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The Woods of Strawberry Nook 
 

“Don’t be fooled by the name,” Ray said. “The charms that come from those 
woods are powerful and difficult to stop. The effects hang on for a long time.” 

“I wasn’t fooled by the name,” Ben snapped. “I just thought it sounded…” 
“What? Silly? Girlish? Of course, it does, Ebenezer. What do you expect from a 

game that was probably created by 13 year olds?” Liz asked. She never got why we all 
liked playing the Monster Decks game so much.  

And she and Ben were right about the name. Strawberry Nook did sound lame. 
But Ray knew his stuff too. I was pretty sure there was a lore-catacomb that 

talked about the spells and charms of the Enchanter from Strawberry Nook. I just 
hadn’t read that much. Ray had, of course. A lore-catacomb was a story in the 
Monster Guides that gave background to the game. You had to read them to be really 
good. You had to memorize the details to be great.  

Ray was great. 
I didn’t know why we played so much either except that, oh yeah, it was super 

fun! Kinda like mixing a good ghost story, a battle in Lord of the Rings, and a roller 
coaster. I don’t think it was created by 13 year olds. 

It was a weird day. Liz was dressed like a girl from Paris, France, and she didn’t fit 
in with us at all by looks. She had a purple scarf, dangly gold earrings, and little black 
shoes that were flat and had sparkles all over them. 

Ben, Ray and I couldn’t have looked more different. We had just come from a hill 
climb in the woods. Near my house there is a large hill that has oak trees spread out 
like they were planted in an oak orchard 200 years ago or something. On top a little 
cemetery looks out over the valley around Lake Middle School and our little town, so 
we sometimes climb the hill (it’s a whopper! It takes like 45 minutes) with our pocket 
knives and hiking shoes and stuff thinking about the setting in the Monster Decks. 
Secretly, I think we all wish a character from the game would show up magically or 
something, but none of us ever really talk about that. Mostly, we say things like, 
“Doesn’t this look like the perfect setting for an Owl Wizard or a Moor Goblin who is 
being chased by a band of Northern Brigands?” It’s all stuff from the decks. We don’t 
really talk like that. 

But we do get a bit dirty when we climb the hill. And we smell like dried leaves 
when we finish. So, the four of us stood in line at The Coffee Cup, our little town 
version of Starbucks meets Krispy Kreme, Liz smelling like a french perfume or 
something and the three of us in dusty leaf, waiting our turn behind 4 old ladies who 
were dressed more like Liz than us. 
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“The game is pretty fun, Liz,” I said. “You ought to try it some time. You could 
borrow one of my decks to get started and then… who knows? You may actually like 
it.” 

Liz turned, with her back to the ladies, and glared at me with angry eyebrows that 
said, “Shhh, You ding dong! You are dead wrong; I wouldn’t play that game if it were 
the last one on earth and can’t you see that I’m trying to listen in on the convo in 
front of us?” I’m not sure how she packed all of that into a single glance, but if you 
knew Liz, you’d understand. It was like Wookee speak or R2-D2 speak. A high pitched 
growl and a blip or two could mean whole paragraphs. (I just finished reading the 
Origami Yoda series, so my brain is simultaneously wrapped around Star Wars and 
Monster Decks. Sorry.) 

We all were properly shushed and focused our attention (while looking at each 
other like Liz had dropped out of a tree) on what we could hear. It went something 
like this: 

“Oh, I don’t think that at all, Sue. They’ve got to be large enough for those poor 
creatures to feel comfortable, you know,” said Lady #1. Chuckle, chuckle and smile 
through wrinkled cheeks and over-lipsticked lips. 

“They are young, so I don’t think they get really uncomfortable. Once you take 
them out of their miserable little homes, they will be glad for anything so long as they 
can breath and eat,” said Lady #2 - a tall one with her gray hair all tied in a knot on 
top of her head. She giggled like a giraffe-sized monkey. 

Lady # 3 scared me. She was small and looked older than the trees on the hill. Her 
beady brown eyes were shifty when she talked and her voice was a mixture of black 
coffee, spent shotgun shells and sand that you can’t get out of your shoe after you go 
to the beach. “Look,” she smiled while she spoke, “Don’t beat yourselves up. They 
are part of an experiment that will launch how we can spend money on non-profit 
organizations a hundred years forward. They will be taken care of.” 

Liz had her back to them and was looking at us and her eyes were so big I thought 
it would be odd if her eyeballs rolled right out of their sockets. They looked like they 
might. “Did you hear that? They are stealing kids. Kids! And shipping them 
somewhere!” 

Ray answered, leaning in to the little circle we made. “Liz, c’mon. They aren’t 
stealing kids. That would be ridiculous! Look at them. Do you think they could steal 
us? Plus that last lady mentioned non-profits. That is like a company that does good 
stuff for people.” 

Ray always made sense. 
“Yeah? Well, you didn’t hear what they said just before while you and Abe were 

talking. They are ‘plucking them up’ and ‘shipping them off’ for some sort of time 
travel thing. You heard her say ‘future’, right?” 
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The line moved up and the ladies were all ordering. The one with the bad lipstick 
job turned to us as the rest of her group moved from the cash register. She looked 
right at Liz. “Oh, my dear, I don’t know what you are going to do with the likes of 
these boys, but if you run out of ideas, check in with me because I have plenty.”  

She smiled, tight-lipped, and I think Ben was a little nervous because he moved 
behind Ray. 

The boys all got smoothies, and Liz got a cappuccino or something that matched 
her outfit. Then we went outside to drink them. 

“That lady was scary. She reminded me of the Witch of Thaymore’s End,” I said. 
Ben added, “From Deck Three.” 
“I think the witch got her original spells from Strawberry Nook,” Ray said. 
“You guys are crazy,” Liz said. 
“Please don’t sell us to the scary lady, Liz. We don’t want to go to the future.” 

Not a typical Ray response, but it was good to have him back with us. He’d been a 
soccer slave for the past 8 weeks and he always seemed sharper when the season was 
over. 

“Who said anything about selling?” Liz said with a smile. “I’ll just tell her where 
you live. She’ll know what to do.” 

Ben scooted the metal legs of his chair across the concrete, making a horrible 
screech that sounded an awful lot like Beady Eyes in there. It sounded like I felt. I 
wouldn’t have put it past Liz to do it. 
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Sleepy and Sent 
 

Ben often over-reacted to things. In the cafeteria on Monday was no exception. 
“Liz found something. You gotta talk with her to see about it, Abe. I’m… I’m sure 

this is no good. It’s those crazy time travel ladies again. I think they are stealing 
kids!” He was talking fast like he does when he gets scared about something. I’d seen 
it before when he thought aliens were taking over our school. 

We were in line for the best breakfast ever: hot cinnamon rolls with that yummy 
white frosting on top! Ray and Pick and I were all behind Ben who was behind Luke 
Regent… only the tallest kid ever. Ben, who was four-foot nothing, kept looking 
around at Luke, who must’ve been 6’3” at least, half-expecting him to squash him 
like an evil giant or something. 

“The ladies from the The Coffee Cup?” Ray asked. 
Ben nodded with big eyes.  
“Someone is stealing kids?” Pick asked. 
“Yeah, well, no, not really,” I answered. “We went up the Hill on Saturday, and 

some strange ladies were in line in front of us for coffee after we’d finished. Liz 
heard them talking and thought they were plotting a plan or something to steal kids 
and ship them off to somewhere. She thought it had to do with a time travel thing.” I 
shook my head like I was getting bored with it all, but inside, in the pit of my 
stomach, something felt wrong. Were they stealing kids? 

Ray jumped in. “Did you hear about the breakthrough in New Zealand?” He said it 
like his mouth was already filled with sticky cinnamon rolls. Like the word 
‘breakthrough’ was jack hammered to pieces and glued together with the frosting. 
“No, you gotta hear this: last week, some space junk fell out of orbit and landed on a 
high rise building. Broke through 4 floors.” 

“How is that a breakthrough?” I asked.  
“You know what I mean. Happened on the same day that the probe made it to the 

dwarf planet Ceres.” 
Liz walked up, standing off to the side of the line because she knew she’d be 

busted for cutting. She held up a yellow piece of paper, a bill or something, and 
turned her head away as if to say, “Read it, you goofballs. It’s just like I said.” 
Though I wasn’t quite sure what she meant by what she didn’t actually say . 

Ray, Pick and I leaned over to read the faded blue print. It still made no sense. 
Ben backed up a step like it was radioactive. 

“Well, don’t you guys see this?” Liz said. 
“Yeah, Liz, what is it?” I mean how could we not see it, right? But it didn’t make 

any sense and certainly didn’t say ‘from the four crazy ladies’  on it. 
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Liz rolled her eyes and shook her head like she’d put up with us long enough.  
Ray smiled and broke in. “So, explain, Wise One… What are we missing?” 
She sucked in a breath like she was going to try for the 15th time to explain this to 

non-understanding, non-listening babies, turned the paper around, and read parts of 
it to us. “Look, this is a what is called a manifest. It’s a paper that lists stuff that’s 
being shipped… in this case, a shipment by train. That’s the railway symbol on the top 
- Pacific. See? Look at what is in the list… ‘breathable containers.’” 

Liz probably thought we were the dumbest boys in 6th grade. And maybe we were 
because we didn’t get whatever point she was trying to make. 

“Right,” Pick said. He paused and then, “What?” 
“C’mon, you people. You’re killing me. Those crazy ladies on Saturday were 

talking about kidnapping… you’d need breathable containers to ship the kids 
somewhere.” 

Ray jumped in like always: at just the right time with the perfect observation. 
“Liz, those ladies couldn’t capture us, ‘A,’ if you paid them money. ‘B,’ they 
certainly couldn’t ship kids in crates - I mean the kids would scream and stuff and 
they’d be found out.” 

“Yeah, like they would do that without putting them to sleep or something first. 
I’m not an idiot, Ray. They would drug them to sleep and then send them on their 
way to time travel terror.” 

It seemed like a stretch to me. Sure, I’d been known to believe some crazy stuff in 
my day, but this was a little too out there. Or, was it? Maybe I was just learning not to 
worry about stuff like this without thinking it through. I didn’t like the thinking in this 
case. If I let myself think about it, worry began to creep in and ruin how I felt. Pick 
pulled me back to the conversation. 

“Where’d you get it, Liz?” he asked. 
“That’s just it,” she said with an upturn of her nose. “It was right under Abe’s 

locker.” 
Nobody said anything and my blood froze. Was I next? 
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Suitcase 
 

Third period brought Mr. Harrison, our language arts teacher, and his bizarre 
poetry world. I was in no mood for poetry, which is how the class often opened, and 
today was no exception. Harrison had the uncanny ability to find the most disturbing 
poetry on the planet and then try to sell it to us, like captive victims, as if we could 
enjoy the stuff. Some of it was famous, of course. Some was not. He’d display it on 
the projector and we had to do what a bazillion other middle school kids had to do - 
we had to read it to ourselves quietly (pretending to like it or at least get into it) and 
then respond to it in a journal. 

Sometimes, I’ll admit, the poems were kinda cool. Today’s was a disturbing 
little piece about Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer. I told you they could be bizarre! It 
wasn’t even Christmas or anything. 

Liz sat behind me. I didn’t want to spend time thinking about the kidnapping 
creeps right then because I had no idea what we should do about it. So I was writing 
away, trying to figure out why Rudolph would be so angry at Santa, when she poked 
me in the elbow. A small scrap of paper showed up between my arm and my body 
perched between two fingers like on offering from a baby bird. 

I scrunched up my face and turned to look at her. There was no talking allowed 
while we responded to poetry. Not for 5 minutes anyway.  

“Go ahead,” Liz whispered. 
So I read it and almost jumped. It said, “Hey, can you get me a deck of your 

Monster cards? And what a weird poem, huh?” 
What? Liz wanted to get in our Monster games? This was the biggest 

breakthrough ever! Liz had only become friends with Ray and me and our gang this 
year after an embarrassing incident where we kind of fought with and hated her. 
When we found out that life wasn’t so hot at home for her, we felt bad and started 
trying to be friends. It’s a good thing, too. She has been awesome as we solve 
problems at school - which is surprising if you knew her before. 

I was thinking about how I’d need to talk to Gravy and Pick and Ray as soon as 
possible about this (and Gravy was sitting in language arts with us) when Harrison 
showed up. 

“Abe?” 
He was standing at the front of my row. My left hand covered the note as I 

looked up even though I knew I’d been caught. “Yeah?” 
He motioned to me to come see him; I knew I was dead. Caught with the note 

in my hand. In a whisper he said, “I need you to do a favor for me. I talked with Ms. 
Bledsoe, one of the ladies in the cafeteria, about our lunch count for the field trip 
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next week. This morning I found out we had to have twice as many lunches. She won’t 
be checking email before she leaves today, so can you go see her and ask her if she 
will come visit with me on her way out?”  

I said sure and was on my way out the door grateful that he didn’t see the 
note. Only when I’d gone down the hall a little ways did I think of what he was asking: 
Visit one of the ladies that we suspected might be kidnapping kids. A shiver went 
down my spine. 

And it should have. 
When I reached the cafeteria, I knocked on the door to the kitchen. I heard a 

kid back in there, but no one was answering, so I walked around to the front window, 
where they serve us kids the 3 course, 5 star lunch every day, and saw a few lunch 
people cooking. One of them turned to me. 

“Can we help you?” 
“Yeah, Mr. Harrison asked me to give a message to Mrs. Bledsoe.” 
The lady who helped me was younger. I’d no doubt that she was not  at all 

involved in kidnapping kids. She was knee-deep in cookie sheets full of rolls and 
peanut butter cookies. 

“Come around to the side and I’ll let you in.” 
When I got in, she ushered me past the cookie sheets and didn’t even offer me 

one! How could she torture me like that! I almost asked for one, but didn’t. 
“Marjory, you have a visitor,” she said as we reached a small office tucked 

behind all the kitchen equipment. She knocked on the door and then turned and 
headed back to her cookies. 

I heard the noise again. It was clearly a little kid’s voice. You know, like a 
3-year-old or something. 

When she opened the door and I saw what was going on in there, I nearly forgot 
why I had come! I nearly forgot my name! 

“What do you want?” she asked. 
I was speechless.  
On the floor by her desk was a large purple leopard print suitcase, and I am not 

even joking, a little moppy-haired 3-year-old looking boy was inside of it! 
My eyes must have looked as big as they felt, because she said, “Oh, don’t 

mind him. He thinks he’s going to move in with Grandma, but that’s not at all where 
he’s going. You want to ask me about something?” 

A sick, nauseated feeling came over me like I had eaten a bag of rocks. It sat 
down there in my stomach like that too. “Uh, yeah. Mr. Harrison,” I began almost in a 
mumble. 

“Let me out! Let me out! This is stuck!” 
I saw the little guy’s hand reaching out by the zipper, trying to pull on it.  
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“Hang on, Drew, I’ll take care of you… His mom and dad are both working so he 
gets a little upset that someone else has to take care of him.” She added in a whisper 
to me, “He doesn’t like his cousins very much. They’ll have to be sent away.” 

“I don’t like you, Auntie B. I want to see my grandma.” 
Auntie B smiled and walked me out by the cookie sheets. “What was it that you 

wanted, Dear?” 
“Oh yeah,” I said. “Mr. Harrison wanted you to know that he needed twice as 

many lunches for his field trip.” 
“Well, he does, does he? You let him know that will be--Oh! --okay.” 
Drew had apparently escaped from Alca-suitcase and hit Auntie B on the back 

of the leg. Auntie B grabbed his arm and held on. She might as well have been trying 
to hold a small tornado. He was kicking at her and wriggling but anchored by the arm 
hold. 

“Thanks, I’ll tell Mr. Harrison,” I said and I turned to go before I got swept up 
in the tornado’s path. Just as I got to the door, I heard Mrs. Bledsoe. 

“Drew, stop it! Do you want me to send you into next week like the rest of 
them? Just eat this and you’ll stay quiet long enough.” 

Another chill went down my spine. I needed to talk with Liz and Ray. I knew 
that wasn’t going to be possible in language arts, though. Was Mrs. Bledsoe really 
sending little kids into the future? I turned to look back through the service window as 
I was going through the cafeteria. Drew had gone limp and Mrs. Bledsoe was having 
trouble moving him back to her office. I wondered if he’d end up in that suitcase 
after all. 
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Destiny 
 

Liz was on her way to Science after we finished in language arts - and we had 
no time to talk about anything! Mr. Harrison had us moving all over the place and 
talking to other people and writing things down! It actually was fun because it was 
not super boring or anything, but fun is not what I needed. Liz and Ray and I had to 
talk.  

So right after the class, Ray and I had Social Studies next door. Liz and I had 
agreed to wait and talk and meet Ray outside the room. 

I didn’t really say anything, which was pretty hard even for me and I don’t talk 
much, and Liz kept shooting out into the hallway from the water fountain in the 
commons outside the two classrooms looking for Ray. He finally showed up with a big 
smile on his face. 

“Aw, Liz, did you miss me?” he said. 
“Look, Ray, I’d only miss you if you were missable. It’s Abe here. Something 

happened that he has to tell us at the same time.” 
“Hey, guys, we don’t have time for crazy,” I said. I knew we probably only had 

a minute before the bell rang. “Those ladies are positively sending kids into the 
future. I just saw it with my own eyes! True story! Listen, Harrison sent me down to 
the cafeteria to tell the lunch lady, Ms. Bledsoe, that he needed more lunches for his 
field trip next week. So, when I get there, you’ll never guess what is going on in her 
little office inside the kitchen.” I paused a moment to really shock them. 

“She was writing down her secret recipe for meatball-ice cream cookies?” Ray 
asked. 

“Yes! That was it! Well, let’s go to Social Studies…” I said. 
“Guys! C’mon! I’ve got to get to Science.” 
“Kidding,” I continued. “Not kidding: she had a little kid stuffed in a suitcase!” 

I said it like I had just discovered a soda machine that gave out dollar bills! 
It was kinda like a movie. Liz’s mouth dropped open and Ray’s eyes got really 

big. 
“Get out!” Liz said. “We’ve got to--”  
Just then a girl walked up to us like she had no idea where she was going. “Do 

you know where Social Studies with Mr. Reyes is?” She had silver glasses, her brown 
hair was all up on top of her head and she was taller than me or Ray. She looked like 
a miniature version of Mrs. Green down in the office. 

Ray was smooth. He knew how to help people and make them feel 
comfortable. “This is Mr. Reyes’ class right here and Abe and I are going there right 
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now.” He smiled really big like he was the Getting-To-Class director or something. 
“I’m Ray, this is Abe, like I said, and this is Liz.” 

Liz stuck her hand out to shake. 
“I’m Destiny, officially, but most people call me Dee.” 
The warning bell went off meaning we only had a minute to get to class, which 

was no prob for Ray and Dee and I, but Liz had to get to Science. “I’ve got to go, Dee. 
Good to meet you. I hope you can survive Social Studies with the likes of these two. If 
Monsters show up, watch out!” 

And like that Liz was out of there. I knew she was talking about our Monster 
Decks game, but Dee didn’t. 

“Mr. Reyes,” Ray said in the classroom, “This is--” 
“Destiny! We’ve been expecting you!” Mr. Reyes said. 
All three of us were in the door still, sort of. I looked at Ray and he looked at 

me at the same time. I knew exactly what was going through his mind because we 
were practically like brothers: He thought Reyes was involved with the time travel, 
kid-stealing grandmas. 

Mr. Reyes waved Destiny forward and I turned to Ray. “There is no way he can 
be involved!”  

“What... Are you reading my thoughts now? Are we having Force-based 
conversations or something?” Ray couldn’t believe it, but he couldn’t deny it either. I 
mean about me reading his mind. 

“Do you think he could be?” I was all business. 
“He has been working closely with them and the bus people to get ready for 

this field trip. We definitely put him on the suspect list.”  
We both went to sit down at our table in the front of the room, though, so our 

talk about Reyes being involved was going to have to end. 
The class didn’t start like normal. Right after he took roll, Reyes had us move 

all the desks (that had been grouped in fours to make “tables”) to the sides of the 
room and stack chairs by them. Then he had us randomly pick 1 of the four walls to 
stand near. He read a sentence to us about what we were studying and then we had 
to move to one side of the room or the other based on our response. We were 
studying about the pioneers going to the American west. 

He made statements like, “If you could have, would you have gone west on a 
covered wagon?” or “The hardest part of traveling west would have been leaving your 
family and friends behind. Agree or Disagree?” and then we’d sort of vote with our 
feet. Most questions had 2 choices, a few had four (1 for each wall). He’d ask us to 
defend our choice out loud sometimes and then he’d keep going. 

That was great! Ray and I thought mostly alike so we were usually in the same 
group. Then new girl, Destiny, seemed to be on opposite sides from us.  
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Then Reyes asked a couple of questions that made Ray and I squirm.  
“The human race should be exploring space. Agree or Disagree?” 
And then, “If we could travel through time, would you go?” 
I froze right in the middle of the room when he asked that! 
“Is everything okay, Mr. Table, or are you still thinking?” Reyes said. 
“I’m okay. I don’t think I want to travel through time, though.” I moved to the 

“no” wall. 
“Well, I’m sure nobody is going to make you, Abe. Perhaps that isn’t your 

destiny.” 
What… did this guy turn into Darth Vader? Was he going to try and force 

everyone into the Empire? Ray declared when we got out of class that Reyes looked 
right over at Destiny after he said that to me. I didn’t see that, but I didn’t doubt it 
either. Ray thought that not only was Reyes involved in shipping these kids off, he was 
probably the mastermind. We were going to have to find out. 
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Manifest Destiny 
 

“Well, you wouldn’t believe everything until the place came apart,” Liz said to 
me. It was lunch. The next day. Sure, everything seemed weird the day before, but 
you know how it is when some time has passed. Were we all going crazy? 

“I think you are all going crazy,” Gravy said. Timing! 
“C’mon, Liz, maybe we were just putting too many strange coincidences 

together,” Ray said. He always sounded ten years older than us. And ten years 
smarter. 

“No way!” Ben Jumped in. “This stuff is going on just like we saw this 
weekend.  

“Say it, Abe,” Liz said. “Go ahead.” She turned her nose up like I had the final 
and absolute word of truth. 

And maybe I did hold all the facts. 
“Look, something is going on. Two many things are showing up. But there is no 

way those ladies could be capturing kids and sending them through time.” 
Liz interrupted. “Abe! What?! You’re supposed to be helping here!” 
I knew where I was going in my thoughts, so I smiled at Liz and continued. 

“What our investigation team needs to do is find any more possible evidence and take 
the story to someone who can help us sort it out. We are all thinking of the same 
person, I know.” 

Gravy and Pick both said, “Mr. Boreland.” 
“Mrs. Darnell,” Liz said. 
“Harrison,” came from Ray 
“Okay,” I said, “maybe we aren’t all thinking of the same person. Okay. I was 

thinking of Mr. Aimes because he knows everything that is going on in the building.” 
What happened next couldn’t have surprised me more if someone had handed 

me a letter that confessed that all this was going on just like we were thinking! Mrs. 
Bledsoe (the lunch lady), Mr Aimes, and Destiny walked right by our table toward the 
back of the cafeteria where the glass doors lead out to the basketball courts and the 
track. 

We all looked at each other with big eyes (Liz’s were the biggest)! 
“C’mon!” Liz said when they reached the doors.  
We jumped up from our table leaving trays and lunch bags and milks… like we 

were in charge of the place and we’d leave it any way we wanted. I suppose Liz 
wanted us to follow at a distance so we wouldn’t be seen? It didn’t work. 

“Table!” 
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That was Mr. Borland, the boys dean, yelling for me right as we neared the 
doors. Ray and I stopped immediately. We’d been in Borland’s office enough to know 
that you didn’t mess with him… especially when he called you out. 

Liz, Pick, Gravy and Ben reached the doors, but turned back and paused when 
the saw that we weren’t with them. 

“Abe, where do you think you are going?” Mr. Borland asked. 
I looked back out the doors to track Aimes, Time-Travel-Bandit Lady, and 

Destiny. 
“Abe? Abe!” 
“I’m sorry, Mr. Borland,” I said looking back real quick to catch sight of the Big 

3 heading across the courts toward the path beside the track. I didn’t feel sorry. I felt 
panicked! We had to know what was going to happen to Destiny! “We saw our friend, 
Destiny, being taken out back and wondered what was going on.” I put on big sorry 
eyes. “You don’t know, do you?” 

“What I know, Mr. Table, is that you, and Ray, and Elizabeth and everyone else 
left all your trays at your table. Go; pick them up please.”  

Mr. Borland had a way of just saying things like he absolutely expected things 
to be done and they were.  

I leaned toward Ray as we walked back. “Ray, you’ve got to keep an eye on 
what’s going on out there. I’ll get stuff while you watch.” 

I started to clean up and Ray was standing on tiptoes watching like a hawk, 
when Luke Regent and Jessica McMulligan walked up. 

“Hey, Abe!” Jessica said. I’d maybe said 10 words to her all year. She was Liz’s 
friend. She was holding out a piece of paper. “I found this in the little vent things at 
the top of your locker like it was stuffed so full that papers were leaking out.” She 
handed me the yellow paper. 

It was a shipping manifest like Liz had found before! The logo on the top was 
the same.  

“Uh, thanks, Jessica,” I said, but when I looked up she and Luke were long 
gone. I stuffed it in my pocket, grabbed our lunch plates and Ray and headed toward 
the basketball courts like my life depended on getting there right now, dumping the 
trays in the trash can as I went by. 

“What’d she give you?” Ray asked. 
“Another shipping manifest. Found it in my locker.” 
“She knows your combination? Jessica?” 
“No, no. It was stuffed in the little vents at the top.” 
When we had crossed the court and gone through the chain-link fence, Liz, 

Gravy and Pick stood with their backs to us looking out across the pathway, the track 
and football field and past the athletic shed like they were watching the last of the 
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elves load up into ships to go off to die wherever elves go to die. They didn’t even 
turn around to look at us when we left the path and crunched up on the gravel behind 
them. 

“Did we miss something invisible out here?” Ray said. They still didn’t turn 
around. Not one of them. 

“They disappeared!” Liz said. Still not turning around. 
I smiled (though no one saw) like I had the answer to such ridiculous nonsense. 

“Yeah, Liz, I’m sure they did.” 
I marched right past them to the garage-style door on the shed. Padlocked. 

Then I checked the regular door. Locked and padlocked. 
Gravy cleared it all up. “They vanished into thin air. We saw them one minute 

and then… Poof! They were gone.” 
I looked at the scrap of paper Jessica had given me. It was torn from being in 

my locker. It looked like this: 
 
Cancelled. Destin… 
Cancelled. Shipment #456812a…  
Seattle, WA. 
 
The top of the paper with the logo and everything was still together, but the rip left 
us with questions. In fact, things were starting to add up, but the wrong way. I felt 
kinda sick to my stomach again. 
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Destiny’s Hope 
 

The next day was about as helpful as a broken shovel. At breakfast, Gravy got 
sick (and ended our morning round of Monsters just as I was going to take a Warlock 
and an enchanted sock-puppet!). Mrs. Bledsoe, the cafeteria lady, was friendly like 
she normally was (when she was not sending small kids to the future in a suitcase), 
and Liz was trying to figure out how to crush us all with Deck Three of Monsters. 
Which she didn’t know how to do yet (how could she? She just started!). 

Liz and I had the first two periods together, so we talked a little on the way. 
Why was Liz now interested in our game of Monsters? 

“Abe, if a Flying Monkey has a health of 15 and a surprise attack worth 24, can 
it do anything to help take down a Farm Dragon?” 

Okay, one, Liz was getting into this way too fast! And, two, I didn’t like the 
idea that she could remember stuff so well. That was like Ray - the encyclopedia of 
Monsters play. 

“Yeah, but you’ve got to have some real firepower. Surprise won’t be nearly 
enough to budge a Farm Dragon. They’re solid and hard to damage. But they don’t 
move well… probably because of all the biscuits and gravy,” I added trying to be 
funny. 

“Hey, Liz, we’ve got to have a serious Monster Investigations meeting at lunch 
to sort this stuff out with the Time Travel Ladies.” 

“Liz! Liz, remember lunch, okay?” Jessica again, calling from the other side of 
the hallway. Liz turned and nodded to her. 

“What is going on at lunch?” 
“Oh, nothing. Jessica just wants to hang out.” 
Liz was having some troubles now that she identified with all of us. We weren’t 

exactly popular and we had no girls except her in our group. I knew this was going to 
become a problem for her and I was kinda bummed about it. Stuff is never easy. She 
was just going to have to be happy hanging out with us. I never imagined what she 
was going to ask next. 

“Do you think it would be okay if Jessica sat with all of us?” 
What!? Jessica didn’t know anything about Monster Investigations! She’d think 

it was stupid, anyway. This was a disaster and I didn’t have Ray to help me deal with 
it until 3rd period! “Sure,” I heard myself saying. But that’s not at all how I felt about 
it! We’d just have to postpone our Monster Investigations discussion. 

“You’ll like Jessica once you get to know her! She could probably help with 
Monster Investigations too. We need all the help we can get, Abe. If Destiny is going 
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to make it, we need some serious help figuring things out. Jessica is good at that kind 
of thing.” 

My heart felt like a bowling ball as we entered Harrison’s class. I’d unwittingly 
given the okay to have Jessica join our group! Ray was gonna kill me. Plus, we’d seen 
Destiny vanish into thin air yesterday. We had trouble to sort out. Little did I know 
that it would be Jessica that offered key information. 
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Kicker 
 

“You did what?” Ray asked. 
“Well, yeah, I said it was okay if she sat with us. I couldn’t be rude to Liz. We 

just need to talk to her, privately, and tell her it probably won’t work out too well.” I 
knew Ray wasn’t going to be happy about Jessica joining us for lunch. Maybe it 
wouldn’t be that bad. 

“Do you know how bad this is going to be?” 
Maybe it was  going to be that bad. “She probably won’t like us and will leave?” 

Mr. Reyes was circulating and handing out small pieces of paper to everyone. 
“Okay, Ladies and Gentlemen, on the slip of paper I’ve given out, you’ll find a 

character. Your job in the next 2 minutes is to talk with at least 4 people: Find out 
their role, and trade them if you like. Go.” Reyes always had simple directions. 

“She won’t leave,” Ray said as we moved to the back of the room from our 
table. “She’ll just make fun of everything we say and probably pull Liz back down a 
darker path from her former days.” 

“Hey, Table. I’ve got a pioneer who is dying from influenza. What do you 
have?” 

For the first time I looked at my paper. My eyes went wide. “I’m a train 
engineer on the pacific side of the transcontinental railroad. I die in a fight between 
natives and the US Cavalry.” 

“Time’s up, People,” Reyes said. “Now, I want you to find other people who 
have similar roles as you and stand with them. You have 1 minute. Go.” 

Once we met with our groups, we had 15 minutes to read a one page scenario 
and then prepare to respond. Oh, Reyes had cool blue half sheets of paper to help 
guide how we responded and then he was going to roll dice at the front of the room 
to run a simulation. 

Then we had to… you guessed it: write about it in our journals. It seemed like 
that’s all we did anymore. Everything had to be evidence-based, whatever that 
meant.  

While we were all writing back at our own tables, Reyes took a phone call. I 
was throwing away paper in the back of the room and cleaning up slips of paper from 
when our groups met (because Reyes had asked me to do that for him), but Ray was 
up at our table near Reyes’ desk. Apparently, he could hear the speaker on the other 
end of the phone. I got back to my seat to try and catch up to everyone when Ray got 
my attention. 

“It’s her!” he whispered in a panic. 
“Her who?”  
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“Bandit lady #3!” 
My blood went cold (well, not really, but you know what I mean). These 

coincidences were stacking up like my little sister’s collection of Hamster Puffs (and 
she had a lot of them)! I could hear some of the conversation… 

“... a biter and a kicker, that one…” 
“Okay, Marjorie, I’ve got to take care of my class right now…” 
Ray looked at me like everything was crystal clear. Obvious. He looked around 

the room and then back at me. Okay, it wasn’t as obvious to me what he was trying to 
say. 

“She’s gone, Abe.” 
I scanned the room and then I understood. My blood went cold for a second 

time. If it got much colder, it would be antifreeze. Destiny was gone! She really did 
disappear! Poor Destiny, I thought. Poor, Poor  Destiny. At least she went out fighting. 

Ray’s eyes were large and his smile was gone.  
I looked down at my journal. How could I get into Mr. Reyes’ simulation?  
“Abe, your little destiny lies in the railroad right now. You’re probably going to 

be the next one to go. Can’t you manufacture a little empathy and write something?” 
Mr. Reyes asked. 

Was he talking about me? Was I going to get walked out of the back of the 
school and disappear off the face of the earth like Destiny? Was he really admitting to 
shipping her off? Is that what the railroad shipping manifest was all about? Did he 
have to use such big words? I had questions. Oh, I had questions! Well, I wasn’t going 
out without a fight either! Lunch couldn’t be soon enough. We were going to have a 
to make a plan to find out once and for all what was going on. 
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The Way to Go 
 

“Abe, you can’t just assume that because Destiny was not in Social Studies that 
she has really disappeared,” Gravy said. We were at our favorite lunch table by the 
drink machine and the door to the gym. Since when did he start making sense when 
things were getting weird? This didn’t really fit Gravy at all.  

“Let’s get all the facts straight everyone,” I said. I meant everyone that was 
actually there. Liz wasn’t for some strange reason. I thought about what she said 
earlier, you know, about Jessica joining us, but I didn’t think she would really do 
that. Most likely Liz was in trouble for something. She was probably serving a lunch 
detention before she came down to the cafeteria. “Here it is: We heard the old ladies 
talking at the coffee shop. Then Liz found the shipping list, the manifest, that made it 
look like they were shipping live bodies somewhere.” 

“And we think the ‘somewhere’ is the future,” Ray added. 
“Yes, we do. Thanks, Ray. Then things got strange because I found one of the 

lunch ladies putting a little kid in a suitcase.” 
“Then you found another shipping list,” Pick said. 
“And now we’ve heard Harrison and Reyes talking about it… they are both in on 

it,” Ray said. 
As we listed all that we had seen and heard, I was starting to wonder how this 

was going to end! It couldn’t be good; I knew that! “There’s only one thing we can do 
about all this--”  

“That’s right, Abe. I’m going to down your Land Wizard with a pod of 
fire-breathing Dragon Owls.” 

Liz showed up! And she was talking smack about a game she didn’t understand 
yet: Monsters.  

And Jessica was with her. 
Ben spoke up. “Liz, fire-breathing Dragon Owls move in small clusters if they 

are not alone. That’s not even big enough to call a flock, much less a pod.” 
That seemed to rock Liz a little bit. Imagine! Liz on the ropes! I never thought 

I’d see that… again. I remembered when her mom came to school and yelled at her 
and embarrassed her in front of everybody. 

“Don’t worry about that, Liz. A Dragon Owl will be a good choice,” Ray said. 
Sometime I think that kid can read my mind. He offered a kind word at just the right 
moment. 

Liz and Jessica sat down at the end of the table by the double doors to the 
gym. I hated to bust up all the fun with Monsters discussion, but I knew we were going 
to have to get serious about solving the Time Travel Bandits mystery before something 
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terrible happened like them coming to take me. The way Reyes was saying things in 
3rd period about Destiny just made my stomach sick. 

“Don’t forget, Abe, that the shipping lists were both found by your locker,” 
Gravy said. 

“An important fact, Grave, but something I would rather avoid,” I added with a 
mock smile. 

“Yeah, I found that right in the top of your locker,” Jessica added. “If you 
didn’t have that in your locker, I would say someone planted it there because it's not 
like it could just fall out or something.” 

This was starting to sound bad. I didn’t want it in my locker. Everyone was 
looking at me like I knew why those were there and what we should do next. “I have 
no idea why they were there!” I stood up though (I don’t know why) like I was going 
to make a speech. Later, Ray asked why I did that. I have no idea! “Look. If Reyes and 
Harrison and the lunch people are capturing kids and shipping them on trains to the 
future somehow, we’ve gotta stop them. I don’t want to be next!” 

“Hi, Abe. Looks like you’re next,” Mr. Aimes said walking up right beside me. 
Jessica squealed. 
Liz stepped out from the table like she was going to war. 
I stood there and didn’t have anything to say. What would you say if Mr. Aimes 

said your time was up? I half-expected Ray to have something helpful to say about 
then, but he looked like a mouse who’d just escaped an owl. Everyone else at the 
table then stood up like a military unit that had accepted my fate: I was doomed and 
there was nothing they could do to stop it! 

“Hey, Abe, I need your help here in the gym.” 
I pretended to be confident and walked beside Aimes like I knew exactly how 

to help him. The lights were on in the gym, but no kids were in there yet… they 
weren’t allowed until they were dismissed from their tables. Our footprints echoed on 
the wood floor. What I saw turned my blood to even icier ice than before! A large 
box, like a refrigerator box or something stood on the side of the gym by the locker 
room doors. It had holes in the top about the size of baseballs. Large black stamped 
letters on the side said, “Back To The Future”! I’m not kidding! 

Panic washed over me while fear was gumming up my feet like wet cement. 
“What’s that box for?” I asked. I tried to be casual like I didn’t care one way or 

another. 
“That’s how we’re sending you to the future, of course!” Mr. Aimes said. 
My knees got shaky and my heart hit the floor. 
We’d walked right to the box. Suddenly, the lights went out in the gym except 

a bright spotlight right on us and the box. Mr. Harrison came out of the equipment 
room in the corner of the gym. 
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“But...I…” 
“In you go, Abe,” Mr. Aimes said. 
I started around the back side of the box, the shadows cast deep from the 

beam of light above. This had to be some sort of misunderstanding. It took two of 
them to walk Destiny to her fate! Harrison walked over with his hands on his hips 
almost silhouetted by the light coming from the double doors back to the cafeteria. 

“Well, Mr. Reyes, looks like Abe will be better off in the world of tomorrow 
than he is here.” 

Right then, as I knew my fate was sealed, I heard the clicking of shoes on the 
floor. I hadn’t stepped into the box yet, because I was scared out of my wits, but 
when I looked over toward the sound, I saw Mrs. Bledsoe from the cafeteria - I knew it 
was over! All three of them had gathered to gloat over their final triumph: Sending 
Abe Table to the future!  

“Stop right there!” It was unmistakably Liz’s voice. She and the whole gang 
were standing in the doorway from the cafeteria. It felt like time had stopped and 
everything was happening in slow motion. I probably could have passed out right 
there, but I didn’t. I heard everyone running across the floor like the place was on 
fire. The dim mercury lights of the gym had turned on and were warming up throwing 
an eerie glow across the place. 

Ray spoke when they got over to me and the box and the Time Travel Bandits. 
“We know what you’ve been doing, what you did with Destiny. You aren’t going to 
take Abe too! In fact, you aren’t going to take anyone - your time travel gig is up!” 

I was so relieved! I half expected the police to bust through the doors right 
then. They didn’t. 

Mr. Reyes laughed first. “What? What do you think is going on here?” 
“Aren’t you sending Abe into the future on a train car like you did with Destiny 

and the little kid in the suitcase?” Liz asked. 
“I saw Mrs. Bledsoe with the kid in the suitcase,” I said.  
“That was my nephew’s son. He always crawls inside of things,” she said 

matter-of-fact-like. “Mr. Harrison, do you have room under the bus for an extra 
cooler? We have about 5 special diets that I have to prepare because of allergies and 
whatnot.” The lady was all business! Did she not care that we were accusing her of 
sending people to the future? 

“Plenty of room. That’ll be fine,” Harrison said. “Abe, really? The future?” 
“What happened to Destiny? We saw you take her out!”  
“She had an allergic reaction and had to go to the doctor. Her mom picked her 

up,” He said. 
Mr. Reyes spoke next. “Listen, guys,” he said pointing to the box, “this is for 

the dance on Friday. The theme is Back to the Future. So, as much as we would like 
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to have the power to send you sometimes for real, we don’t. It’s just a box. But, it 
will make great pictures. And it will be your destiny.” 
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Snowshoe Creek 
 

“Did you know it is almost 50 million miles from Earth to Mars at the closest 
point?” Ray asked.  

Lunch was almost over and we were all sitting at our normal table. Ray just 
delivered random facts to us now and then. “Do you think we will really ever get 
there?” I asked. 

“I do,” Pick said. “I mean we’ve got the technology. It’s really all about 
money.” 

“And time,” Ray returned. 
“Speaking of time,” Liz said, “when are we going to have time to play 

Monsters? You guys made me want to play because you were always talking about it, 
and then when I’m finally getting where I think I can play, no one says a word.” 

“That’s ‘cause we don’t want to crush you, Liz,” Gravy said through a bite of 
biscuits and… yeah. How was that on the lunch menu? 

Liz didn’t say anything. A miracle for sure! We all got up to head outside until 
lunch was over. Behind me, I heard Jessica ask Liz what Monsters was all about. Liz 
spoke loud enough for all of us to hear. 

“Monsters? Oh, it’s a silly card game where you try to take territories - they are 
called ‘lands’ in the game - from other people by getting a whole bunch of monsters 
to help you take them.” 

Ben spoke up. “It’s more fun to talk about sometimes than it is to play.” 
“That’s true,” Ray said. He was the leading expert on Monsters and knew more 

from memory than any of us. 
“What kind of monsters are they?” Jessica asked. 
We had just walked by the kitchen next to the doors on the way out. I thought 

of Mrs. Bledsoe and how we thought she was kidnapping. Turns out, Mr. Harrison had 
said, she was working with a bunch of friends to rescue stray animals. And we thought 
she was shipping kids to the future! Maybe we were the monsters!  

Like it or not, it seemed like Jessica was going to be with the group from now 
on. I didn’t like it too much, at first, but maybe it would be okay for Liz to have 
another girl to hang out with when she was with us… which was like all the time. 

Ben held out a card and stopped the whole group right in the middle of the 
basketball courts. “Monsters like this one,” he said as if it was a world-ending 
discovery.  

“Ben, that’s only a…” Ray’s eyes got big. “It’s a what?” 
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The smile on Ben’s face couldn’t have been wider - it would have split his head 
open like a watermelon being hit with a hammer. “It’s a Martian Prison Guard… from 
Deck 4!” 

“It looks like he is standing in front of the old school up by Snowshoe Creek,” 
Jessica said. 

“That’s because all Martian monsters live in a host on earth until they can 
hatch,” Ray said. “Ben, where did you get Deck 4?” 

“My dad went to a tech show in LA last week and they had a booth.” 
“Wait a minute, Ben,” Liz said. “Why did they have a booth at a tech show? 

Monsters Decks are not very high tech.” 
“The school by Snowshoe Creek is haunted,” Pick said. “I should know: I used 

to live up there with my aunt.” 
“Who said it was haunted?” Ray asked. 
“Well, a bunch of people say that kids disappeared and stuff. Finally, they 

closed the school. They say if you go in there, everything was just left out like they 
all - kids, teachers, everybody - got up and walked out in the middle of the day. Like 
something scared them out.” 

“RIGHT!” Gravy screamed. We all jumped like we’d seen the ghosts Pick was 
talking about. Gravy laughed his head off. 

“I’m going to play basketball,” Pick said. Ray and Liz and Jessica were already 
heading out to the field to play soccer. 

“Maybe I will too, Pick.” He and I walked over to where kids were shooting for 
teams. “When was the last time you were up by the old school?” 

“Couple of weeks ago. We should all go up there some time and hang out and 
play Monsters or something. It’s pretty cool. Maybe we could walk around the school.” 

Somehow I knew that was going to have to happen. This could be a real 
mystery for Monster Investigations. 

 


