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Long Story Almost Made Short

My name is Hester Hepzibah Habbakuk, but 
my nephews call me Auntie Oddity. I am a 

retired rare books and artifacts curator – and an ac-
tive, practicing witch with a list of published how-
to conjuring books and the magic and skills to back 
them up. This story is not about that directly, but 
the long version of how I fought some vampires 
and screwed up my weekends forever.

I could leap right into the what-happened, but I 
suppose I’ll have to drag it out like a lot of Lifetime 
movies that have five minutes’ worth of plot for a 
two-hour show because people just have to have all 
the subplot and extraneous interpersonal relation-
ship stuff that makes me crazy. You could, of course, 
subtract the inordinate number of commercials and 
reduce that to five minutes’ worth of plot for about 
an hour and a half of program. Only slightly better 
but still a gruesomely inadequate storyline.

But discounting the technicality of commercials, 
it is what it is. The story stands or it doesn’t. Why 
try to categorize every nuance, every expression? 
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And what is it in these TV shows and movies that 
everyone (especially the woman) seems compelled 
to talk everything to death, go through myriad 
emotional gyrations, ending up where anyone with 
sense would have known was the solution from 
the beginning. You like the guy or you don’t. You’re 
happy with him or you aren’t. You’re safe with him 
or you aren’t. You fought the vampires or you didn’t. 
Jeezle Pete, pick one thing or the other and move 
on from there.

Everything in my life seems to have a lengthy 
backstory that no one is particularly interested in, 
so I’ll start with the simple declarative. It was a 
Monday morning. 

I was still in bed when I got the phone call. It was 
much too early when my little flip phone chimed, 
eliciting a chirping “Phone, phone, phone,” from 
Gerber and an “at this hour” snarl from me. But I 
answered it.

“Hello?”
“Auntie,” said the hesitant voice on the phone.
“Phillip?” 
It was my eleven-year-old great-nephew Phillip.
“Auntie, are you coming over today?”
“Yes, Phillip, of course. Is something wrong?” 
Of course, there was something wrong. I could 

hear it in his voice and the half-whispered question. 
“Ask her when she’s coming” came a little voice 

in the background. That was his brother Toby, age 
five. 
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“When are you coming?”
“I have a couple of stops to make, but I should 

be there before lunch. Are you all right?” I asked 
again. 

“You’ll be here before it gets dark?”
“Oh, yes. Long before. Phillip, what’s wrong?”
“There’s a monster next door,” he said.
“Tell her to bring something to kill monsters,” 

Toby said. “It’s going to eat us.”
“It’s going to eat us,” Phillip dutifully repeated. 

“But it won’t eat us until nighttime.”
Okay, I thought. This was a new one.
“I have a couple of stops, but then I shall come 

right over,” I promised. “I’ll bring something for 
monster fighting.”

“Okay.” Phillip hesitated. “Don’t tell Mom I 
called. She’ll be mad.”

“Got it. Be careful. I’ll be there by lunch.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
Phillip hung up without saying good-bye.
Monsters. Bring something to kill monsters. 

Yep, I thought. I’ll put that on my list along with 
everything else for today. Bring monster-killer kit; 
yep. Like I didn’t routinely travel with basic al-
chemical materials.

“Crap,” I said to Gerber. “I forgot to ask what 
kind of monster.”

Oh, well, I figured I’d wing it when I got there, 
because if I called back, Phillip would get in trouble 
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with his mom. Nope, wing it. Gerber, meantime, 
had curled his spiny little body back up in the cov-
ers and closed his eyes. I got out of bed.

Brain still churning about the phone call, I 
washed my face in the absurdly impersonal bath-
room with the hideous white light that adds years 
of age and encourages slathering of make-up to 
correct exaggerated facial flaws. But the light-
ing came standard in the condos at the Sunrise 
Retirement Community, located conveniently 
one block from the white sand beaches of New 
Smyrna, Florida. 

The routine of applying moisturizer was more 
habit than hopefulness that I could eradicate 
some of the lines spiderwebbing from my eyes and 
the corners of my mouth. You don’t get to sixty-
plus years without needing some kind of paint 
job. Giving up on the face, I combed my graying 
shoulder-length hair, scooped it up, twisted and 
anchored it with a single hair stick pin. 

As it was a Monday morning and too early for 
phone calls, sun barely above the horizon, it was 
also too early for some idiot to be alternately bang-
ing on the front door and laying on the doorbell 
for anything short of a blood and guts emergency.

Maybe I should have gotten one of those door 
cameras so I could see who was interrupting my 
quiet time, but then I would have to buy a Smart 
phone instead of a little flip phone and program it. 
I easily admitted the phones were smarter than I 
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could ever be. Maybe it was old age impeding my 
ability to mesh with electronic devices, but it was 
more likely a case of chronic disinterest. I really 
didn’t give a darn what the stupid things could do 
if I had to work so hard and spend so much time 
to make them do what I wanted.

Still, I heard the ruckus at the front door from 
the bathroom and since I didn’t want to contend 
with neighbors rousted by some unknown incon-
siderate dimbulb who didn’t seem to be going 
away, I decided to see who it was. 

Sighing, I shrugged on my threadbare laven-
der chenille housecoat and floppy house slippers. 
Slapping down the hall to the front room, I turned 
the dead bolt and jerked open the door to find the 
wizened gnomish neighbor from two units down, 
Ms. Kopgelt, resident bane of the retirement com-
munity, a golf widow with nothing but time on 
her hands while Mr. Kopgelt spent his declining 
years on the green.

Muriel Kopgelt’s avocation in the perpetual 
absence of “Call me Art” Kopgelt consisted of 
burying her hooked nose into the Home Owners 
Association by-laws, imposing spurious standards 
on fellow homeowners and filing frivolous but 
too expensive to fight complaints with the HOA. 
Pretty much everyone on the street experienced 
her ire at one time or another. With several re-
straining orders against her by fellow owners and 
a personal three-year history of confrontations, I 
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was less than happy to find her twitching in agita-
tion on my doorstep. 

But I was going to try to be civil.
“Ms. Kopgelt,” I greeted her, clutching my gap-

ing gown and blocking the door as she bunched 
her skinny shoulders, preparatory to pushing her 
way in. “Is something wrong?” 

Sometimes it was good to ask the obvious. 
Sometimes it defused the situation. Sometimes 
it was fuel on the fire. This was a fuel time, ap-
parently. The enraged geriatric goblin, blue wig 
askew, dentures clacking, banged her tri-pronged 
orthopedic cane on the stoop.

“Your dog,” she screeched, then had to reposi-
tion her dentures with her tongue before continu-
ing. “There are rules. No dogs over twenty-five 
pounds allowed. No dogs of any kind allowed off 
the leash.

“I will report you,” she hissed, pushing her 
scrunched face at me.

I tilted my head, ducking the spray of spittle. 
“Ms. Kopgelt, I do not own a dog,” I asserted.
She pounded the cane for emphasis. “I’ve seen 

it. Digging in my flowerpots. Peeing on my door-
step. I will not tolerate this abuse!”

I leaned forward to reiterate slowly, “I do not 
have a dog.”

Her shriveled face thrust forward at me again. 
“Liar!” She showed her dentures in a wolfish 

snarl.
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For a moment – just a moment, be assured, I 
thought about kicking the cane out from under 
her and slamming the door, but a meaner thought 
occurred. Hey, I was a witch after all. I could do tit 
for tat with the best of them.

I put on my best helpful expression. “Ah, maybe 
you’re talking about Gerber.” Raising a hand to 
my mouth, inserting two fingers, I whistled shril-
ly. “Here, Gerber,”

Gerber, who liked early morning visitors even 
less than I, trotted out of the bedroom and down 
the hall, growing taller and broader as he came.

“Maybe this is what you saw?” I asked, batting 
my eyes at Ms. Kopgelt, basking in malicious de-
light at the horror dawning in her widening eyes.

You know, a discerning person might ask what 
Gerber was. Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t know 
for certain that Gerber was even a “he.” Generally, 
he looked like hedgehog, a prickly little dark gray 
guy, with a pale underbelly, and artistically white-
tipped spines, who fit comfortably in my cupped 
hand. Most of the time, he was tiny – except when 
he wasn’t. Hedgehoggy Gerber changed size. He 
changed appearance. Sometimes he did both; just 
because. 

Gerber was what’s commonly known in the 
world of witchcraft as a familiar, from the Latin 
familiaris, meaning “household spirit.” I’d never 
met anyone else who had one, not for sure. I knew 
a practitioner with the typical black cat named 
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Satan who seemed to have a lot more going on be-
hind his eyes than kitty business. Then there was 
Old Joe Whitehorn’s white-winged raven which 
appeared in photos over 100 years old with Old 
Joe’s shaman great-great grandfather. So, Gerber 
might have familiar company, pardon the pun, but 
I could honestly say I didn’t absolutely know of 
another.

Gerber didn’t like Ms. Kopgelt at the best of 
times. This definitely wasn’t a best time, so it was 
no surprise that the Gerber who jounced down 
the hall on long muscular legs with an improbable 
number of grinning teeth in his dark face resem-
bled nothing so much as a spiny Rottweiler with 
gleaming shark dentures. His talons ripped noisily 
as he crossed the carpet toward the door and our 
unexpected visitor.

He made oddly happy growls deep in his throat 
as he caught sight of Ms. Kopgelt. Ms. Kopgelt 
made some noise, too, when she saw him. After a 
series of gasps, she began screaming uncannily like 
a tea kettle on full steam. She frantically backed 
away, orthopedic cane wavering a token defense at 
the approaching four-legged nightmare. 

“No, no, no!” she shrieked.
“No dogs here!” I announced cheerily and shut 

the door in her face with a flourish. I put my ear to 
the door panel, listening in case I heard a body hit 
the sidewalk. Nope. The annoying Ms. Kopgelt 
clanked away in a panicked retreat like a hasty 
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manacled Marley ghost. 
At my left hip, Gerber cocked his head, stared 

at the closed door in disappointment then quizzi-
cally up at me, pushing his head against my thigh. 
His spines snagged on the frayed fabric of my robe.

“Guess I won’t have to dial 911, after all,” I said. 
I pinched Gerber’s prickled nape. He rapidly 

deflated with an obnoxious gassy stink and the 
blattering fart of an emptying balloon. I stuffed 
him in my bathrobe pocket.

“Please stay out of Ms. Kopgelt’s flowerpots.” 
I was wasting my breath, but I had to make a 

token attempt at discipline.
Hedgehoggy Gerber pooted his disdain.
“Please.” I added.
The grumbling snort was all the apparent ac-

quiescence I could expect. It was Monday and I 
had other things to do, and not much time to get 
them done. 


