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Dead Man’s Hill
 
Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water. 
Jack fell down and broke his crown. 
Jill vanished, along with all that gold Jack managed to come into mysteriously thanks to a handful of magic beans. 
 
 
 
 

The Girl with the Golden Locks
 
I knew who she was the moment I spotted her. She was a good two hundred yards away, safely concealed in the tree line that ringed the annual Bear Picnic, but the glint in those deadly blue eyes was unmistakable. Had I not seen the golden locks, cascading in sun-kissed ringlets around her cherubic face, the eyes would have been enough to give her away. 
“Howard, I need a hand,” said Lauren as she began packing our belongings into the picnic basket. My eyes drifted to little Howie as he tumbled and romped with a few friends still on the green, trying to ignore the girl staring from across the way. Lauren could sense something was wrong. 
“Howard, are you okay?” Her powerful paw with its long, black claws delicately stroked the blackish-brown fur of my back. I turned and looked into the eyes I had fallen in love with so many moons ago. I had only been in the woods a few days and had just one friend to my name - a Poker-obsessed squirrel named Eddie - when I ran into the one I now knew as my wife. Standing a full six feet tall, with brown furry legs and a svelte 610-pound frame, she was the most beautiful bear I had ever seen. True, until that day, I had never seen another female grizzly, but in all the years since, not one female in all the world compared to the gal with the brown fur and gray-black eyes. 
I cleared my throat and stammered a few words. “I thought I saw something over in the trees. A deer maybe.” 
“A deer?” Lauren wasn’t buying it, but as was her way, she dropped the matter at that. 
“Let’s get home,” I said, folding the blanket and tucking it into the picnic basket. “Howie, time to go!” 
Howie moaned and groaned as only a child having fun would, but he dutifully listened to his father. As much as Howie yearned to be free of his parents’ rule, he knew better than to ignore me. I wasn’t a brutish father as some bears tend to be, but I knew how to lay down the law when necessary. 
We set out down the path to their cottage, three bears, with Howie in the lead. Lauren trailed our son, barking out the occasional reminder to stick to the path, while I lagged behind. I kept pace with Lauren, but my eyes were drawn to every stray movement in the woods. 
She was out here. She was watching. I could sense her old, familiar strawberry-scented perfume on the wind. But where? 
By the time we reached home, I had nearly forgotten her. Ours was a quaint little bungalow with stone-colored stucco walls and a yellow thatched roof broken only by the gray brick chimney. The house sat in the middle of a clearing, with a water well on one side and a sandbox I dug out for Howie when he was a baby on the other. 
The realtor told us there had only been one previous owner. Actually, seven, but they had all lived in and moved out as one. I didn’t need details; the house had the room Lauren and I wanted for a growing family, and so we bought it. 
Howie ran inside and up the stairs for his nightly bath. Lauren took the basket from me and kissed my fuzzy cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine,” I promised her with a phony smile. 
“You look as if you’d seen a ghost.” 
I tried to keep the emotion from showing on his face. “I’m sorry, hon. I’ll be okay.” 
Lauren kissed me once more and said, “I love you.” She lumbered into the house, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 
No sooner was Lauren out of sight, I spotted her curly head again. She wasn’t trying to hide this time. She was in full view, between two old sycamores, staring straight at me. She wasn’t a teenage waif any more. By human count, I figured she was at least twenty-three. She looked dressed for dancing, not hiking, and her lips and nails were as blood-red as the little dress that only went over one shoulder and dropped just short of the knees. She was all woman, the kind of woman that men would kill for. Human men. But not bears.
I sauntered over her direction on all fours and perched on my hindquarters, bringing me eye to eye with the face I hadn’t seen in ages. “What are you doing here, Goldi?”
“So you do remember me,” she said.
“Yes, I remember,” I said.
“I wasn’t sure you would, after all these years,” she said.
“Go home, Goldi,” I said. “It’s not safe out here.”
“Is that how you’re gonna treat me?” It was a tone I had heard many nights during arguments with her step-mother, a pout that almost always got its way – especially if daddy was in earshot. “I’ve searched the woods and hills for you. You aren’t going to chase me away.”
I shook my fuzzy head at her. “You don’t belong out in these woods. It’s dangerous. There are wolves and monsters. Witches, too, from what I hear.”
“That’s why I came to see you,” she said. “So my big, strong bear can protect me.”
“I have a new life now, Goldi,” I said. “I have a family.”
“I saw that,” she said. “Doesn’t look like it took you very long to replace me.”
“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” I said. “Isn’t this why you did it?”
Her pouty look turned to a hateful scowl. “You weren’t supposed to leave me. If you really loved me, you never would have left.”
“It was best for both of us and you know it,” I snarled. “Go home, and don’t ever come back.”
I hoped that would be the end of it, as I rolled around and headed for home. Little did I know, my problems were just beginning.
It was a few days later when I discovered my little friend didn’t get the message. Lauren made dinner early that night, a family specialty she called porridge. It was never my favorite, and Lauren knew that, but like a good husband, I choked down what I could whenever she made it. On this night, the porridge was a bit hot to the touch when it hit the table, and when little Howie took his first bite, he yelped in pain.
“You have to let it cool first,” said Lauren, soothing the cub.
I smiled at them. “Let’s give it a few minutes, huh? I bet we can find some berries to eat with this down by the stream.”
Lauren shook her head. “You never have liked my cooking.”
“Just the porridge, baby,” I said.
We all laughed as we headed out the door, never thinking to lock it. Why would we? There were no other houses for miles, and besides, we were bears. Who in their right minds would break into the home of a bear?
We found out when we returned to eat our dinner. Howie carried a sack full of the berries into the kitchen and spilled them all over the floor.
“Look!” he said. “What happened?”
There were three bowls still on the table. Two had clearly been stirred and tasted, but the third bowl in front of Howie’s booster was empty.
“Somebody ate all the porridge!” said Howie. “I don’t have any left!” 
“How in the world,” said Lauren. “Did you lock the backdoor?” 
“Of course not,” I said. “Why would I?”
That’s when I remembered Goldi. Could it be she never went home? Did she sneak in for a bite? Would she dare? No, it was too crazy a thought.
Lauren still knew nothing of my reunion, and she was already onto her most likely suspect. “You did this. You took us for a walk so your buddy could slip in here and eat it for you.”
Her paws were on her hips, glaring at me. I was guilty before proven innocent. I wasn’t ready to accuse anyone else, and I did not want to tell her about the girl with the gilded hair, so I decided to take the plea and opened the window.
“Eddie! She knows!” I shouted. “Hope you enjoyed it!”
“That squirrel,” said Lauren, shaking her head. “Honestly, can’t you find any better friends?” 
I saw Eddie shimmy down a tree trunk and give me a confused look. I gave him a nod and grabbed a handful of berries.
“Howie can have my porridge,” I said, heading out the door.
The cub leapt into my giant chair and began shoveling the porridge down his throat. I could feel the air stirring behind me as Lauren shook her head disapprovingly. “No poker tonight, Howard. You lost enough last week.”
Eddie scrambled down to my favorite stump and waited for me. “What was that all about, Boss?”
“Someone’s been eating our porridge,” I said.
“No kidding,” said the squirrel. “You really gotta put a lock on that door.”
“We have a lock,” I said.
“Then use it,” said Eddie. “Or else who knows what that dame will get into.”
I shot Eddie a glance, an icy chill running down my long spine. “What dame?” 
“The blonde I saw you gabbing with a few days back,” said Eddie. “Nice looker, that one. I mean, if I was human.”
“She ate the porridge?”
“I didn’t see her put spoon to mouth, but yeah, she was in there.”
I tossed Eddie a couple berries. “She still around?”
“Disappeared shortly before you got back,” said Eddie. “Look, I don’t care what you got on the side, but you gotta protect your family.”
“Nothing on the side, Ed,” I said. “An old friend, nothing more.”
“Old friend or no,” said Eddie, “I didn’t like the looks of her.”
Eddie knew more than he realized. There was something different about Goldi, and I didn’t like it. The innocent heart that loved me once, cuddled me close, had turned dark as a witch’s cloak. I made sure to lock the doors and windows that night.
I didn’t sleep a wink. Every time I shut my eyes, I could see her face. Not the face of the woman in the woods, but the girl I once knew. If I let my lids linger closed, that face turned to a human skull, it’s lower jaw opening in a hideous laugh. I was glad, for once, that Lauren slept in a separate bed, else I would have woken her up repeatedly.
Even without the late night wake up calls, Lauren knew something was bothering me. The past I had long tried to conceal from her, from everyone in this wood, was knocking at our cottage door. I didn’t know what she would say, what she would do. Fear of Lauren leaving me kept me silent, but in the end, that silence proved deadly.
Lauren insisted on a walk that night after supper. “You haven’t had any fresh air for days. Used to be I could hardly get you to stay inside!”
“Sorry,” I said. “I just haven’t felt well.”
I was trying her patience. I knew it, and she knew that I knew. How she kept from asking what was really going on, I will never know. In retrospect, I wish she had. I finally relented and went out with her and the boy for a stroll, but this time, I saw to it the door was locked behind us. Eddie spotted us as we made our way into the tree line. No words were said, but I knew, without asking, he would be watching. 
When we returned the door was open, kicked in right at the deadbolt. I made Lauren and Howie wait outside to survey the damage. There was no porridge to be had this time around, so it looked like Goldi had made her way deeper into the cottage.
I sniffed my chair. She had been here alright. I could smell the strawberry scent of her perfume, the same scent she had worn for years. I tracked that same scent across the room to Lauren’s sofa. She had sat in the same soft spot my wife loved to read in every night while listening to the radio.
Then I saw Howie’s chair. Smashed to bits, strewn across the room, and beneath the shards and splinters, the broken, lifeless body of my dear friend, Eddie.
A rage I had never felt in my life welled up within me. I turned to storm out of the house, grab my family, and run, but the love of my life and the fruit of my hairy loin were already inside.
“What’s going on, Howard?” said Lauren through the tears. “Tell me!”
I pulled Lauren back into the kitchen, out of earshot from our son, and at last, I told her the truth. 
“Years ago, before you knew me, I was not a real bear. I was a toy, a teddy bear, and I belonged to a girl. This girl loved me with all her heart. More than anything! So one day, a magic fairy comes along and grants her a wish. She could have asked for anything. Gold. A handsome prince. A luxury penthouse in new York. Instead, she wishes for me to be a real bear.
“Next thing I knew, I was alive. I don’t know who was more startled: me or her, or her drunken father, who heard me banging around in his daughter’s room and burst in with a shotgun. I didn’t know much, having only been a real bear for a matter of seconds, but I knew that my nights in the arms of my beloved Goldi were over. I could hear her crying my name in between shotgun blasts as I crashed through the window and ran for my life. A few days later, I met Eddie. Then I met you. And then life really began.”
I could see tears in her eyes as she ran to embrace me, showering me with emotion as the last wall of secrecy between bear and wife disappeared. “Howard,” she said, her voice trembling, “You’re all the bear I could ever want. I love you.”
We must have held each other half an hour at least before the reality of the moment set in. I told Lauren and Howie to pack a bag while I buried poor Eddie in the backyard and made a phone call. Another half hour later, we were in the back of a cab, headed to the one place I knew Goldi couldn’t find us.
We traveled all night and day. Over the river, through the woods. Howie watched in wonder as the sights of the enchanted forest passed by. He had never been beyond our little corner of the wood, never seen any of the world beyond. I only wished I wasn’t so terrified for him and his mother so that I could enjoy it with his cub-like wonder.
Just before dinner time, we arrived at the brick house. It sat at the edge of an enchanted lake perpetually covered in an almost green mist. Built by a pig with money to burn and an overdeveloped sense of paranoia, the house offered the kind of security we needed while Lauren and I decided where to go from here. We let Howie play by the water’s edge for a while before dinner, and we stretched ourselves out in the sand. Yet even here, I couldn’t get Goldi out of my mind. Was she watching the house? Did she even know we were gone? For all I knew, she was stretched out in one of our beds at that very moment.
I took Howie to bed at dusk, tucking him in with a good night kiss. I went back outside with Lauren to watch the stars come out. I remembered all those nights in Goldi’s arms, gazing out the window at these same stars. They seemed so much brighter, closer than they did in her tiny bed. The world itself was a bigger place than I realized, and I wanted Goldi to see that too, before it was too late.
It was just before midnight when Lauren and I started up the stairs for our bedroom. I caught the strawberry scent drifting from above before I was half way up, and I vaulted the rest of the way. Lauren knew something was up. 
“Howard?” she cried. 
“She’s here!” I raced up to the bedroom, following the scent all the way. She was in here. Yes, she came in through the window, laid on my side, then on hers, then rolled off in the direction of…
“No,” I said, “You wouldn’t dare!” 
Lauren and I burst into the guest bedroom, where we saw our boy shivering and afraid. There she was, lying in bed beside him, a fist full of fur in her hand and a large, serrated kitchen knife in the other, pointed square at the center of my cub’s back. 
“Make your choice, Howard,” said Goldi. “Be my teddy bear, or your little cub dies!” 
It is, of course, at this moment that the story, as chilling as it has been, comes to a rather abrupt and anti-climatic finale. For while the young woman of twenty-three did have a very sharp and dangerous blade pointed at my son’s furry hide, she made one fatal miscalculation. Even with a knife in her hand, she was just a human, a hundred and five pounds at the most, standing in paw’s reach of a six hundred pound angry Momma Bear. 
Years later, back at the cottage we called home, Howie finally asked me about the girl. What was she like, Pop? Was she beautiful? Was she good? What did you see in her? She didn’t seem very sweet to me. 
“No, son,” I said. “She was not sweet. Ah, but she was tender.” 
 
 
 
For more grim, seedy tales from the land of fairies, go to www.deadparkbooks.com and order your copy of The Big Bad Goodnight. 
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