for good luck.”

She handed them two pink paper parasols printed with Chinese characters.

“Thanks very much,” said Sally. “These are super. And just what we need. All great explorers have pink parasols. It keeps them from getting sunburned when they’re hacking through the jungle with their machetes. C’mon Katie.”

Sally and Katie climbed down from the box of melons and waved good-bye to the shopkeeper.

Sally unfurled her parasol and jauntily twirled it. As she walked along she sang a song:

“Our class was all eaten,

But we are not beaten.

Our teacher was swallowed,

Charlie Sanderson followed.

The dragon did munch

On our class for lunch.

But we were not snacks,

And with our backpacks,

We bravely explore,

Though it thunder and pour.

Around us is jungle,

But we will not bungle.

We wander and roam,

But always find home.”

“I think we should find home now,” said Katie. “If we go exploring we’re just going to get lost. More lost, I mean.”

“We’re not lost,” said Sally. “I know exactly where we are.”

Katie looked doubtful. “Really?”

“Sure. All great explorers have a super terrific sense of direction. We can find our way out of the deepest, darkest jungle with just a map and a compass.”

“We don’t have a map and a compass,” said Katie.

“Nope. But we have Melvin.”

Sally scooped Melvin out of her backpack and held him up in the air. She waved him around like a furry Geiger counter. Melvin sneezed.

Sally addressed Melvin. “You’re sure? Turn left and then straight down? Okay, you’re the boss.” She tucked Melvin back in the backpack. “Home’s this way.”

Sally headed down a broad, tree-lined street which sloped down toward the harbor. Katie followed, looking relieved to be leaving Chinatown (and its dragons) far behind.


Chapter Eight
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“This isn’t home,” said Katie, leaning over the edge of the pier to gaze at the choppy green waves below. She waved at a group of noisy California sea lions who were lolling below her on a floating wooden raft. “This is Fisherman’s Wharf. My Mom took me here once. We had crab legs. I didn’t like them. They looked like giant spider legs.”

Sally cupped her hands around her mouth and barked at the sea lions. “They were giant spider legs. They just tell people that they’re crab legs. If they told everyone they were giant spider legs nobody would buy them.”

“Okay,” said Katie doubtfully. “But this still isn’t home.”

“I know,” said Sally. “Melvin just wanted to stop and say hello to the sea lions. He’s fluent in sea lion, you know. It’s a really hard language to learn, but not for hamsters. Or sea lions, of course.”

Sally leaned forward and looked over the edge of the pier. “You know what I’ve always wanted to do?”

Katie glanced at her nervously. “No. What?”

“Pet a sea lion.”

Katie nodded resignedly, as if expecting that “pet a sea lion” was going to be the answer. “Do you want me to hold your parasol?” she asked.

“Nope. Thanks.” Sally furled her Chinese parasol and tucked it into the back of her jeans. She swung herself over the pier railing and climbed down a rickety wooden ladder nailed to the side of the pier. The sea lions began to bark loudly as Sally jumped from the last rung of the ladder onto their floating raft. A few of them slid off the pier into the water, but a large bull reared up and honked at her challengingly. Sally took a deep breath and honked back. The bull looked startled for a moment, then lumbered toward Sally, bellowing. Sally stood her ground, fists on her hips. People on the pier above her started to shout.

When the bull was only a foot away Sally pulled her parasol out of her jeans and whacked him on the nose with it. The ponderous animal froze in surprise. Sally calmly walked past him, over to one of the smaller sea lions lying nearby, and gave it a pat on its tummy.

As she climbed back up the ladder and over the railing the bystanders on the pier gave her a round of applause. Sally took a bow, opening her parasol and giving it a twirl. She waved to her admirers and headed off down the pier. Katie hurried to catch up.

“C’mon, Katie. I still have my lunch money. Let’s go buy some fried clams.”

“Do I like fried clams?” Katie asked.

“Course you do. They’re lots better than giant spider legs. I wonder what a giant spider looks like without its legs. Probably like a hairy bowling ball.”

Katie looked seasick. “Can I just have a Dr. Pepper?” she asked in a small voice.

“Course, if that’s all you want. My treat. You know, Dr. Pepper is Xena’s favorite.”

“It is?” asked Katie doubtfully.

“Sure. She drank a whole case of it before she chopped off the head of the Gorgon. It gives you lots of energy for fighting.”

“What’s a Gorgon?” asked Katie.

“It’s like the Chinese Dragon, only with bigger teeth. Also it doesn’t eat little kids.”

Katie sighed with relief. “That’s good.”

“Yeah. It’s favorite food is Chicken-Fried Chihuahuas.”

“No!” Katie gasped. “The poor Chihuahuas!”

“Yep. That’s why Xena killed it. Cause eating little kids is one thing, but eating Chihuahuas is just in bad taste.”

Katie frowned in confusion. “Do Chihuahuas taste bad?”

“Not when they’re fried.”

“I think maybe I’ll have a Pepsi instead,” whispered Katie.

“An excellent choice. Want to know who else likes Pepsi?”

“No, not really,” said Katie.

“Okay,” replied Sally good-naturedly. She opened her backpack, pulled Melvin out, and put him on her shoulder. A seagull perched on a nearby piling eyed him hungrily. As they walked past the gull lifted off and hovered over them, watching. They passed food stands selling seafood. Sally stopped in front of a large glass tank full of live octopus. She made faces at them, while Katie did her best to look anywhere but at the tank.

“This guy looks just like Charlie Sanderson,” remarked Sally. “Course, the octopus is lots prettier, and has fewer tentacles.”

Sally stood on tiptoe to get a better view. Melvin, on her shoulder, was level with the top of the tank. Suddenly, the seagull that had been following them gave a loud squawk and dive-bombed at Melvin. Melvin squealed and jumped off Sally’s shoulder, right into the octopus tank. Katie screamed.

“Melvin!” yelled Sally, beating the seagull off with her parasol.

Melvin dog-paddled furiously through the slimy water. He tried to climb out of the tank, but the glass walls were too slippery. A long tentacle stretched toward him. Sally reached an arm into the tank and tried to grab him, but he was just out of reach. Katie whimpered, but pulled herself together and spotted a small net on a handle, used for scooping fish out of the tank. She grabbed it and scooped Melvin out just as the tentacle wrapped around him. Looking sick, Katie bravely unwrapped the tentacle and threw it back into the tank. She handed the sodden Melvin back to Sally.

Sally kissed Melvin right on his wet nose and threw her arms around Katie. “Oh, thank you Katie! You’re a hero. Just like Xena. You were so brave. You showed that monster who’s boss.”

Katie blushed and wiped her hands on her skirt. “It was so slimy. Ugh! But I couldn’t let Melvin get eaten.”

“Nope,” said Sally with a sigh of relief. “Of course not. Eaten by octopuses is not on Melvin’s list of things to do today. Hey, did you see how Melvin was swimming like an expert? And no water wings! He must have zipped over to Washington BC for his secret agent swimming lessons. I’ve been reminding him for months, but he just had no motivation. I guess almost being eaten by octopuses is very motivating. Mel should have his own TV reality show. He could call it Melvin’s Motivational Mysteries. Unleash the Power Within by not getting eaten by octopuses. He could have diet books and everything. It could have recipes for octopus stew and octopus sandwich spread. People would lose a ton of weight, cause who wants to eat an octopus? Course, it’s better than getting eaten by one. I wonder what they taste like fried? Probably better than Chihuahuas.”

Sally sat down on a nearby bench and tried to dry Melvin with the sleeve of her parka. Melvin shivered and sneezed, looking pitiful. Sally examined him worriedly. “We need to get him dried off before he catches a cold. Last time he was sick he got the backwards sneezes. Every time he sneezed he shot backwards, like a little furry rocket in reverse. I put him on top of the clothes dryer to keep warm, but he sneezed so hard he shot backwards and fell into the washing machine. My Dad fished him out, but he smelled like Tide for weeks afterward.”

Katie glanced around, pointing to a small brick building. A shopping cart piled with empty soda cans and bottles was parked next to the door. “There! That’s the Ladies Room. My Mom took me in there after I ate the giant spider legs. They didn’t agree with me and, well, you know. Anyway, they have hand dryers in there. The kind with hot air.”

“Perfect! Wow, Katie. First you save Melvin from the giant octopus, then you save him from death by sneezing. You’re like Super-Hero Katie today.”

Katie smiled happily and led the way into the restroom. The small building was empty except for an elderly woman washing at the sink. She wore a very dirty version of a gypsy fortune-teller’s outfit. Her necklaces and beads clattered and tangled in her matted grey hair as she soaped herself all the way to her armpits. Katie hung back and stared at her uncertainly, but Sally ignored the woman and stuck Melvin under the hot air dryer. Melvin fluffed up like a puffer fish at the first blast of air.

The elderly woman finished her libations and turned to watch. “What’cha got there, honey? A long-haired rat? I seen plenty of rats down here by the wharf but none like that. Looks like someone took him to a fancy beauty parlor and gave him a haircut.”

“He’s a hamster, not a rat,” Sally said calmly, combing Melvin’s fur with her fingers. “And my Dad trimmed his fur with his ’lectric beard clippers. Cause of the mousse. It had hardened up, cause of the pine sap in the sawdust.”

“There’s a moose ’round here guzzling PineSol?” asked the elderly woman, bending down to look under the stall doors. “Man, that stuff’ll kill you, moose or no moose. I knew a guy once who drank a whole bottle of Liquid Plumber. Turned his tongue bright green. And of course there was all the puking. PineSol’s just as bad. Nope, I’d tell your moose friend to try Wild Turkey instead.”

“Melvin’s a vegetarian,” said Sally. “He doesn’t eat turkey.”

“Who’s this Melvin chap?” asked the woman. “Melvin the Moose? What a moniker. For a moose he’s pretty darn stupid. You don’t eat Wild Turkey, you drink it, honey. Straight from the bottle. Say, you wouldn’t happen to have a drop to share would’ya? I could really use a little pick-me-up.”

“Katie’s going to buy a Pepsi. You can have some of that if you want.”

The elderly woman snorted. “Pepsi. That’s kid stuff. Nah, I’m in the mood for something stronger.” She eyed them speculatively. “You kids ever had your fortune told?”

Sally frowned at her, but Katie smile eagerly.

“Ooh! I did,” said Katie. “At a circus. My Mom took me. There was this booth, with lovely silk scarves and a lady who took my hand and told me I was going to get a pony. A white pony with pink ribbons in her mane.”

“Hand-holding and white ponies,” snorted the elderly woman. “That’s baby stuff. Nah, I’m talkin’ about real fortune telling. The Tarot.”

“The what?” asked Katie.

“Tarot cards. They’ll tell you everything you need to know about your future. At least, they will in the hands of a master like myself. You kids got a dollar?”

“I have my lunch money,” answered Katie. “We didn’t eat lunch cause we got lost and the dragon ate our class and Mr. Zukas too.”

“Huh. Well, a dollar’ll get ya the whole scoop. Who you’re gonna marry, whether you’ll die young and pretty, whether you’re gonna come down with a dread disease next Tuesday. C’mon outside. I’ll park my cart on a nice spot of grass and break open the cards. My name’s Belinda, by the way. Nice dramatic name, don’t ya think? Used to be Ethel, but who wants their fortune read by Ethel?”

She shuffled out of the restroom, beads clattering. Katie followed eagerly. Sally looked skeptical. She tucked Melvin in her backpack, a cantankerous expression on her face.

Belinda wrestled her can-filled grocery cart, which was parked next to the restroom door, onto a patch of grass nearby and rummaged in the cart. She pulled out a dirty, tie-dyed blanket, hand-painted with astrology symbols. She spread this on the grass and lowered herself creakily onto it. From a pocket in her voluminous skirt she pulled out a pack of tarot cards.

“Okay,” said Belinda. “You two kiddies sit yourselves down. You’re in for a treat. I studied with the great Madame Walinski herself. She can tell you what you’ll be doing at 10:01 a.m. on a Tuesday morning six months from now. Just one look at the cards, that’s all she needs. Okay, I’m just gonna layout the cards. This here’s called a Celtic Cross. It’s like a pattern I make with the cards. Got that dollar?”

Katie pulled a dollar out of her pocket and handed it over. Belinda snatched it and stuffed it down the neck of her blouse. She muttered, hands waving over the cards spread out on the blanket. Katie watched her anxiously. Suddenly Belinda jabbed a card with her forefinger. Katie jumped.

“The Empress!” said Belinda. “D’you know what this means?”

Katie shook her head, mouth open, eyes wide.

“The Empress signifies power. Power and wealth. You’ll grow up to be a rich and powerful businesswoman. Head of your own giant corporation.”

“Me?” asked Katie.

“Katie?” asked Sally skeptically.

Belinda nodded vigorously. “Yes, yes. It’s all here. In the cards. The cards don’t lie. You’ll have a big mansion, a limo with a driver, and a weekend house in Carmel. Very nice real estate there. Try to get a house right on the golf course. It’ll do wonders for the re-sale value.”

Katie looked at the cards dubiously. “But, what about my pony? With the pink ribbons?”

Belinda snorted. “Once you’re a rich businesswoman you can buy all the bleeping ponies you want. Let’s have a lookee at your love life.”

Belinda bent over the cards again, muttering. Katie looked alarmed at the prospect of having a love life.

“Aha!” announced Belinda. “I knew it! The Lovers are reversed and the Hanged Man is next to Justice. Sorry, honey, but it was to be expected. People that are successful in business are never successful in love. Your romantic life is going to be a disaster.”

“It is?” asked Katie worriedly.

“Yep. See, this here means that you’ll find love just fine. Pretty little thing like you. No problems there. You’ll have a big fancy wedding. Ten bridesmaids, tons of presents. But then the trouble starts. The day after the wedding your husband goes out for a jog along the golf course at your honeymoon resort on Maui. Five stars, all amenities included. Unbeknownst to him, Mrs. Barney Lewtinski of Newark, New Jersey is also on the course, driving a souped-up golf cart packed with brand new Arnold Palmer graphite clubs and a case of Jack Daniels. Well, you can imagine what happens next.”

“I can?” asked Katie anxiously.

“Sure. Golf and booze don’t mix, and Mrs. Barney Lewtinski is a wild shot even when she’s not soused. On the tenth hole she lines up her shot, aims down the fairway, and knocks one into the trees. The ball ricochets off a blue spruce, dings a riding lawn mower and wonks your husband right in the head. You keep a tender vigil at his hospital bed for weeks, but to no avail. He kicks the bucket and you’re a widow at twenty-three.”

Katie sniffled and blew her nose loudly into her embroidered handkerchief. Sally yawned. She opened her backpack and pulled Melvin out. She set him down on Belinda’s blanket, where he promptly took advantage of his freedom by making a dash for the Fool card. He had nibbled a big chunk out of one corner before Belinda noticed.

“No rats on the cards!” shrieked Belinda. “Get away you demon! How dare you defile the Tarot!”

Belinda lunged at Melvin, who bolted. Sally dove for him, but it was too late. Melvin was off across the grass, Sally scrambling after him. Katie waved goodbye apologetically at Belinda and ran after them.

They raced down the crowded sidewalk along Fisherman’s Wharf, Melvin in the lead. He squealed as a Husky on a leash lunged at him. Melvin dodged the snapping teeth by a hair’s breadth and doubled his speed.

Sally and Katie dodged tourists and joggers, trying to keep Melvin in sight. Suddenly he jerked to a stop, nearly flattened when the wheel of a fully-loaded baby stroller snagged on his t-shirt. Melvin squirmed and struggled, but it was no use. A sticky hand reached down from the stroller and grabbed him. A very chubby four-year-old boy, who looked too old and too big to be riding in a stroller, plunked Melvin down in his lap.

Melvin squealed as the boy wrapped a hand around his neck. “Mommy! Mommy! Look! A kitty! His name is Whiskers. I’m gonna put a bow on him and keep him in my room.”

Sally dashed up, Katie puffing behind her. Sally tried to take Melvin back, but the boy screamed.

“Mommy! Mommy! She’s trying to take my kitty!”

The boy’s mother smoothed his hair and glared at Sally. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Sally glared back at her. “I’m just taking Melvin back. He’s mine.”

The chubby boy squeezed Melvin tighter. “He’s not! He’s my kitty! His name’s Whiskers and I’m gonna take him home. Mine! Mine! Mine!”

“He’s not yours, yours, yours,” said Sally. “He’s mine, mine, mine. And he’s not a kitty, you doofus. He’s a hamster and his name’s Melvin.”

The chubby boy let out an ear-splitting wail. His mother dug frantically in a bag hanging from the stroller. She pulled out an orange lollipop and waved it in front of the boy, who grudgingly accepted it and stuffed it in his mouth with his free hand. The other hand stayed firmly clamped around Melvin.

“Look,” said the harassed mother, “can’t you just let him keep it? I’ll give you ten bucks for it. That’s way more than it’s worth.”

Sally gasped. “I’m not selling Melvin! Katie!”

A note of desperation crept into Sally’s voice, and she started to cry. Katie looked horrified. She lay down her pink parasol and marched firmly up to the stroller. She pried the boy’s fingers off of Melvin and clutched the hamster to her chest. The boy yanked the lollipop out of him mouth and started to wail again, but Katie ignored him and handed Melvin to Sally.

Sally wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “Thanks, Katie.”

“You’re welcome.” She handed Sally her embroidered handkerchief. Sally put Melvin on her shoulder and blew her nose loudly.

Katie patted her on the back. “Let’s go home now, okay?”

Sally smiled through her tears. “Okay.”


Chapter Nine
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“Dad, where’s my Xena T-shirt?” Sally’s voice was somewhat muffled, her head being inside the clothes hamper in her bedroom closet. She was wearing a Star Wars bathrobe, with Chewbacca the Wookie striding across her back. She pulled out a jumble of clothes and dumped them on the floor.

“It’s in the wash, Sally,” yelled Bill Hesslop from the kitchen. “Where it always is. Wear something else, for once.” He appeared in the doorway, waving a white card. “Honey, the invitation says fancy dress. For little girls, that means an actual dress. Why don’t you wear that pretty white lace one your grandma bought you?”

“Can’t, Dad,” said Sally, still rummaging in the clothes hamper. “Gotta be prepared. Both Sanderson’s are gonna be there. They’re gonna double-team me. Gotta be ready to rumble.”

“Sally Jane. What did I tell you about fighting?”

Sally looked up at him innocently. “Always lead with your left?”

Bill Hesslop sighed and rubbed his forehead. Robbie wandered in, bumping into his Dad’s legs. Robbie wore his favorite bike helmet and toilet brush combo, the toilet brush stuck into the front of his shorts. He pulled it out and began whacking Sally with it. She grabbed it from him and bonked him on the head with it. Robbie laughed and toddled over to Melvin’s Hamster Habitat, where Melvin, recovered from his octopus adventures, was running on his wheel. Robbie poked his chubby fist into the narrow entrance to the habitat and pulled out a handful of sawdust, which he stuffed into his mouth.

Bill Hesslop sighed and grabbed Robbie before he could swallow. He poked a finger into Robbie’s mouth and excavated the sawdust. “C’mon, champ. Let’s go clean you up. Sally, wear something nice. Mrs. Chang said this is going to be an extra-special birthday for Sandra. They’re going to a lot of expense. You should try to make an effort.”

Sally brought her hand to her head in a sharp military salute. Mr. Hesslop shook his head and carried Robbie out.

Sally stood with one fist on her hip, the other clutching Robbie’s toilet brush. She surveyed the clothes scattered over the floor. “Charlie Sanderson’ll probably show up with his whole posse, whether they were invited or not. They’ll ruin Sandra’s party. Somebody’s gotta fight ’em.”

She hooked a pink Rainbow Brite T-shirt with the toilet brush and held it up. Shaking her head, she flipped it into a corner. She snagged a Powerpuff Girls shirt and considered for a bit. “Perfect,” she muttered.

*   *   *   *

The doorbell of the Hesslop’s apartment rang. Bill Hesslop hurried to answer it, carrying a squirming Robbie under one arm and brushing Robbie’s hair with the other. He opened the door and ushered in Katie and her Mom, Rebecca Greenwald. Mrs. Greenwald was resplendent in a forest green tailored suit and high heels. Katie wore a bubblegum-pink dress with a full, ruffled skirt. Her dark, curly hair was carefully brushed and pulled back with a decorous pink headband.

Bill Hesslop set Robbie on his feet and shook Mrs. Greenwald’s hand. “Rebecca, you look stunning, as always. And Katie, don’t you look adorable.”

Katie blushed and looked down at her feet.

Mrs. Greenwald affectionately brushed Katie’s cheek with her fingers. “Katerina Greenwald, stand up straight. And what do you say when someone pays you a compliment?”

“Thank you, Mr. Hesslop.”

“You’re welcome, Katie. Run and see if Sally’s ready, okay?”

Mr. Hesslop watched Katie disappear down the hall. “I gotta say, Rebecca. I admire your courage. Thirty kids. All of them hyped-up on birthday cake and ice cream. You sure you’re ready for this?”

Mrs. Greenwald laughed. “Oh, I think I can handle it. Five of the parents have agreed to help. Plus Mr. and Mrs. Chang and Mrs. Chang’s elderly mother. I hear she’s quite the dragon lady. She ought to keep the kids in line. Besides, they can’t be any worse than the hardened criminals I deal with in my courtroom every day.”

Bill Hesslop snorted. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Last month some of those boys stole the school’s pet Iguana and hid it in the cafeteria freezer. One of the Lunch Ladies nearly had a heart attack when she opened the freezer and found an Iguana sitting on the frozen fish sticks.”

“I see what you mean,” chuckled Mrs. Greenwald. “If they’ll stoop to Iquana-stealing then they’re well on their way to juvenile delinquency. I’ll stay on my toes. Oh my!”

Mrs. Greenwald had just spotted Sally, who marched up to them and twirled around for their inspection. Sally sported jeans, a Powerpuff Girls T-shirt, mismatched Nikes, RollerBlade-type elbow-pads, kneepads, and a bike helmet with a “Honk If You Love Hamsters” sticker on the front. A plastic dagger was tucked into the waistband of her jeans.

“Goodness, Sally,” said Mrs. Greenwald. “Are you expecting the party to be invaded by barbarian hordes?”

“Yep. Charlie Sanderson and his posse. But don’t worry. I’m ready for them. Barbarian hordes are my specialty. Cause of watching Xena, you see. She’s always fighting the barbarians. They’re large and smelly and stupid and always look like they need a bath. Just like Charlie Sanderson. Mostly Xena sticks ’em with her sword, though sometimes she gets ’em with her chakram. I don’t have a chakram. I was gonna use my Frisbee only I can’t find it so I’ll have to fight ’em with my sword.”

Sally whipped out her plastic knife and executed a series of vicious stabs into the guts of an invisible foe.

Bill Hesslop sighed and took the knife from her. “Sally Jane Hesslop. How many times do I have to say it? No fighting!”

“But Dad, what if they start something? I have to be prepared. You don’t know these guys. They’re total skanksters.”

“If they start something then you go straight to Mrs. Greenwald or Mrs. Chang and they’ll handle it. Do I make myself clear?”

Sally frowned and looked down at her feet.

Mr. Hesslop crossed his arms. “Sally Jane?”

“Yeah,” said Sally grumpily.

“What was that again?”

“Yes, Dad. No fighting.”

“Okay then. And let’s lose the armor.”

Sally sighed and removed her helmet, kneepads and elbow pads.

Her Dad kissed the top of her head. “Okay. You have fun. Robbie and I might be late getting back from grandma’s, but Darlene will be here. She’ll make you dinner. If you aren’t too stuffed from all the birthday cake, that is.”


Chapter Ten
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Behind the Changs’ elegant two-story house a wide lawn swept down to a long row of pink and white rose bushes. Bright red Chinese lanterns were strung across the yard on wires. Picnic tables scattered across the lawn sported masses of pink balloons. The center table was piled high with presents.

Most of the kids who’d been invited to Sandra Chang’s birthday party were clustered around a temporary enclosure where a petting zoo had been set up. A goat, two sheep, and a box full of rabbits were patiently submitting to being mauled by the kids.

Katie sat off by herself at a picnic table on the edge of the lawn, hands folded in her lap. She took a careful look around to make sure no one was watching her, then picked up the edge of the tablecloth, quickly peeked under the table, and dropped the tablecloth again. “You are going to get in sooo much trouble,” she whispered to the table.

“Shhssshh,” replied a voice from under the table. “Am not. Just pretend I’m not here. Then no one will notice.”

Katie frowned worriedly. “Someone already noticed. Mrs. Chang is staring at me. Not the real Mrs. Chang, the other one. Sandra’s grandma. She’s really scary. She’s giving me the Evil Eye. She can tell I’m talking to someone.”

“Then stop talking!” hissed the voice from under the table. “Sheesh, Katie. You’re going to mess up the plan. If someone sees you talking to a picnic table they’re going to get suspicions. Suspicions cause all kinds of problems. My Dad is always having suspicions, and when he does I always have to go to my room and do my homework.”

“I can’t help it if I’m talking to the picnic table,” moaned Katie. “I talk when I’m nervous. My Mom says it’s a coping strategy. She says I cope with emotionally upsetting situations by becoming verbose. What do you think ‘verbose’ means? I think it’s what happens when you’re going to throw up but you don’t make it to the bathroom in time and you verbose all over the floor. I think I’m going to verbose right now. And how can I mess up the plan when I don’t know what the plan is? You never tell me the plan.”

Sally’s hand reached out from under the tablecloth and pulled it lower. “I never tell you the plan cause every time I do you say we’re gonna get in trouble. Nobody ever tells Xena she’s gonna get in trouble, and her plans always work out perfectly. Mine do too.”

“Really?” asked Katie doubtfully. “What about that time you tried to shoot Rodney Conners with a rubber band? You hit Mr. Zukas in the nose instead and he sent you to the principal’s office and she stuck hot pokers in your ears.”

“She didn’t stick hot pokers in my ears. She stuck a Q-Tip in her ear and cleaned it while I watched. It was disgusting.”

“Jamal Warner said it was hot pokers.”

“Jamal Warner is a poophead. Speaking of poopheads, do you see the target?”

“The what?” asked Katie.

“The target. Charlie ‘The Sniveler’ Sanderson.”

“What’s a Sniveler?”

“Someone who whines a lot, only there’s more snot.”

Katie wrinkled her nose. “Ick. Charlie’s in the pen, trying to ride one of the sheep. I don’t think the sheep likes it very much. It keeps trying to roll over on him.”

Sally snickered. “Smart sheep. Maybe I won’t need the plan, not if the sheep squishes him. Squished by a sheep. They can put that on his tombstone.”

“Here lies Charlie Sanderson.

He was done in by a sheep,

But only his mother will weep.

He ended up as jam

When he was flattened by a ram.”

“Charlie’s climbing out of the pen,” said Katie. “I guess he’s not gonna get squished. The sheep chased him, though. It looked like it was trying to bite him.”

“Cool,” said Sally. “Okay, time for action.”

A rustling sound came from under the picnic table. Katie frowned and took another quick peek under the tablecloth.

“Katie!” admonished Sally.

“Sorry. It’s just, well, Charlie hasn’t actually done anything yet. Nothing bad, I mean. Okay, he was kinda mean to that sheep, but other than that he’s been almost nice. He even brought Sandra a present.”

A loud snort came from under the picnic table. “That’s just a trick, to throw us off the track. Barbarians do that all the time. They pretend to be all polite, and they take a bath and comb their beards, and they make pleasant conversation about the weather while drinking tea. Then when your back is turned they throw you into a pit full of diapers.”

“Diapers?” asked Katie, confused.

“Yeah. Barbarians are always throwing people into pits full of diapers. It’s guaranteed to kill you. When Robbie was small one of his diapers could kill an elephant, even if the elephant was two miles away and wearing nose plugs. I tried it once when the circus was at the Convention Center. I brought a diaper in my backpack and put it in the elephant tent. When the elephants keeled over they thought it was an earthquake. There was an investigation and everything, but they never suspected it was Robbie’s diaper. There was a government guy there who said it was chemical weapons. Government guys are obsessed with chemical weapons. Which is totally stupid. Diapers are way more dangerous.”

“You don’t have a diaper under there, do you?” asked Katie nervously.

“Nah. Those things are way too dangerous to bring to a birthday party. Plus, now that Robbie uses big-boy pants my supply has dried up.”

More rustling came from under the picnic table.

“Okay, where’s Sanderson now?” asked Sally.

Katie scanned the lawn. “Um, he’s sitting over there behind the presents table. He’s drinking Coke with two of his friends. Billy Somebody and that boy with the huge ears. What’s his name?”

“Dunno,” said Sally. “We’ll just call them Doofus One and Doofus Two. Okay, here’s the plan. You’re gonna distract ’em. You know, create an immersion. You need to get Doofus One and Doofus Two away from the table.”

“How?” asked Katie, her voice rising in panic.

“I dunno. You’ll think of something.”

“No I won’t,” protested Katie. “I never think of something. Whenever someone says that my brain gets scared and all the thoughts fall out of my head and run away screaming.”

A big sigh came from under the picnic table. “Okay, okay. Let me think. Um, I know. Tell ’em there’s a phone call for them in the house.”

“For both of them? Will they believe that?”

“Sure. They’re Doofuses, remember.”

“Okay,” said Katie reluctantly. “I’m going.” She stood up slowly and fiddled with the bow in her hair, her panicked gaze jumping from Charlie Sanderson to Grandma Chang. “Do I really . . .?

“Yes,” said Sally firmly. “Now.”

Katie moaned and trudged slowly towards Charlie Sanderson’s table, feet dragging. She spoke briefly to the boys sitting next to Charlie, who looked surprised, but dutifully got up and headed into the house. Katie wandered off to the petting zoo and tried to look engrossed in the rabbits.

Grandma Chang, sitting on a rocking chair on the back porch of the house, was a very elderly, very tiny Chinese lady wearing a silk Mao jacket and trousers. Her eyes darted back and forth, watching the children. Suddenly they narrowed.

Sally had crawled out from under the picnic table. Sally crouched down, hidden from the children gathered around the petting zoo. She dashed to the nearest table and crouched down again. Repeating this, she finally ended up at Charlie Sanderson’s table, hidden by the tablecloth. Charlie had his back to her, watching a little boy being butted by one of the sheep. Charlie laughed as the boy was knocked face first into the grass. Quick as a flash, Sally slid up to his paper cup full of Coke, dumped something into it, and dove under the table.

Still chuckling, Charlie took a big swig of Coke. He spluttered and started to cough. A little girl pointed at him and shrieked. The rest of the kids looked where she was pointing. A gusher of foam was spewing from Charlie’s mouth. He wretched and spit on the grass, but the foam kept gushing out.

Mrs. Greenwald ran up and made him lie down on the grass. Kids gathered around, whispering excitedly.

“I bet he’s got that Ebola thing,” declared a redheaded boy. “My Dad told me about that. First you foam at the mouth, then you start to bark like a dog, then you keel over, dead as a tree stump.”

“He’s not barking like a dog,” objected the boy next to him.

“That’s cause he’s still foaming. Wait til the foaming stops. Then you’ll see.”

“He doesn’t have Ebola, you weiner-head,” said a little girl in pigtails. “He’s got the Swine Flu. First you foam, then you grunt like a pig, then you start rolling around in the mud. Swine Flu doesn’t kill you, you just can’t eat bacon for the rest of your life.”

“Don’t be stupid,” said the girl behind her. “Anyone can tell he has Australian Barfing Sickness. It’s super icky. My aunt had it. She barfed for twenty years. No one wanted to visit her cause she’d barf on them instead of saying Hello. If you didn’t like someone you’d take them over to her house and make them shake hands.”

“So, do ya think he’ll die?”

“Sure.”

“Of course.”

“He’s a gonner.”

“Cool. That means I get to pitch at our next Little League game. I wonder if his Dad would let me have his glove?”

Charlie sat up, groaning. The groans were very loud and very fake, but no one seemed to notice. Mrs. Greenwald helped him up and they stumbled slowly towards the house. The kids wandered back to the petting zoo, talking excitedly.

Grandma Chang hopped off her rocker in a remarkably spry manner. She marched straight to the picnic table Charlie had been sitting at and pulled up the tablecloth. She beckoned abruptly. Sally sheepishly crawled out.

Grandma Chang pointed imperiously at the table and Sally sat down, looking at her feet. Grandma Chang remained standing, hands on hips, staring down at her.

“So,” said Grandma Chang. “This poison. What is it?”

Sally gasped and stared up at her, horrified. “No! You don’t understand. It wasn’t poison! It was just a joke. I put baking soda in his Coke. When you put baking soda in Coke you create a chemical retraction. That’s what causes all the foam. I saw it on the Discovery Channel. It looks really cool, but it doesn’t hurt anyone. I wouldn’t poison anyone, not even Charlie Sanderson.”

Grandma Chang regarded her skeptically. “If not to poison then why? He is your enemy?”

Sally nodded emphatically. “Oh yeah. Definitely. We’re sworn enemies for life.”

“This I understand,” said Grandma Chang. “I had many enemies, back in the old country. Our clan swore revenge on the family in the next house. They were pig-dogs who did not deserve to live. They caused a tree to fall on our cabbages. Our cabbages were the pride of the village. People would come from many miles to see them. Such an outrage against our cabbages could not go unpunished. We poisoned the chickens of this family and let their sheep out of the pen. The sheep ran into the temple and chewed on the best silk robe of the most honored monk. Also we stole their goats. This boy, his father has many goats?”

“Er. . . I don’t know. Should he have many goats?”

“If his family is rich, he will have many goats,” Grandma Chang declared. “Goats are very important. They show that the family is honorable and wealthy. You will steal his goats.”

“I will?” asked Sally doubtfully.

“Of course. It is the way. Come, we will consult the fortune sticks. We will see if the fates smile on your revenge.”

Grandma Chang marched off toward the house. Sally followed uncertainly, looking back over her shoulder at Katie, who was still pretending a fascination with the rabbits in the petting zoo.

Grandma Chang led Sally into the Chang’s house and down a long hallway to her bedroom. The rooms they passed were furnished in standard, middle-class, American fashion, but the room they entered was a throwback to imperial China. Bamboo shades blocked the light from the windows, making the room spooky and dim. Incense was burning in a stone jar on a lacquered dresser. Scrolls depicting watercolor scenes of misty mountains and imperial palaces hung from the walls.

In one corner sat a small wooden shrine inscribed with Chinese characters. An offering of coins was placed in front of it. Grandma Chang took a red lacquer cylinder from a drawer and sat on a silk cushion on the floor. She pointed to a bamboo mat across from her. Sally sat. Grandma Chang muttered something in Chinese and vigorously shook the cylinder, which was full of thin bamboo sticks. After a few shakes a stick fell out. There was a number burned into it at one end. Grandma Chang set down the cylinder, examined the number at the end of the stick, and opened a small, much-thumbed book. She paged through this, muttering. Sally watched her warily.

“Ha!” shouted Grandma Chang.

Sally jumped.

“Here it is written,” announced Grandma Chang. “Your future path. You will have much success. Your enemies will be crushed underfoot. Your cleverness will defeat them. But you must take care to give proper remembrance to your Sacred Ancestors. They will help you in your search for revenge, but you must show them proper respect. Make many offerings.”

“Um, okay,” said Sally uncertainly.

“You will have a helper in the battle against your enemies. An animal. Small, but brave of heart.”

“Melvin!” said Sally.

Grandma Chang peered at her solemnly. “This Melvin, he is a monkey? The Monkey God is powerful.”

“No,” said Sally, “Melvin’s a hamster. But he is very brave. He’s a secret agent. He has a laser gun, and he can swim without Water Wings, and he wrestled an octopus without getting eaten, and he has a rap song too. Plus his fur’s growing back after being shaved.”

Grandma Chang nodded approvingly. “All these things will help much with the stealing of your enemies’ goats. The Monkey God’s spirit is strong within him. The Monkey God is clever and fond of mischief and can walk unseen.”

“Ooh!” said Sally excitedly. “So can Melvin. He has a T-Shirt of Invisibility. Though he doesn’t like to wear it very often. It smushes his fur.”

Grandma Chang nodded and put her fortune sticks back in the drawer. She motioned to Sally. “Come. We will talk to your enemy, to this pig-dog. Does his family grow cabbages?”

“Um, I don’t think so. Sorry.”

Grandma Chang looked disappointed. “It is too bad. Destruction of their cabbages would be a fitting target for our wrath. But,” she shrugged, “perhaps they grow peaches.”

She led Sally out of the bedroom. They searched room by room until they found Charlie Sanderson lying on a couch in the living room, his muddy sneakers up on the satin brocade upholstery. The shades in the room were drawn and Charlie had a wet washcloth covering his forehead. When he saw them he quickly chucked the comic book he’d been reading under the couch and groaned loudly.

Sally rolled her eyes. “Cut it out, Sanderson, you snot. You’re not dying.”

“Yeah?” Charlie shot back. “How would you know, Hesslop? All my insides were coming up. Mrs. Greenwald thinks it might be serious. She’s calling my parents. I expect they’ll take me to the hospital. I might die on the operating table.”

Sally rolled her eyes again.

Grandma Chang folded her arms and regarded Charlie coldly. “To die is no more than you deserve, son of a pig-dog.”

“Wha . . .?” said Charlie.

“We have sworn eternal vengeance against you and all your worthless clan of pig-dogs. The fates are in our favor. You will be crushed under our feet and so will your cabbages.”

Charlie sat up and pulled off the washcloth, looking alarmed. He glanced at Sally for some indication of what was going on, but she folded her arms like Grandma Chang and regarded him stonily.

Charlie started to inch down the couch, away from them. “Ya know, I’m starting to feel better. Yeah. I think I’m cured. It’s a miracle. I’ll just be going now.”

Charlie stood up, ready to bolt. At that moment Mrs. Greenwald came in with Mrs. Chang. Mrs. Chang was a tall, elegant woman dressed in a Chanel suit and high heels. She glanced worriedly at her mother. Grandma Chang ignored her.

“Charlie!” exclaimed Mrs. Greenwald. “You’re up! You must be feeling better.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “I’m feeling much better. Thanks. Well, I think I’ll just wait for my parents outside.”

Charlie slunk toward the door, but Mrs. Chang held up her hand.

“Charlie, wait a moment please. Mother, what have you been saying to this boy? Have you been frightening him?”

Mrs. Greenwald glanced at her in surprise.

Sally cleared her throat. “It’s okay, Mrs. Chang. She just came with me to make sure that Charlie was okay. She was telling him about some old Chinese remedies for an upset stomach.”

Mrs. Chang looked skeptical, but decided to let it pass. “Well, Charlie, I’d stick to what your doctor tells you. Mother’s homegrown remedies can have some peculiar effects. And some peculiar ingredients. For some reason, powdered dung beetle seems to figure prominently in all of them. Her cures can be worse than the disease. I’ve had to take more than one perfectly healthy relative to the hospital after Mother fed them one of her cures.”

“Yes,” said Grandma Chang. “Dung beetle is very powerful. It cures all ills. You stay. Lie down. I will make you some.”

“No, no,” said Charlie, backing toward the door. “That’s okay. I feel much better now. Really. Um, thanks for everything. Bye.” He bolted out the door.

Sally giggled, but stopped abruptly when she caught Mrs. Greenwald watching her.

Mrs. Chang took her mother’s arm and led her away. “I’m just going to get Mother settled for her nap. Would you gather the kids together? It’s time to cut the cake.”

Mrs. Greenwald nodded and beckoned to Sally to follow her. “Well, Mrs. Chang’s mother certainly is quite a character. You two seem to have hit it off. Were you by any chance plotting something? Something I should know about?”

Sally gave her an innocent, Bambi-eyed look. “Plotting? No, we weren’t plotting. We were just discussing, um, gardening. Yeah, gardening. You know, carrots, broccoli, spinach. But not cabbages. Definitely not cabbages. Hey, there’s Katie. I’ll just go see if she wants some cake.”


Chapter Eleven
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“C’mon Mel,” coaxed Sally. “Even a gerbil would be brave enough to go down this slide. You aren’t going to let a stupid gerbil make you look like a wimp, are you? C’mon. It’s super safe.”

Melvin stared at her in a way which suggested he had some doubts about this. Sally was attempting to lure Melvin down a slide she’d built out of orange Hot Wheels tracks. It started on the Hesslop’s coffee table, bumped over a pile of school books, swooped around an empty fishbowl, and ended in a pile of bean bags. Sally held a piece of Ritz cracker under Melvin’s nose and slowly moved it toward the top of the slide. Melvin didn’t budge from his spot on the coffee table.

“Maybe you should try an Oreo,” suggested Katie. She and Sally had changed into their pajamas after returning from Sandra Chang’s birthday party and were having a sleepover. “Or how about a potato chip? Do hamsters like potato chips?”

“Sure. Mel likes just about anything. But Ritz crackers are his favorite. Usually he’ll do anything for a Ritz cracker. I don’t know what’s with him today. Maybe he’s mad at me for not bringing him to Sandra’s birthday party. I would have brought him, but I didn’t want him to get eaten by a sheep. It’s always better not to get eaten by a sheep, if you can help it.”

Sally broke up the Ritz cracker into little pieces and scattered them along the slide. She placed the last piece on the coffee table in front of Melvin. Melvin gobbled it up but remained with his feet planted firmly on the coffee table.

“Wasn’t it a lovely party?” said Katie. “Ooh, did you see that necklace that Sandra’s Dad gave her? It had a tiny diamond. A real one. My Grandma gave me a pearl necklace for Hanukkah, but my Mom won’t let me wear it til I’m older. She says it’s a big-girls’ necklace.”

“Yeah,” said Sally. “My Grandma has a whole bunch of jewelry she says she’s gonna give me when I’m older. It’s nice, I guess, but I’d rather have a dirt bike. A red and black Honda motocross bike. I’d have a cool helmet with stripes on the side, and Melvin could ride on the handlebars. You could ask your Mom for one too and then we could go over to the motocross track in Oakland. They have super high jumps there. I bet we could get twenty feet in the air. Ooh, maybe we could jump a school bus. I saw that on TV once. This guy jumped three school buses on his motorcycle. He went through a flaming hoop first. That was cool, but then after he jumped the school buses he landed on his head. That looked kinda stupid. I think I would skip the landing on my head part.”

“I think I would skip that too,” said Katie.

Getting impatient waiting for Melvin to go down the slide voluntarily, Sally picked him up and placed him nose first on the slide and let go. Melvin swooshed down from the coffee table, picked up speed going around the fishbowl, but slowed to a halt at the school books and started to slide backwards. He scrambled for a foothold, but the downward slope was too steep. He somersaulted backwards and fell off the slide, landing on his head. Sally picked him up and fed him a Ritz. When she set him down he dashed across the floor and hid under the couch.

Darlene Trockworthy, who was stretched out on the couch watching Fear Factor, glared at them. “I thought I told you to keep that rat on a leash. When he’s loose he runs across my feet and scares the bejeezus out of me. I swear I’m gonna kick him like a football the next time he tries it. And I’ll aim for an open window.”

“You better not,” Sally retorted. “There was this old Chinese lady at the party today, and she taught me all sorts of horrible curses. If you’re mean to Melvin I’ll give you the Evil Eye. Like this.”

Sally jumped to her feet and made a circle around one eye with her fingers. With the other hand she sketched weird hand motions in Darlene’s direction.

“This is a curse,

Which couldn’t be worse.

Once under this spell

You’ll never be well.

Your nose will turn green

Cause you’re always so mean.

Without a doubt

Your hair will fall out.

Your teeth will come loose

And you’ll honk like a goose.

So just be nice,

Or you’ll pay the price.”

Darlene rolled her eyes and turned back to her TV show.

Bill Hesslop came in carrying a sleeping Robbie.

“Hey Dad,” said Sally. “How’s grandma?”

“She’s fine,” said Mr. Hesslop. “Did you and Katie have a good time at the party?”

“Ooh, yes,” said Katie. “There was a cake shaped like a kitten, with a big pink bow on its head. And there was a petting zoo with the cutest rabbits. Though I didn’t like the sheep. They kept trying to knock me down. And there were lots and lots of presents. Even a diamond necklace.”

“A diamond necklace,” said Mr. Hesslop. “Wow. Sounds like it was quite a fancy shindig. I know you’re always the little lady, Katie, but did Sally behave herself?”

“Oh, yes. My Mom said Sally was such a nice girl, to spend so much time at a birthday party with an elderly lady. She said Sally was very mature.”

“Hmm. Sally’s been called a lot of things, but mature is a new one. What elderly lady are we talking about?”

“Mrs. Chang,” said Sally. “Sandra’s grandma. She was very cool. She told my fortune with these fortune sticks. I’m gonna be super successful and trample on my enemies. And I have to make offerings to my ancestors. I guess that would be grandma. Maybe I could give her that ashtray I made in pottery class. I know she doesn’t smoke, but it’s nice and heavy. She could throw it at missionaries when they come by. And Melvin is very brave and might be a monkey. But there weren’t any cabbages. Not that I saw, anyway. Or any goats. Though if Charlie Sanderson has any he might want to lock them up so they don’t get stolen. We should get some goats. We can keep them in my closet.”

Bill Hesslop opened his mouth to reply to this but decided it was safer just to let it pass. He hiked up Robbie and started down the hall. “It’s getting late. You and Katie go brush your teeth and hop in bed. I’ll come in a minute to tuck you in.”

“Sure, Dad,” said Sally. She grabbed a cracker and held it under the sofa. When Melvin came out and nibbled at it Sally picked him up and tickled his tummy. “You never could resist a Ritz, Mel.”

“Your fur may be fluffy,

But you fight like Buffy.

Hamsters are tough.

They can’t get enough.

Always ready to rumble,

They’ll take a tumble.

Smart, fast and brave,

They’re everyone’s fave.

Hamsters know the way

To save the day.

They’ll be your best friend

To the very end.”

The End


Excerpt from Hamsters Rule the School


Chapter One
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“Sally Jane Hesslop!” shouted Sally’s Dad. “Get your hamster out of the cotton candy machine this instant!”

Sally snatched up her backpack and rushed over. She stood on her tiptoes and peered over the edge of the brightly painted cart which sold popcorn and cotton candy. A fluffy pink ball was rolling around in the bottom of the cotton candy machine. As Sally and her Dad watched, four little feet suddenly poked through the ball. It started waddling around the machine, trying to climb up the sides. The tiny feet couldn’t get a grip on the slippery metal and the ball rolled back down to the bottom, collecting more strands of spun sugar until it doubled in size.

Sally’s Dad sighed and reached a long arm into the machine. He grabbed the sticky, sugary ball in one hand and handed it to Sally. “Go find somewhere to wash him off. If that stuff hardens we’ll have to shave off all his fur again.”

Sally nodded and headed over to the catch-your-own-fish tank in the center of the Saturday Fun Fair. She dropped the ball of cotton candy into the water and watched with interest as the sugar slowly dissolved. A soggy Melvin was revealed, paddling madly as silvery minnows streamed beneath him. Sally scooped him out and patted his long orange fur dry with the bottom of her Wonder Woman t-shirt. “Close call, Mel. Dad was going to give you a buzz cut again, and that’s not your best look. You look way cooler with long hair.”

Melvin sneezed and shook himself, scattering drops of water.

“Oh my gosh!” Sally’s best friend Katie rushed up and peered worriedly at Melvin. Sally and Katie were in the same sixth grade class at school. “Is he all right? I saw him fall into the cotton candy. It’s a good thing the machine wasn’t on. Melvin could have been chopped to bits.”

“No way,” said Sally. “Mel’s got his Super-Secret Invisible Bullet-Proof Vest on. All Super-Secret Agents wear them. They’re specially designed to protect agents from bullets, seagulls, cats, skateboards, and cotton candy machines. And octopuses. They added protection from octopuses after Mel fell into the octopus tank on Fisherman’s Wharf last year.”

“He sure falls into things a lot,” said Katie, brushing a tiny speck of dust off her wool skirt. Katie wore a starched white blouse and a dark green wool skirt everywhere she went, even to the Saturday Fun Fair. Her parents wouldn’t let her wear anything else. They said formal clothes were a mark of good breeding. The kids at Sally and Katie’s school said it was a mark of being completely mental.

“Mel didn’t fall into the octopus tank last year,” said Sally. “He dived in. He just made it look like he’d fallen in to fool people. He was actually on a Super-Secret Mission. He was testing his new T-Shirt of Invisibility. He wanted to see if it stayed invisible underwater.”

“Okay,” said Katie doubtfully, “But why did he fall into the cotton candy machine?”

“To test if his Super-Secret Invisible Bullet-Proof Vest still works when it’s sticky, of course. C’mon. Let’s go ride the Ferris Wheel.”

“I don’t know . . .” said Katie. “I get sick when things go way up high . . .”

But Sally had already taken off at a run, a soggy Melvin clinging to her shoulder. Katie sighed and followed at a slow, reluctant jog. She caught up with Sally in the ticket line.

“I don’t think hamsters are allowed on the Ferris Wheel,” said Katie.

“That’s okay,” said Sally. “No one can see Melvin. He’s got his Super-Secret Invisible Bullet-Proof Vest on, remember?”

“I thought it was the vest that’s invisible,” said Katie. “Not Melvin.”

“The vest is invisible, and it makes Mel invisible too,” said Sally.

“But,” said Katie, “I can see him. He’s dripping all over your t-shirt.”

“Special people like you can see him, but ticket-takers at the Saturday Fun Fair can’t,” said Sally, handing a dollar to the lady behind the ticket counter.

The lady handed Sally a paper ticket without looking up.

“See? No problem,” said Sally.

Katie paid for her ticket, her face paler than usual.

They got in line behind a group of teenage boys who were pushing and shoving each other. The Ferris Wheel slowed down to let two of the boys on. They ran to the seat nearest the ground and jumped on.

Katie turned white as a ghost. “They didn’t even stop the wheel!”

“That’s how it works,” said Sally. “You hop on while it’s moving. If they stopped it for every person it would be a really boring ride.”

“I like really boring rides,” said Katie. “I like really boring rides that are close to the ground.”

“No you don’t,” said Sally. “You like really exciting rides that go way up in the sky.”

“That’s you,” said Katie. “Remember how I got sick on the Dumbo ride at Disneyland?”

“The Dumbo ride doesn’t count,” said Sally. “You only threw up cause you ate too many hot dogs. You always eat too many hot dogs at Disneyland. C’mon. Our turn is next.”

Sally went into a half-crouch like a sprinter ready to dash down the track and win a gold medal. Katie looked over her shoulder as if wishing someone would come along and rescue her.

“Now!” yelled Sally, sprinting towards the Ferris Wheel.

“Ohhhhh!” groaned Katie, jogging after her.

Sally threw herself onto a seat, nearly knocking Melvin off her shoulder. He scrambled up her long blond braid and perched on top of her head, his tiny feet clinging to her scalp.

Katie climbed in just before the seat left the ground and Sally pulled the safety bar across both of them. They slowly rose up into the air.

Katie jiggled the safety bar. “Are you sure it’s locked?”

“Course I’m sure,” said Sally, giving the bar such a hard shove that it came undone and swung out away from them.

Katie shrieked and people on the ground started yelling and pointing at them. Just as their seat reached the top of the Ferris Wheel the ride came to a sudden stop.

“Hey, you up there!” yelled a Fun Fair worker in orange coveralls. “Pull your safety bar across your laps. Now!”

Sally gave him a thumbs-up sign and plucked Melvin off her head, plopping him down in Katie’s lap. “Hold Mel for a sec. He doesn’t have his Super-Secret Invisible Parachute, and he’s not so great with heights.”

Katie clasped Melvin with shaking hands. “What are you going to do?”

“Just hang on,” said Sally. She scrunched down in her seat and stretched one leg out, trying to hook the safety bar with her toe.

“Oh Sally, don’t!” cried Katie, letting go of Melvin and trying to pull Sally back onto the seat.

“Got it!” said Sally, pulling the bar back in and re-locking it. She gave a cheerful wave to the Fun Fair worker down below, whose expression said he never wanted to see another little kid again in his life. “I’ll take Mel back now. He likes to ride on my head and scout for bad guys. I bet you can spot lots of them from way up here. I bet you can spot bad guys on the Golden Gate Bridge from here. Mel says they like to hang out on the bridge and talk about their evil plots cause no one can hear them over the traffic noise.”

“Um,” said Katie. “I don’t see Melvin. Didn’t he crawl back up on your shoulder?”

Sally patted herself all over. “No, he’s not . . . oh, wait. I see him.” She pointed down at the seat below them. “He’s up to his old tricks again, pretending to fall into stuff to test his Super-Secret Agent gear. See?”

Katie cautiously leaned forward. “Oh my gosh! He’s fallen into that lady’s tub of popcorn!”

Sally nodded. “That’s a good test. I don’t think he’s ever fallen into popcorn before.”

“It seems to be sticking to him,” said Katie, watching as the woman fished Melvin out of her popcorn. He looked like a popcorn ball with a few strands of orange fur sticking out.

Melvin’s beady black eyes blinked up at them from inside his popcorn coating.

“I must not have washed all of the cotton candy off,” said Sally. “He’s still sticky.”

The ride slowly started up again. It rotated half a turn and came to halt when Sally and Katie’s seat reached the ground.

“Off!” yelled the Fun Fair worker. “You two are a menace!”

“Yes sir,” said Katie, scrambling out.

Sally stuck her tongue out at him. “I have to get my hamster. He was on a Super-Secret mission to test the safety of your Ferris Wheel. You’re not gonna like it when you read his report. It’s not gonna be good.”

“Out!” yelled the Fun Fair worker, pointing at the exit gate. “Go bother Frank at the Merry-Go-Round.”

Sally collected Melvin from the woman with the popcorn and marched out of the Ferris Wheel gate. “The Merry-Go-Round!” she said. “As if. That for babies, not for eleven-year-olds and Super-Secret Agents.” She picked popcorn off of Melvin as she walked, attracting a pair of seagulls.

“Mel!” whispered Sally. “Don’t look now, but it’s your arch-enemies, the Sausalito Seagulls!”

Katie peered up at the birds flying low overhead. “How do you know they’re from Sausalito?”

“Cause of the evil look in their eyes,” said Sally. “The Sausalito Seagulls are the evilest of all the bird gangs.”

“The pigeons in North Beach are rude,

Robins in Oakland have attitude.

The sparrows on Nob Hill are snots,

Presidio blue jays steal tater tots.

But Sausalito seagulls are the worst,

Get them or they’ll get you first.”

Katie looked unconvinced. “You just don’t like Sausalito cause you got seasick when our class took the ferry over there last year. Remember? You barfed all over Mr. Zukas’s shoes and he had to throw them away and buy some flip flops on the pier. They didn’t have any man’s flip flops left and he had to buy girl ones. They were pink with big yellow daisies on the toes. All the fishermen on the fishing boats laughed at him. He turned as red as a lobster and yelled at us for walking too slow.”

Sally shrugged and picked the last piece of popcorn off Melvin. “Mr. Zukas is always red as a lobster. He turned red last week just cause I spilled apple juice down his neck when he was tying his shoes. You should never tie your shoes in the cafeteria. Everyone knows that. And you don’t send someone to the principal’s office just cause they spilled apple juice. I spilled ink all over Mrs. Brownstein when we were practicing Chinese characters in art class and she didn’t send me to the principal. Mr. Zukas just doesn’t like me.”

“That’s cause you let Arnold the Iguana loose in the classroom and Arnold ate Mr. Zukas’s wallet. Arnold pooped little bits of credit cards all week.”

“I only let Arnold loose cause he was bored. Iguanas need exercise,” said Sally, shooing away a seagull hovering over them. “Arnold likes to do his dance routines every day, and his cage isn’t big enough. When he tries to samba in his cage his butt gets stuck in the water dish. It’s hard to samba when there’s a water dish stuck to your butt.”

“There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you.” Darlene Trockworthy appeared in front of them, hands on her hips. Darlene was the Hesslop’s next-door neighbor. She had bleached-blonde hair, red lipstick, long red nails and wore too-tight dresses and high-heels. She liked to think of herself as Mr. Hesslop’s next girlfriend. Mr. Hesslop mostly just thought of her as a convenient baby-sitter for Sally and Sally’s little brother Robbie, who was four and liked to eat dirt.

“It’s Darlene, the queen of mean. The ugliest person I’ve ever seen,” chanted Sally.

“Watch it, you little brat,” hissed Darlene. “I hear they need grape pickers up in Napa Valley. You’d better be nice to me or I’ll ship you up there. You’ll have to sleep in the fields and eat mice for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Now hop to it. Your Dad wants to go home. Robbie ate some straw that was meant for the horses pulling the carriage ride and he’s been puking ever since. I swear, you are two of the nuttiest kids I ever met in my life. Once me and your Dad are married I’m packing both of you off to the nearest boarding school. Or the nearest zoo. I bet the monkeys would think you’re a long lost cousin.”

“If you call people names you’ll go up in flames,” said Sally. “Also, monkeys are the best. Me and Mel would get along great with monkeys. We’d stay up late and gossip about the gorillas. Then we’d swing from vines and eat bananas and scratch ourselves even if people were watching.”

Darlene rolled her eyes. “Just get over to the parking lot double quick.” She tottered off, not looking where she was going, and one of her high heels sank into a pile of horse poop left by the carriage rides. Darlene shrieked so loudly that several nearby babies in their strollers started crying.

“Darlene’s so mean she makes me want to scream,” said Sally.

“Mean and scream don’t rhyme,” said Katie, stepping carefully over the horse poop.

“They’re close enough for Darlene,” said Sally. “I’m not gonna waste a top-notch rhyme on her.”

They arrived at the parking lot to find Mr. Hesslop, Darlene, and Robbie already crammed into the front seat of Mr. Hesslop’s tiny car. Sally and Katie scrambled into the back.

“Darlene, would you mind taking that away from him?” asked Mr. Hesslop as he started the car.

Darlene sighed and gingerly pulled a piece of dirty straw out of Robbie’s mouth. She threw it out the window and wiped her hands on a Kleenex. “What’s with the straw?” she asked. “I thought the kid was into dirt.”

“He’s graduated to grasses, leaves and straw,” said Mr. Hesslop, adjusting the scratched glasses which were sliding down his thin nose. Mr. Hesslop was a neat and tidy person by nature, but his job as an account manager at a bank combined with being a single father to Sally and Robbie meant that he didn’t have much time for personal grooming. His shirts were always stained and un-ironed, his pants had dirt around the cuffs, and his dark hair and beard were in need of a trim.

“Yesterday he ate a whole pile of grass clippings after Mr. Rodriguez mowed the school lawn,” said Sally. “He even ate a snail that was mixed in with the grass.”

Katie turned white and clutched her stomach. “Oh, Sally. Don’t. Please.”

“What?” said Sally. “It’s true. The whole school was at recess and everybody saw it. They thought it was awesome. Robbie’s the coolest kid in pre-school.”

“Other kids in the sandbox just bang on pails.

Only Robbie the Brave has the guts to eat snails.”

“Sally, that’s enough,” said Mr. Hesslop sternly. “You’re making Katie ill.” He made a left turn and the tiny car chugged slowly up the steep slope of Nob Hill. The Hesslops lived in a ramshackle old Victorian house halfway up the hill. It had crooked walls and a leaky roof, and looked like even the smallest earthquake would send it tumbling to the ground. Katie lived nearby in a fancy apartment building with a doorman and a swimming pool on the roof.

Mr. Hesslop groaned as the tiny car started to sputter. “Katie, would you mind walking the rest of the way? I don’t think the car is going to make it any farther.”

“Of course, Mr. Hesslop,” said Katie.

Mr. Hesslop nodded and eased the car into the Hesslop’s driveway, where it promptly let out a loud belch and died.

Sally and Katie climbed out of the back seat.

“I’m going to Katie’s, Dad,” said Sally. “I want to see her new puppy.”

“Just be back in time for dinner,” said Mr. Hesslop.


Excerpt from Logic to the Rescue


Chapter One
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A Debater Disappears

Nikki wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. The spotlights shining on the stage of the high school auditorium felt like tiny burning suns. Under her Westlake Debate Team T-shirt her armpits were sticky with sweat. She twitched uncomfortably and tried to focus on what her opponent was saying.

“And in conclusion, I propose that the federal government should increase its budget for solar and wind power.”

Her opponent was arguing the affirmative position in the debate, which meant that Nikki was stuck with the negative position. It was the semi-finals of the Wisconsin State High School Debate Championships and Nikki’s nerves were getting the better of her.

They were debating whether the Federal Government should spend more money on renewable energy. Nikki had spent the past two weeks stuffing facts and figures into her head. Solar power was expensive. That was her main point.

Nikki cleared her throat and nervously shoved her long dark hair away from her face. It was her turn. This was her second rebuttal, which meant that this round of the debate was almost over. “It is a well-known fact that solar power, a main component of renewable energy, is um, expensive.” Nikki winced. Jeez, that was a clunker. She had to get it together or she wouldn’t make it into the finals. She paused, fiddling with the note cards on her podium. Normally she didn’t need to refer to her cards at all during a debate, but today her brain seemed to have purged itself of all facts ever stuffed into it.

Nikki cleared her throat again, and then she made her fatal mistake. She looked at the audience. This was her first time at the state championships. At local debates the audience generally consisted of her mother and maybe a janitor sweeping the floor. Here at the state championships the auditorium was filled to capacity. Hundreds of people looked back at her as she stared out at the crowd. Her mind went blank. Nikki could feel the seconds ticking away as she struggled to pull herself together.

“And that’s time,” called the judge.

The clock had run out.

Nikki felt her face turning red. She couldn’t believe it. Her first time at State and she’d bombed. She gathered up her note cards with shaking hands and darted through the curtains at the back of the stage.

She heard her debate teacher calling her, but she ignored him and pushed through the stage door. She found herself in a noisy hallway filled with debate students practicing their arguments. One girl was doing high-pitched vocal exercises which echoed off the walls like screams. Nikki dodged through the crowd, looking for the girls bathroom. She just wanted to sit in a stall, put her head in her hands, and cry.

“Hey, Nikki. Wait up.”

Shoot. It was Tina, the captain of their team. Tina loved to criticize other debater’s performances, especially if the performance was as lousy as the one Nikki had just turned in. The rest of the team tended to avoid Tina. She was only the team captain because everyone else on the debate team had been too scared to run against her. Tina had a habit of spreading rumors about people she didn’t like. Nikki tried to get along with her, but it wasn’t easy. Tina was part of a group of girls at their high school who were into rumor-spreading and bullying. They were also obsessed with their looks and wore heavy makeup and designer dresses to school every day. Nikki was more of a jeans and T-shirt kind of girl, and she had come under attack more than once by Tina’s pack for her lack of fashion sense. Nikki secretly thought of Tina and her pack as Easter Eggs: brightly colored on the outside, hollow on the inside.

Nikki ducked behind a group of boys who were folding their note cards from the debate into paper airplanes. She had spotted her escape from Tina: there was a door marked Utility Closet down at the end of hall. She ran down the hall and yanked open the door of the closet, darting inside before Tina could spot her. Nikki coughed as the smell of ammonia and wet mop hit her nose. The tiny closet seemed to have a dangerous number of chemicals and cleaning fluids stored in it. She pinched her nose shut and stood in the dark, peering out through the tiny glass window cut into the door at eye-level. Tina’s frowning face swam into view then disappeared down the hall.

Nikki groped around for something to sit on. A cardboard box full of old newspapers was pushed against the wall. She sank onto it and leaned her head against the wall, the cold cement wonderfully soothing after the hot lights of the auditorium.

Maybe she should just stay in the closet for the rest of the day, Nikki thought. True, she’d have to breathe in potentially dangerous levels of cleaning fluids, but it was better than facing the debate team. Her screw-up had probably kept the whole team from advancing to the finals. It was also better than facing her mother. Her mom was a chemistry professor at the University of Wisconsin, and she had set high standards for Nikki from the first grade onward. Nikki had been only six when her mom had first started to teach her how to do scientific experiments. How to create a hypothesis and support it with data. How to think logically, research carefully, and defend your point with valid arguments. She’d been so proud when Nikki had been put in her school’s Advanced Placement chemistry class even though she was only fourteen. And she’d been even prouder when Nikki had been selected for the high school debate team.

Nikki sighed. Her mom was going to be so disappointed in her. She was contemplating spending the night in the closet, when suddenly she jerked upright.

Voices. She’d definitely heard voices. Not from out in the hall, but from inside the closet, somewhere near her feet. She jerked her feet up onto the box and listened, her heart beating in her ears.

“You’ve woken her up. She’s gonna be mad. She’ll probably stomp on us with her big feet.”

“Shhhh. Be quiet, Fuzz. She’s not going to stomp on us. She’s a very nice young lady. I can tell. I’m sure she’s the one we’re looking for. I’ll address her politely and I’m sure she’ll listen.”

Nikki heard what sounded like a tiny female clearing her throat.

“Hello, madam.”

A sputtering sound hissed through the darkness. “Don’t call her madam,” said a tiny male voice. “She’s obviously a young girl. If you offend her she’ll stomp on us.”

The tiny female voice cleared again. “My apologies, Miss. My companion is better at seeing in the dark than I am. Just give me a moment.”

Nikki heard a scratching sound and breathed in a sharp whiff of sulfur. A flame appeared at her feet. Holding a flickering match was the strangest creature Nikki had ever seen. It was roughly two feet tall, with long braided hair, a very sharp nose, and pale skin. It wore a floor-length dress made of grey wool with blue embroidery on the sleeves. Beside it stood a similar creature, slightly taller than the first, with short brown hair and darker skin. The second creature wore a linen shirt, an embroidered vest, and brown woolen trousers. It sported a precisely combed goatee.

The female creature bowed to Nikki.

Nikki pinched herself on the arm. The pinching didn’t wake her up, so she tried again. Nope, she was still sitting on a box of newspapers in a janitor’s closet, staring down at two extras from a Disney cartoon. Maybe it was all the cleaning chemicals she was breathing in. She was just about to bolt for the door when the male creature spoke.

“Cut out the bowing and just ask her already. I want to get back to the Realm before more people from this world come in here and stomp on us with their big feet.”

The female creature elbowed him in the ribs. “Pardon the rudeness of my companion, Miss. Let me introduce ourselves. My name is Athena, and this is Fuzz. We are imps from the Realm of Reason. We were sent here by the ruler of our land, King Tertullius the True, to seek assistance from the great thinkers of this world. The king’s all-knowing advisor, Maleficious the Wise, looked into his crystal sphere and saw that a gathering of great minds had congregated at this place of learning.”

“Great minds? Place of learning?” Nikki asked dazedly. “You mean the debate at the high school?”

“Yes, Miss. And we can see by your garment that you are one of the wise. One of the debaters.” The imp whispered the last word with great reverence. “You are just the person to help us. You must come with us, quickly, before all is lost.” She took a step toward a dark corner of the closet, gesturing for Nikki to follow her.

Maybe it was the ammonia fumes. Maybe it was just a strong desire to avoid facing her mother, her debate teacher, Tina, and the rest of the debate team. Whatever it was Nikki found herself following the little creature into the darkest corner of the closet.

The imp held the still-burning match above her head. Its flickering light shone on the carcass of an old metal boiler, long ago replaced by a modern heating system. The coal door of the boiler hung open on its hinges. The two imps hopped into its dark interior.

Nikki poked her head cautiously into the boiler and watched as the imp’s tiny flame got smaller and smaller. She gave one last look behind her and then climbed through the boiler door.


Chapter Two
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The King Has Spoken

Nikki squinted, her eyes stung by bright sunlight. She had emerged from the boiler onto a cobblestone street crowded with people. The street was lined with stalls piled high with cabbages, corn, potatoes and apples. People rushed to and fro, their arms weighed down with straw baskets filled with their daily shopping.

The first thing Nikki noticed about the Realm of Reason was that it reminded her of medieval England. The buildings had thatched roofs, there was an old stone church across the way, and a farmer was herding goats down the main street. The second thing she noticed was that most of the inhabitants were people of normal size like herself. Only rarely did she spot another creature as tiny as the imps, darting through the crowd and only coming up to people’s knees.

The third thing she noticed was the socks. All the men wore long woolen knee-socks underneath woolen tunics. The women wore thick socks peeking out from under ankle-length dresses. All their socks were in bright colors of sunflower yellow, deep violet, royal blue and acid green. And not one pair of them matched. Yellow and violet seemed to be the favorite combination. Nikki wondered if the people knew their socks didn’t match, or if color-blindness was a common affliction in the Realm.

The female imp named Athena was holding her long skirt out of the dirt of the marketplace and waving at Nikki to follow them. Nikki took one last look behind her at the dark mouth of the boiler which led back to her own world. It was now just a dark smudge on the side of a building. As she watched, the last traces of it disappeared entirely. Nikki took a deep breath and followed after Athena.

The market roiled with shoppers, farm animals, and stall owners loudly hawking their wares. Nikki dodged through the crowd, jumping aside as a herd of pigs squealed past her. She nearly lost sight of the imps as a throng of shoppers engulfed her and steered her toward a stall selling live geese. The geese squawked loudly, as if they knew exactly what would happen to them at dinnertime. Nikki yelped as a frantic goose pecked at her. She rubbed the red spot on her arm and peered around for the imps, who had trotted ahead, ignoring both the townspeople and the geese.

She caught up to them at the last market stall, where the town’s cobblestone road turned into a rutted dirt track. The noise and crowds of the market disappeared. The buildings of the town gave way to pleasant green fields dotted with dandelions and grazing sheep.

Nikki was about to ask the imps where they were going, when a sound like thunder rushed up from behind them. They jumped aside as a group of knights on horseback roared past them, kicking up clouds of dust. The male imp called Fuzz gave a hacking cough and spit out the dust, shaking his tiny fist at the knights.

“Miscreants!” he shouted. “Learn some manners!”

“Be quiet Fuzz,” said Athena, calmly shaking the dust off her skirt. “It does no good to yell and stamp around like a silly child. They can’t hear you anyway.”

“I don’t care,” said Fuzz. “If I want to yell, I’ll yell. Makes me feel better. And you know very well they wouldn’t have ridden us down like that if we hadn’t been imps. The anti-imp sentiment is getting worse and worse in the Realm. Time we did something about it.”

“Like what, exactly?” asked Athena, raising an eyebrow. “You’ll have to excuse my companion, Miss,” she said to Nikki. “His temper gets the better of him sometimes.”

“Um, sure, no problem,” said Nikki as she wiped the dust from her eyes. Secretly, she agreed with Fuzz. Those knights had cut it way too close. If they hadn’t jumped out of the way in time she and the imps would have been flattened like pancakes. She started to wonder if maybe she would have been better off facing her Mom, her debate teacher, and Tina after all. She paused to look around her. The dirt track they were following wound up a grassy hill sprinkled with orange poppies and delicate bluebells. It was very pretty, and certainly didn’t look dangerous, despite the speeding knights on horseback. At the top of the hill towered a white marble castle, its walls gleaming in the sun, purple flags flying from its many turrets. Soldiers were stationed along the top of the wall, the sun glinting off their polished armor. A snatch of melody from the movie Sleeping Beauty ran through Nikki’s head, and she realized that the castle reminded her of the one at Disneyland. She followed the imps as they trudged in the dusty wake of the knights up to the main gate of the castle.

Athena marched up to a guard in front of the gate. He was leaning on his spear, half asleep. The tiny imp hopped up and down in front of him until he finally noticed her. The guard’s top half was covered in steel armor, while his legs were encased in mismatched socks – one leg was blue, the other bright red. Nikki didn’t know whether to be afraid or to laugh.

The guard’s armor creaked as he bent down and held a whispered conversation with the imp. After several suspicious glances at Nikki he finally waved at a group of men manning the gate. They hauled on a massive rope as thick as Nikki’s arm and slowly raised the portcullis which barred the gate.

Their steps echoed on the gate’s wooden drawbridge as Nikki followed the imps into the courtyard of the castle. She had expected a bleak stone space filled with knights in armor, horses, cannons, maybe even a catapult or two. But the area they entered was more of a garden than a military drilling field. Fountains splashed, sparrows hopped across wide green lawns, and wisteria vines drooped from trellises and swayed in the breeze. People in silk tunics and gowns were picnicking on the grass, lounging on cushions and listening to a group of musicians strumming on guitars.

The imps headed toward the center of the courtyard, and Nikki followed, her feet crunching on the white gravel path. They halted at a fountain shaped like a leaping salmon. A jet of water spouted from the mouth of the fish, spraying a fine mist on a group of people gathered around it.

Nikki, in her jeans, sneakers and debate team T-shirt, felt seriously underdressed as she stared at them. The woolen garments of the townspeople were nowhere in sight. The people here were decked out in silks and gleaming satin brocade. The women wore jewels in their hair, and the men had golden chains hanging from their necks. The glory of their finery was a bit diminished, however, as peeking out from under their silks and satins were the same heavy woolen mismatched socks that the townspeople wore.

One man, standing apart from the rest, wore an elaborately sculpted crown of silver topped with an emerald the size of a chicken egg. Nikki guessed that this was the king. He wore a tunic of brilliant sapphire silk worked with fine gold thread, a long dramatic black cloak . . . and mismatched woolen knee socks, one yellow and one Kelly green. The king was deep in conference with an elderly man with a long white beard. The elderly man had bushy, overhanging eyebrows which gave his face a mysterious cast, and was wearing a floor-length robe of deepest purple.

Nikki noticed that the elderly man’s robe was so long that it dragged on the ground, preventing anyone from seeing his feet. She wondered briefly if he was wearing matching socks and was trying to hide that embarrassing fact.

The female imp, Athena, marched up to the king and tugged on the end of his cloak.

“Ah, my ambassadors are back,” said the king. He scooped up Athena and Fuzz and set them on the rim of the white marble basin surrounding the salmon fountain. “Did you find one of the wise?”

Athena nodded, pointing at Nikki, who blushed and wiped a smudge of dust off her T-shirt.

The king strode up to Nikki and took her hand in his, pumping it enthusiastically up and down. “Wonderful. Wonderful. So good of you to come. Welcome to Castle Cogent. We expect great things of you, you know.”

Nikki wasn’t sure how to respond to this. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the elderly man in the long purple robe staring at her. He didn’t look nearly as glad to see her as the king did. In fact, he was positively glaring at her.

The king waved him forward. “This is my most trusted and knowledgeable advisor, Maleficious the Wise. Any help you need on this little problem, you just call on him. He’ll be only too happy to assist.”

Nikki nodded politely at Maleficious, who stared back at her stonily. Nikki cleared her throat. “Um, your majesty, what little problem is this, exactly?”

A look of surprise passed over the king’s face. He glanced down at the imps. “I thought Athena had explained things to you.”

Athena blushed, twisting her hands in her skirt. “We thought that your majesty, who is so eloquent, so articulate, so gifted at the subtleties of speech, could explain much better than we could.”

Nikki thought the imp was laying it on a bit thick, but the king nodded in agreement, a satisfied smile on his face. She noticed that Maleficious was watching the king with amusement. She guessed that the king’s ego was something his advisor found very useful.

“Well,” said the king, “let’s get comfortable while I explain.” He sat down on the marble rim of the fountain and patted the spot next to him. Nikki joined him, with Athena hovering anxiously nearby. Fuzz sat down on the rim of the basin and paddled his bare feet in the water. Maleficious stood a few feet away, glaring down at them all.

“You see, my dear,” the king suddenly paused, looking appalled. “Goodness. You must forgive me. I’ve forgotten to ask your name.”

“My name’s Nikki.”

“Nikki,” repeated the king. “Lovely name. So, Nikki, the reason I sent our two ambassadors to search for you is that our wonderful Realm of Reason is rapidly becoming not so reasonable. For centuries we were the envy of neighboring realms, renowned for our iron-hard grasp of logic, for the hard-headed common sense of our citizens, for the exemplary way we would apply the rules of evidence to all our decisions.” The king paused, frowning. “But lately, we’ve noticed superstition and backwardness creeping up on us, especially in our outer provinces. Reason and rationalism have been abandoned, and the people have adopted all manner of foolery and nonsense.”

“Like the socks,” said Nikki without thinking. She turned red and mentally whacked her forehead. Maybe the mismatched socks were just the fashion here, and besides, the king himself was wearing them.

The king chuckled, not looking in the least offended. “No, my dear, the socks are not foolery. They are the brilliant invention of Maleficious.”

Nikki glanced nervously up at Maleficious, who smiled coldly at her. “Er, invention?” she asked.

The king nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, they are truly a breakthrough. Mismatched socks. Who would have thought they were such miracle workers. I don’t know how Maleficious manages to think of these things. The mysteries of genius are impenetrable.”

“But,” said Nikki, “what exactly do the socks do?”

“Better to ask what don’t they do,” said the king, stretching his legs out in front of him and picking a miniscule speck of dirt off of his Kelly green sock. “They cure colds, dissolve warts, heal rashes of all sorts, abolish acne, soothe stomach upsets, and that’s just for starters.”

“Gosh,” said Nikki, trying to look impressed. Her inner skeptic was jumping up and down so frantically in her brain that she was getting dizzy. “Um, how do they work?”

“Only Maleficious knows, and he’s not telling.” The king winked at Maleficious, whose mouth curved into a pained smile.

“Okay,” said Nikki, watching Maleficious warily, “but, how do you know they work?”

Maleficious glared down at her. “Are you questioning the effectiveness of my discoveries?” His voice was as raspy as a rusty lock. “For I’ve spent many long years perfecting them.”

“No, no,” Nikki said quickly. “I’m not questioning them. Certainly not. I just, um, was inquiring about your methods.”

Maleficious frowned, looking not in the least bit appeased, but he cleared his throat importantly and addressed a spot above Nikki’s head. “As to the question of how I know the socks work, I have collected many responses from sock-wearers as to their efficacy. The wearer has, for instance, a cold. He dons the socks, and in an instant, three to four days at most, his cold has disappeared.”

Nikki wiped the incredulous expression from her face and tried to look respectful. “Colds, you know, can frequently disappear on their own in three to four days.”

Maleficious didn’t look at her. He addressed the spot above her head again. “In the case of rashes or stomach upsets, the person has only to wear the socks for a day and the problem will ease.”

“You have, of course, heard of the placebo effect,” Nikki said cautiously.

Maleficious looked down his long, pointed nose at her.

“The what?” asked the king. “Is this some wondrous technology from your own realm?”

“No,” said Nikki. “It’s just a very common bodily response. My mom told me about it. If people think a certain medicine, or cure, or, in this case, mismatched socks, will help their illness, then frequently it does. At least a little bit. The placebo effect won’t cure serious illness, but for minor complaints such as rashes or colds, it can help the body heal itself. Doctors think it triggers certain chemicals in the brain which then give the immune system a boost.”

The king looked impressed. Maleficious looked livid, his face taking on a dangerously red tint.

Nikki was thinking maybe it was time to find the entrance back through the boiler to her own world, when the king spoke.

“Wonderful stuff. Just wonderful.” He slapped his knee. “So, this placebo effect, this is what has actually been curing the people’s colds, rashes, and other sundry complaints?”

“Maybe,” said Nikki, avoiding Maleficious’ eye. “It’s hard to tell without doing a proper experiment. So far, all you’ve collected is anecdotal evidence, which is a big no-no. You’re putting too much faith in the stories a few people tell you. They could be lying, after all. Or you could be coming to the wrong conclusion, due to lack of evidence.”

Maleficious raised himself to his full height and glared down at her. “Meaning that I, advisor to the king, and the most learned person in the Realm, have come to a false conclusion.”

The king stood up and gave Maleficious a hearty pat on the back. “Not at all my good fellow. Not at all. We all have enormous faith in your abilities. Why, those daisies you had me tuck down my trousers to clear up my hayfever were a stroke of pure genius. I haven’t sneezed in several hours.” He paced back and forth in front of the fountain, kicking up bits of white gravel. “I think, however, this experiment our illustrious guest is proposing is a grand idea. The two of you can work together on it. Really do it up right.”

Maleficious tucked his hands into the voluminous sleeves of his robe. “I must decline, your majesty. I have important work to do back in my study.” He sneered down at Nikki. “I’m sure our guest can handle things on her own.” He spun on his heel and stalked away.

Nikki breathed a sigh of relief as Maleficious disappeared through a door in the castle wall. She turned to the king. “Um, your majesty?”

The king bent toward her, grabbing at his crown as it slid down his forehead. “Yes, my dear?”

“Well,” said Nikki, “I was just wondering how long you wanted me to stay here?”

“Stay here? Oh, you mean stay in the Realm?”

Nikki nodded. “It’s just that I don’t want my mother to worry about me.”

The king patted Nikki’s shoulder. “No need to worry about that. We here in the Realm have occasionally had dealings with other worlds. Through the gateways, you see. They are passageways leading out of the Realm. Athena and Fuzz used one to bring you here. When someone from outside the Realm uses one of these passageways to come here, we have found that no time, no time at all, passes in their world while they are here. So you see, your mother will not even notice that you are gone, no matter how long you stay in the Realm.”

*   *   *   *

“What is the first thing we must do, Miss?” asked Athena.

“Formulate a hypothesis,” said Nikki. She pulled a blank piece of parchment toward her and dipped a goose-feather quill into a pot of black ink. They were seated at a small, wobbly table in the room which the king had assigned to Nikki. The room was in one of the towers of Castle Cogent. It was small but comfortably furnished, with a four-poster bed, tapestries on the stone walls, and a spotlessly clean chamber pot. Nikki eyed the chamber pot nervously, thinking longingly of indoor plumbing. But with adventures came minor inconveniences she told herself firmly.

She chewed on the end of the quill, thinking.

“What’s she doing? Is she wasting time already?” Fuzz climbed onto an empty chair and poked his head over the edge of the table.

“Shhhh!” Athena waved a finger at him. “She’s formulating a hypothesis. Be quiet.”

Nikki took the quill out of her mouth and wrote on the parchment. When she was done the parchment was spotted with ink drops and dribbles. Writing with a quill was harder than it looked. Too bad she didn’t have a ballpoint pen with her. “Okay,” she said. “Here it is. See what you think.” She read from the parchment:

“Hypothesis: the wearing of mismatched socks does not cure or alleviate illness.”

Nikki frowned. “This phrasing means we’ll have to prove a negative: that mismatched socks do not cure illness. It’s usually better to state your hypothesis in positive terms.” She scratched a line through the words on the parchment and wrote a new sentence:

“Hypothesis: the wearing of mismatched socks cures or alleviates illness.”

Athena scurried around to Nikki’s elbow and read the new sentence. “But, Miss,” she said worriedly, “doesn’t this say that we agree with Maleficious?” She shuddered when she said the advisor’s name.

Nikki peered down at her, wondering why the imp seemed to dislike Maleficious so much. Admittedly, she hadn’t taken a shine to the man either, but Athena’s dislike seemed excessive. “Not necessarily,” she said. “A hypothesis is just a starting point. Kind of a guess about how something works. We haven’t formed a final opinion on the matter of mismatched socks yet. For now we’re going to keep an open mind, and use Maleficious’ claim as our starting point. We don’t have to agree with it.”

Athena looked unconvinced, but she nodded.

Nikki re-read the new hypothesis. “I’m going to change this slightly. Maleficious claims that mismatched socks cure illnesses. A very bold statement, which says that the socks banish the illness completely. He doesn’t mention anything about just helping with pain or symptoms.” She dragged her quill across the parchment. “I’ve scratched out the part about alleviating illness. So, here’s our final hypothesis:”

“Hypothesis: the wearing of mismatched socks cures illness.”

“What now, Miss?”

Nikki drew a line across the middle of the page. “Now we plan an experiment to prove our hypothesis true or false. There are a couple of important things to keep in mind here. One is to make sure our sample size is large enough. We must find as many people as possible to be our test subjects. Also, they must be different kinds of people. If I were to use only bakers, for instance, then it’s possible that something about being a baker is actually curing their illnesses. Maybe flour cures colds. Something like that. Our goal must be to use people from many different professions, many different age groups, both genders, etc.” She made a note on the parchment. “Also, I think we’ll limit our illnesses, just to make things easier. Maleficious seems to be claiming that the socks cure any illness, but that would be too hard to test. Maleficious could always claim that our test missed a rare disease which the socks can cure. There’s no way we can test every single disease. We have to narrow it down.” Nikki tried to think back to the conversation around the fountain.

“What illnesses did he list again?” She chewed on the quill. “I remember acne, and rashes. What else?”

“Colds and stomach upsets,” said Fuzz, climbing up onto the table and sitting cross-legged next to the parchment.

“Right.” Nikki wrote those down and studied her list. “To make our test as foolproof as possible I’m going to limit it to just colds. Acne and rashes can take a long time to heal. Colds will go away within roughly a week, making them easier to test. And stomach upsets, well, it may not be very scientific, but I don’t want to get barfed on.”

Fuzz nodded energetically in agreement.

“Okay,” said Nikki. “Since we’re going to limit our testing to colds, I’ll make another small change to our hypothesis.” Her quill scratched across the parchment.

“Hypothesis: the wearing of mismatched socks cures colds.”

“Everybody in agreement?” asked Nikki.

Athena nodded and looked at Fuzz, who was excavating his ear wax with the tip of his little finger. Athena elbowed him in the ribs and he gave a grumpy nod.

“The last thing to keep in mind is objectivity,” said Nikki. “We need to do a blind test.”

“What’s that, Miss?” asked Athena, primly smoothing her skirt out.

“It means that our test subjects can’t know about the test. Or at least they can’t know why we’re doing it. We can’t keep the test completely secret, because we’ll have to ask people questions about their colds, but we don’t have to tell them why we’re asking the questions. It keeps them from falsifying the data. For example, say they’re friends of Maleficious. If we told them we were testing whether or not the socks worked they might be inclined to lie and say yes, even if the socks hadn’t really worked for them. Or, if the test subjects were afraid of Maleficious, they might lie about the socks so that he wouldn’t get mad at them. Ideally, we’d do a double blind test, where even the testers don’t know the exact details of the test, but I don’t see how that’s going to be possible in this case.”

Nikki drew a grid on the parchment, consisting of two rows and five columns.

“What’s she doing now?” Fuzz whispered to Athena. “It looks like she’s going to play Tic-Tac-Toe. I knew she was a time waster.”

“It’s not Tic-Tac-Toe,” said Nikki. She labeled the rows and columns and turned the parchment so the imps could see it. “The two rows represent our test subjects. We have two types of subjects: people with colds who are wearing mismatched socks, and people with colds who are not wearing the socks. The columns represent the outcomes from our experiment. In column one we’ll record a check mark each time a person’s cold is gone in one day, in column two we’ll put a checkmark each time the cold is gone in two days, and so on. I’m running out of space on this parchment. Do you have any more?”

“Yes, Miss. One moment.” Athena hopped down from the table and pattered over to a carved wooden chest on the floor at the foot of the bed. She shoved open the creaking lid and dived into the chest, emerging with a roll of parchment.

Nikki reached down and scooped up the imp and her burden. “Thanks, Athena.” Nikki tore two sheets off the roll. “I’m just going to make a copy of this grid for each of you. That way we can split up and collect a lot more data.”

“Well, the socks must work, because Maleficious said so.” The farmer spat on the ground and wiped his runny nose on his sleeve for good measure. “He’s the big poobah ’round these parts. King’s special pal and all that. He must know what he’s talking about.”

Nikki raised an eyebrow. “Have you heard of the logical fallacy called Appeal to Authority?”

“Logical What? Honey, I got a corn crop to get in the barn. Every year. And a wheat crop too. I ain’t got time for no book-learning stuff like logical thing-a-ma-gigs.”

“Appeal to Authority just means that you’re assuming Maleficious is always right about everything. You never question him.”

The farmer pulled a grimy handkerchief out of his sleeve and blew his nose. “Dang right I never question him. Don’t want to get hauled up in front of the Council, do I? They’re in his pocket, ain’t they? Everyone knows that.”

Nikki nodded tiredly and pulled the piece of parchment out of her jeans pocket. Maleficious certainly had a lot of power in the Realm. Almost as much as the king himself. Most of the people she’d talked to seemed afraid of him. She un-stoppered her little jar of ink and dipped in her quill. “Okay, so, just a couple more questions. When did your cold start?”

“Tuesday morn. I woke up with the most awful head pain. Put on my socks right away.” The farmer pointed down at his legs, which were encased in heavy wool, the right leg in royal blue, the left in bright yellow.

“And how are you feeling now?”

“Bit better. Still sniveling, but less.”

Nikki nodded. “Today is Friday, so that makes it four days.” She put a check mark in the appropriate box while the farmer looked on suspiciously.

“Okay,” said Nikki as brightly as she could manage, “that’s it. Thanks very much for your help.” She hurried away over the rough furrows of the corn field, feeling the wary gaze of the farmer between her shoulder blades. She did a quick count of the checkmarks on her piece of parchment. She’d collected data from forty different test subjects. Time to head back to the castle and compare notes with the imps.

*   *   *   *

“Sixty-four! Wow, Athena, that’s great. Good work.” Nikki spread Athena’s piece of parchment on the table next to her own. “Okay, Fuzz. How many test subjects did you find?”

“Eight,” said Fuzz, grumpily handing over his piece of parchment, which was mangled and scrunched and gave off a yeasty smell. “I couldn’t find any sick people in my part of town.”

“But you managed to find a tavern,” said Athena, wrinkling her nose. “You smell like the inside of an ale glass, Fuzz.”

Fuzz ignored her. He lay down on the table and closed his eyes.

Nikki un-scrunched Fuzz’s parchment and laid it next to the others. She tore off a new sheet from the roll and dipped her quill in ink. “Okay, I’m just going to make a new grid and combine all three of our counts into one. Give me a sec.”

Athena waited patiently as Nikki’s quill scratched across the parchment. Fuzz began to snore.

“Okay,” said Nikki, laying down her quill. “Let’s look at our results.”

Athena prodded Fuzz with her foot. Fuzz gave a loud snort and sat up, grumbling.

“Let’s deal with the outliers first,” said Nikki.

“What’s an outlier, Miss?” asked Athena.

“It’s a statistical term. It means something which doesn’t fit. Something so out of the ordinary that you should leave it out of your count. Our grids have two categories which I’m going to call outliers: the ‘Cured in one day’ category, and the ‘Not cured’ category.” She pointed to the grid, and Athena walked across the table to get a closer look.

“There is only one checkmark in each of these categories, Miss.”

“Exactly,” said Nikki. “That’s why I’m going to classify them as outliers and leave them out of our results. Mathematicians usually say that you shouldn’t exclude outliers unless you have a good reason, but in this case I think there is a good reason. We know from experience that colds are rarely cured in one day. That’s why only one of our test subjects fell into this category. We can’t be sure, but we can make an educated guess as to why the subject fell into this ‘one day’ category. Maybe what they had was not a cold, but allergies. Same thing with the ‘Not cured’ category. For a common cold it’s unlikely that there would be no improvement at all in five days, so we can guess that what the test subject had was not a cold, but something more serious, like bronchitis.” She drew a slash across the two categories. “There, we’ve excluded them. Now, let’s focus on the remaining categories.” She tapped the parchment with the end of her quill. “See anything interesting?”

Athena bent forward until her nose was almost touching the parchment. “Most of the checkmarks are in the category called ‘Cured in three days’, Miss.”

Nikki nodded. “I don’t know about you, but from my own experience with colds I’ve found that I’m mostly better by the third day after becoming sick. So, our data matches with previous experience, which is a good sign. If our data was way out of line with existing knowledge and experience we might have to conclude that something had gone wrong with our test, and we’d have to do it all over again. But, I think we’re okay.” She tapped the grid again. “This is what’s really interesting. There are forty-nine checkmarks in the box for ‘Cured in three days and wearing socks’, and there are fifty-one checkmarks in the box for ‘Cured in three days and not wearing socks’.”

Athena frowned down at the grid. Even Fuzz got up and ambled over to take a look.

“What’s so interesting about that?” he asked.

“What’s interesting is how similar the counts are. We can form a conclusion from this. A conclusion which indicates that our hypothesis is false.”

Athena looked from Nikki to the grid in confusion. Fuzz scratched his head, unleashing a tiny shower of dandruff. “I don’t get it,” he said.

Nikki laid her original piece of parchment on top of the piece with the combined totals. “See? Here’s what our experiment was trying to prove:”

Hypothesis: the wearing of mismatched socks cures colds.

“Now, if our hypothesis was correct, then we should have seen a much bigger number of checkmarks in all of the ‘wearing socks’ boxes. That would indicate that the socks were working – actually curing colds. Instead, there’s a total of one hundred checkmarks in the ‘Cured in three days column’, split between socks and no socks. We see an even split, almost fifty-fifty, between the two boxes.”

Athena began jumping up and down, rattling the wobbly table. “Oh, Miss. I see! I see! It means the socks made no difference! People’s colds went away in three days, whether they were wearing the socks or not!”

“Exactly,” said Nikki.

Fuzz nodded sagely. “It means that doofus Maleficious is wrong. His stupid socks don’t cure colds. They probably don’t cure anything at all.”

Nikki nodded. “We’d better go present our results to the king.”
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