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~ for friendships, forever young ~

 



 

“Reality is merely an illusion, 

albeit a very persistent one.”

 
 

~ Albert Einstein ~
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MUST DO

A.S.A.P.


!!!



 
 

1.    Bury the hacksaw.


2.    Bury the buck knife.


3.    Bury all red body paint.


4.    Bury the scissors, the thread—wait, not yet. I need these.


5.    Bury latest project—not in the yard, but DEEP in the closet.
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WHY
 

 

It’s because of the whole dead bunny thing, topped off with two rabid cats, four amputated limbs, and a dozen good-luck rabbit’s-foot charms that I’ve taken up lying. 

Okay, let’s not call it LYING. Let’s call it KEEPING SECRETS. 

Out of necessity. 

Because of the dead bunny.

Or what they did to my costume. (There was actually no REAL bunny involved.)

Of course, I wasn’t planning on the dead bunny look. I was supposed to be a cute one — soft, furry, and sweet. The kind most people keep as pets.

But no. My parents had to go and change it at the last minute. Like they always do.

Given my past experience, I suppose I should have seen it coming.

Well, actually, I did. Which is why I’d planned for it. But then my parents went and mucked up that brilliant POA, too. (POA stands for Plan of Action.)

What I’d PLANNED on was to hold off on the bunny costume until after the annual family photo was taken. Look like myself for the picture. After all, that’s what mother does. And then, when the coast was clear, I’d put the costume on, sneak out, and trick-or-treat to my heart’s content.

But no. They insisted on my costume for the picture.

Until they saw it.

Then they insisted on a few improvements and decorated me with cats, limbs, and feet.

Which sad to say, is par for the course. The bunny was one in a long line of screw-ups.

Before the bunny, I’d suffered through being made into many other dead things on Halloween night. There was the year of the frog. That was really quite super — especially with the tire tracks going across my belly. And the year of the fairy (another favorite — they made me pluck my wings and carry them). Then the queen — headless; and the doll — torn to shreds; and the girl — simply dead (I gave up that year and let them paint me).

But the worst year of all was the year of the mouse. And not just any mouse. THE mouse. As in red-and-white dress, big black ears, and big, fat feet.

Yes, Minnie Mouse.

And they wound up killing her, too. Here’s how it went.

“Perfect,” Mom said, taking a step back to admire me.


She’d painted blood around my eyes, my cheeks, my mouth.


Albert, the family skeleton, rattled his bones in agreement. “Yep, Claudette, she looks like a winner!”


“A chip off the old block!” howled Uncle Earl from his crypt.


“Nothing scarier than a dead little mouse!” cried Aunt Wilma, her voice rising shrilly with delight.


“Well, maybe a blood-sucking one,” said Dad, wrapping Mom up from behind in his long, black cape. 


Dad was dressed as a phantom, and he was right. I, Little Miss Big Ears, looked more like a flesh-eating cannibal than a dead little mouse. It was truly terrifying. Again.


But trick-or-treating was worse.


Mother went as a vampire (she’s so creative), and she kept saying, “Aren’t we just two peas in a pod?”


I couldn’t, wouldn’t, disagree. After all, it pays to be polite to a woman with fangs, even if she is your own mother.


The neighbors cringed when they opened their doors, which was what Mother wanted, of course. “What exactly are you?” they’d ask, scanning the darkness, looking for others like me.


“She’s Minnie Mouse, and she’s dead,” Mother answered. She said this happily, matter-of-factly, as if I was one of many roaming the streets that night.


But I wasn’t. Thanks to the number one family rule — the one about dressing as something dead or scary on Halloween — I was one of a kind. 


I’m always one of kind, simply because my idea of a happy and fun costume never passes inspection. And because of this, I KNOW my idea of getting dressed up in a beautiful way for Woodruff Middle School’s Halloween ball will be dead in the water before I can say, “Mother, may I?”


…Thus, the new plan.

The one about keeping secrets.

Since I already keep secrets on a daily basis, it may work. After all, I’ve had lots of practice.

You see, my mother, Queen MV, really IS a vampire.

Yep, a vampire. Complete with fangs, black hair, and stylish clothes.

And having a vampire for a mother is not the sort of information I can share with just anyone. If I did, there’d be things like holy water, silver bullets, and stakes-through-the-heart to worry about. Not for me — those things probably wouldn’t do a thing to me. Well, I guess they would. Silver or not, a bullet’s bound to hurt.

But mix any of those things up with my mom, and it wouldn’t be good. And actually, completely unnecessary, because for the most part, she’s safe. I mean, she’s not active. She doesn’t hunt pure flesh and blood. Not entirely — she satisfies that craving with raw meat bought from the butcher. And she doesn’t sleep in a crypt like Uncle Earl. She sleeps on a California King with my dad. (He’s a big guy.) And she doesn’t turn into a bat at night and fly around, but once I did see her fly out the window and catch my brother when he fell from the oak tree.

But me? Despite being born to my mother, I’ve never flown. Never had an inclination to hunt. And unlike my brothers, never licked a cut or a scrape.

Basically, I’ve shown no interest in anything that turns vampires on.

Even the thought of immortality isn’t appealing, because someday, someway, I do want to die, so long as it’s WAY, WAY, WAY out in the future. Which for me is a long way off. Right now, I’m thirteen.

Or almost thirteen.

In nine months.

And I’m thinking it’s about time I remind Mother.

Because thirteen is when I should be able to start doing my own thing, start making my own decisions, start taking control of my life — especially the little things.

Hmmm. Maybe I should remind Father.

After all, thirteen is when grown-ups start expecting you to act like what you’re destined to be, or what you want to be, or what others think you should be when you grow up. It’s an age about — Eeek! It’s an age about DESTINY!

I don’t think I’ll remind ANYBODY!!!

Cripes. This business about being a vampire — or NOT being a vampire — is really going to ruin my life.
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TEETH

 

 

Leaning toward the bathroom mirror, I open my mouth; tilt this way, then that.

Good.

No fangs. At least, not yet.

And without fangs, as far as I’m concerned, I’m one hundred percent safe.

I’m still merely a mutant. Malformed. Abnormal. Just like any other kid in my class, or at least more than half of them. So far, my little incisors, although pointy, are still small, just like those in any other twelve or thirteen-year-old’s mouth.

Like Kristy’s. She’s my best friend.

I love her teeth. They’re all perfect, all pearly white.

But mine?

I tip my chin up, push out my jaw further.

Mine are all crooked and cramped, especially on the bottom.

Yeah, those RIGHT THERE look like they’re fighting for room where all the action gets started.

Well, they’re wrong on this.

Mine will never do anything beyond their most basic functions in—

“Oh, Honey. Don’t wish them away.”

My mother’s voice sends me jumping and prancing with my arms flailing like a squid.

“Mom! Don’t do that!”

I root my feet, spin around to face her. (Since she doesn’t have a reflection, I can’t exactly talk at her in the mirror.) “I didn’t even know you were standing there!”

“Obviously,” she says, trying not to laugh. She brushes her long dark hair from her mouth where it’s gotten stuck to her red lipstick.

“Obviously,” I say back, my voice dripping with irritation. “Helllloooo! Have you ever heard of knocking?”

This time, she does laugh. “Knocking? For what? The door was wide open. I could see you from the bottom of the stairs.” She shakes her head, as if sharing some private joke. “Really now, Mackenzie. You’re so silly sometimes.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” she says, cupping my chin. She tips my head from side to side. “I don’t know why it’s so hard for you sometimes,” she adds with a sigh.

Really? Well, I don’t see it that way. 

It’s not hard for me. It’s hard for her. After all, I’m not a vampire. I’m half-a-vampire, thanks to my dad, because he’s not a vampire at all. He’s normal. Which really, makes him truly odd. Who marries a vampire? Another vampire, maybe. But not a human.

Mom gives my shoulder a rub. “Don’t worry, Mackenzie,” she says. “When your time comes, I know you’ll be ready. I just know it. All that fighting spirit you’ve got tucked inside is really going to pay off.”

Pay off?

Pay off what?

With that, without waiting for a reply, or waiting to see if her original observation had been correct — if I really had been wishing my teeth away — she leaves, stomping down the hall in her brown elevator clogs, ripped blue jeans, and silver shirt that’s covered in sequins.

Well. If she wasn’t such a bean pole, I’d suggest she “make like a bat” and go find some ceiling to hang out on. Put herself to good use as a disco ball. Give a little community service. Light up the night with that shiny shirt of hers. It’s so retro. It’s so… so… I don’t know... so much like the dress I want to wear to the Halloween ball.

But really. Plan, or no plan, I don’t see how that will happen. Not with the worst of my problems marching away in front of me. Yes, my mother holds that title. Wears it like a neon sign around her neck — I’m the Worst of Her Problems — that flashes whenever she comes near. And when it comes to my mother, she’s near an awful lot.
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LITTLE REMINDERS
 

 

Kristy picks up the black fur boa with a cat head at both ends, wraps it around her neck, and poses with it in the mirror.

Yuck, that’s what I want to say, but I hold my tongue. After all, this is what Kristy likes to do when she comes over. Hunt through Mom’s stuff, scrounge around. Today, it was Mom’s old clothes trunk that got Kristy’s attention, but not because she’s searching for anything good to wear. That’s what we’re going shopping for. No, she’s just having fun in her own weird little way.

Giving the cat boa one last pat, Kristy takes it from her neck and puts it on the bed, arranging it like two kitties curled up in the afternoon sun. If it weren’t for the fact that I look like my mother — dark hair, dark olive skin, dark eyes — I’d swear Kristy and I were swapped at birth. Not only does she like everything monster-ish, we share almost the same birthday. Me, July 23. She, July 24.

PLUS, we grew up in the same neighborhood. Me, at 228 Pearl Street; she, at 221.

So switching could have been totally possible.

But aside from the date and the place, it’s tough to explain her appearance — light blond hair, super-light skin, light brown eyes. No one looks like that in my family. Not anything close.

Stepping up to the trunk, I size it up, wondering if I could possibly dig a hole big enough to bury it in the backyard.

Probably not. The trunk could hold both of us.

I let out a sigh, shake my head. Kristy has taken nearly everything that was in it, out; tried most of it on. My elbow bumps with Kristy’s, as I put my hands to my hips.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hey,” I say back. “Are we done here? Because none of this is me, none of this is mine. It doesn’t deserve to be taking up this much space in my room.”

“Nuh-uh,” Kristy says, with a cluck of her tongue. “There’s this.” She plunges her hand deep into the layers of fabric, grabs the hint of lime-green I see buried there.

She holds it up and giggles, as she runs her finger over the faded black tire marks on the belly. “Remember this?”

“Of course,” I say, grabbing the baby frog costume. After a few quick paces, I toss it in the corner. “And you know—”

“I know,” Kristy says, waving me off with her hand. “You still don’t find it funny.” She pulls an apologetic face. “Sorry.”

And that, she is. I can tell.

But still.

“Well, I doubt you’d find it funny if your mother had ruined that cow costume you wore when you were three by spearing it or slicing off a horn.”

Immediately, I regret my words as Kristy’s face changes from one of sympathy to one of twisted delight.

“Maybe, maybe not,” she finally manages. “If my mom had dressed me up as a stack of ribs or a whole side of beef—”

“You would’ve been perfectly happy.”

“What else would I have been?”

It’s that kind of comment that deserves a playful push. “Take a seat, why don’t you. I’ve got to see what I still have for clothes.”

Kristy plops down on the bed and smoothes the black comforter — Mother’s choice, not mine — while I walk to the closet to take inventory.

“Speaking of dressing up,” Kristy calls after me. “Did you tell your Mom about the ball?”

Such a casual question, and yet, my skin breaks out into gooseflesh on the back of my arms, while heat creeps up the back of my neck. Feeling a sneer curl on my lips, I flip faster through my shirts.

It’s the third time in as many days that she’s asked; and if she asks me again before I’m ready with a different answer, I just may have to kill her, which wouldn’t do either of us any good since not only is she my best friend, she’s my only friend.

Well, practically.

And I’m a practical girl.

And when it comes to friends, the really good ones — the ones who can finish your sentences, choose your food (if need be), and share your clothes — those are the kinds of friends that are few and far between.  And that kind of friend is Kristy. So I’m not about to blow it in a fit of irritation when she’s only trying to help.

Instead of blurting out anything I’ll regret, I simply say, “No,” while still trying to focus on what fits and what doesn’t. I need some sort of clue on what to buy today.

“Well,” she says, sounding all lah-ti-dah, which really gets under my skin, “if you need any help in the matter, like—”

“What, a silver bullet?”

“No, I was going to say, a stake through the heart. Silver bullets are for werewolves.”

“Oh. Shows what I know.”

“Just a joke, just a joke. You know I love your Mom.”

Go figure. Kristy is the one person in the world who knows about my mother. And she’s the one person in the room who doesn’t have a problem with her.

“But I’m serious about lining things up for Halloween,” she continues. “This dance that the student council is putting on is going to be incredible — and we want to look good, don’t we?”

I flop on the bed next to her. “Yeah. And we both know that’s going to be a problem.”

Kristy nods, re-positions herself to sit cross-legged beside me. “I’ve got a few ideas.”

“Like?”

“Well, Amanda said her Mom could drive us. That’s one good thing, because it would reduce the amount of time your mom would be around you, lower the chances of any last-minute ideas.” She bounces once, pushing herself up on her hands. “And Amanda likes the princess-mermaid idea. We can be three different kinds. Mermaid of the Ice. Mermaid of the Tropics. Mermaid of the Lost City. You know, something along those lines.”

I tip my head. Amanda was in some of Kristy’s classes last year, but I don’t know her that well.

Leaning back, I push myself up from the bed, start rearranging the lotions on my dresser. “And we decided on dressing up as princess-mermaids?” I know I’m being a jerk, but I can’t help it.

“Yee-ahhh!” Kristy replies, her voice trailing in exasperation. “It was your idea. That’s what you’re supposed to ask your mom about. You are going to ask her, aren’t you?”

I shrug, keep my back turned. “I don’t know.  Right now, I’m keeping this whole ball-thing a secret until I figure out what to say.”

“Well, figure it out quick. Just ask her. We’ve only got a couple weeks to get everything set. Maybe if you tell her we’re going to a ball instead of trick-or-treating, it’ll be different. The rules will change.”

“I doubt it,” I say, feeling testy. 

Letting out a long sigh, Kristy joins me at the dresser, opens a bottle of lavender cream, and rubs a dab into her hands.

“We’ll be dancing with boys,” she finally says, letting a smile curl on her lips. “Does that motivate you?”

I don’t even bother to answer. Instead, I give her one of those you’ve got to be kidding looks, while she steps to the closet and begins walking her fingers over the hangers like I did.

Dancing with boys is hardly “up there” on my list of things to do. I mean, it’s not like dancing with the “other species” is something I can count on. I’m as scrawny as one of those crows mentioned on the invitation that was sent out. Besides, the whole idea of it is giving me almost as many butterflies as the thought of trying to get out of the house that night.

“Hey. What’s this?”

At first, I think she’s talking about a shirt, or maybe a sweater. But watching her hands reach into the back shelf, my heart quickens.

“This is new.” She pulls out the dress I’d hidden under my extra blankets, and runs her fingers over the glittery green fabric. “Nice!”

“Shhhh!” I dart to the hall to make sure it’s clear. It is.

“No one knows I have that!” I pull the door shut, keep hold of the knob.

“This dress?”

I nod.

“What are you going to do with it?”

“Uh, wear it?”

Kristy raises an eyebrow, presses the green satin against her cheek. “To the ball?”

I nod again, move my hand across my face, trying to rub away the heat that’s beginning to pulse.

“So you are making plans.” Kristy folds the dress over her arm, pulls a confused face. “A few seconds ago, you made it sound like you didn’t know anything about princess costumes. What’s up with that? This dress seems pretty princessy. And mermaidy, with a few alterations. Like we discussed.”

“I don’t know, I mean, it’s just—” It’s just I didn’t know Amanda was going, too.

Kristy makes a face like she thinks I’m nuts, then gives a spin with the dress. “It’s just nothing but perfect, Kenze! And this dark green looks so good on you!”

“You know how my mother is.”

“Yeah, but she can’t stay undefeated forever.”

“We both know she can be a forever-anything-she-wants. It goes with the territory.”

“Not necessarily. One way or another, you can win.”

When I don’t say anything, she adds, “We’ll think of something. I promise.”

“If you say so.”

She gives me a push, as the grandfather clock in the hall begins to strike. “I say so. And the ball — because there IS going to be a ball — will be fun. You’ll see. There’ll be tons of food. Flashing lights. Music. Boys.”

She twirls again and tosses the dress in my direction.

I grab the dress from the air, as the grandfather clock chimes a second time before going silent.

Knowing what that’s worth, we both look at the clock on my bed-side table. Three twenty one. The grandfather clock never keeps time right.

But great-great Aunt Wilma is another story. Her timing is always perfect. Like now. Her cackles, creepy and loud, start echoing below in the kitchen. I can picture her standing there:  her face puckering like an old potato, her head sprouting a mess of black and white curls, her gummy lips pressing around that one, last, black-and-yellow tooth.

Wilma is a witch. An evil witch. As old as the hills. Older even. (She turned 172 in August.) And she drives me completely crazy.

Kristy draws in a quick breath. “Do you think she was listening?”

“Probably not,” I whisper back.

But next, we hear Mom.

Her laugh, tittering high and shrill, wafts up through the floorboards, spreads through the room, and settles between us like an unexpected guest.

Kristy and I share a knowing sigh of apprehension. It’s as if Fate is keeping us on our toes, reminding us of what and whom we’re ultimately dealing with.

My mother. Queen MV.
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C-MINUS
 

 

I haven’t moved.

Crap! What was I thinking?

“Mackenzie,” Mr. Darcy says again, waving the journal in the loose grip of his hand, the journal with the essay I SHOULDN’T have written.

Sweat breaks out across my forehead, adding to what’s already been churned out by a long, hot afternoon.

“Mackenzie?” Mr. Darcy says a third time. When I don’t respond, the class breaks out into a fit of hushed laughs, along with a few jeers. A kid named Bobby J — the school jock — gives a long whistle, like he’s cheering me on.

Well, that’s a first. The silver-lining to looking like an idiot: having the cutest boy in school notice you. Then again, maybe not. I’m still sitting here, looking like an idiot to the cutest boy in school.

Giving me, then Bobby, a tiring look, Mr. D drops the notebook on the corner of his desk and calls the next name. “Susie Cotter.”

It’s upon hearing him say, Susie-Q Cotter, that I jump up to retrieve the notebook. Susie would gladly deliver it to me. Not only that, she’d read it along the way, share it with everyone she knows, indulge. But not today.

Slipping back into my seat, my body gives a shiver, as I flip past the first pages, then halt at the telling red ink.

C-minus? I bare my soul, my secrets, my torment, and all I get is a C-minus? What is this? Wasn’t Mr. Darcy properly entertained?

I scowl at the carefree, loopy scrawl next to the grade. An explanation. In more red ink. How nice.

 

While I enjoyed your descriptive style and obvious enthusiasm for writing, personal essays should revolve less around fiction and more around fact.

 

Fiction! He thinks my life is fiction!

With a short grumble and a roll of my eyes, I make myself read on.

 

Summaries should tidy up points discussed, while offering new insight or direction that is rooted in the body of the text. Remember, I asked for an essay about a favorite or worst memory giving meaningful insight or advice, and that is missing here.

 

Direction. Now that’s a good one. He expects seventh-graders to have direction. Seventh-graders with problems like mine. Well. Give me a fairy godmother, and I might be able to come up with plans that rely on something better than keeping secrets and burying my dad’s tools in the backyard.

 

Good work on a good start, though. I look forward to reading more in the future.

 

Great. Just what I’ve always wanted to do. Share more of this with a teacher.

Mr. D taps his chalk under the next assignment he’s been writing on the board, underlines it twice. Think of someone you don’t know and write to them.

“Our next assignment!” he says. “Make sure you get it down, so you don’t forget about it over the weekend. And bring your workbooks home, so you can follow the guidelines on page 20 for letter-writing. Your letters are due next Wednesday, as usual.” 

Great. Thanks to Mr. Darcy, Someone-I-Don’t-Know is going to think I’m a stalker. Have me arrested. Throw away the key. Besides that, the assignment makes no sense.

I’m about to raise my hand and ask about it, when Kristy leans into me from the seat behind mine and hooks her chin on my shoulder.

“What’d you get?”

I tip the notebook back, breathe out heavily. The only thing going my way this year is that she and I were assigned to the same class rotation. A miracle of miracles.

“You got a C-minus?” She’s as surprised as I am. I’ve never been great, but never this bad. A C-minus is a stitch above a D.

Glancing back, I see Kristy has kept her year rolling smoothly with another A.

“What’d you write about?” she asks.

I flip back to the first page. The title is underlined three times for effect. She reads it under her breath.

“Why I should have ditched my parents?! You wrote about your parents? Isn’t that like, sacrilege?”

My head almost nods in agreement, but I won’t let it. Instead, I sit deeper in my seat. “I thought I was being creative.”

“About them? Why not get creative about the ice cream truck we used to chase? Or that beach ball you swore you kicked to the moon? Or that owl that used to perch by your window? All you had to do was write about one memory.”

“Easy,” I hiss, feeling dumber than dumb.

“Sorry, I just don’t want you to get in trouble.  Here, let me see.” She reaches forward, takes the notebook, and begins reading in a whisper. “I was three, ready for my first Halloween, and my mother, the vampire—” Stressing vampire, she pauses and gives me a raised-eyebrow look before continuing, “—dressed me up as a frog.”

She splays her hand on the page and shakes her head. “Oh, Kenze. Why? Isn’t this against the rules? Aren’t you going to be facing the end of days, if your folks find out?”

“No,” I blurt. “Because they won’t find out. Mr. D didn’t believe me. He called it fiction. C-minus material.”

“Well, that’s a silver lining, if I ever heard one. Because we still have the ball at the end of the month to deal with, you know. And it won’t help matters if you’re locked up in solitary confinement somewhere in that house of yours.”

I hate to break it to her, but after having reviewed my past experiences on Halloween, I’m beginning to think that may not be such a bad idea.

Kristy tips her head thoughtfully and begins reading in silence. “Well, on the grade side of things, that’s your problem right there.” She brushes her fingers across the page. “You make it sound like you’re dissing your mom. You call her a vampire.”

“But she IS a vampire,” I hiss.

Kristy throws up a hand. “I know, but you can’t go dissing your mom to an English teacher. Especially in the first line. If you’re going to dis anyone, dis your dad.”

“My dad,” I say curtly. Sure. As if. Kristy has the weirdest ideas sometimes. I take the notebook from her and shove it in my bag. It’s time to go.

As we pass Mr. Darcy’s desk, he leans back against it to make room and nods a small goodbye. “Have a nice weekend,” he says with a smile. “It’s supposed to be warm.”

If Mr. D is trying to act nice to make up for giving me yet another unreasonable grade, it’s not working. I still think he’s a freak.

“All English teachers love their moms,” Kristy says when we step into the hall. “It’s their dads they have problems with. It’s a universal paradigm—at least, I think it is.”

I shake my head and hoist my backpack higher. “I guess I won’t grow up to be an English teacher.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Kristy says. “I like the stuff you write.” Spinning on her heels, she walks backward before we go through the main doors. “You’ll let me read the rest later, won’t you?”

Rather than answer, I point at the corner of Third and Lincoln where Kristy’s mom is parked. We head that way.

When Mrs. Carlson sees me, she pulls her sunglasses down to the tip of her nose and lifts her fingers in a quick wave.

This is how our greetings always are, with her regarding me from a safe distance, and me acting like it’s completely normal for the mother of my best friend to do so. It’s an unwritten agreement, I guess. I won’t question her behavior, if she won’t question mine. Not that I’ve ever done anything to make her worry. I’ve got my parents, and that’s always been enough.

“Don’t forget to talk to your Mom about the ball,” Kristy says, as she climbs into the back seat.

Yep, she’s persistent.

Even as her mother is pulling from the curb, she rolls down her window. “And remember, Kenze! Before you rip up your story, I want to read it! I loved that frog costume, even if you think your parents totally ruined it!”

A moment later, less than half of a block away, I see Mrs. Carlson shaking her head and giving a few sharp words at the comment.

     






  







 

 

 

 

 

5

THANKS, BEE

 

“Ryker! Sit!”

We all cringe when Creed’s voice booms over the bus speakers, especially Ryker, who misses the end of the seat and tumbles down on top of me. The long ukulele case he wrestled through the doors bangs to the floor beside him, trapping him on my lap.

“Not there, Boy! Row 8! That’s where I assigned you! Row 8! Move!”

Ryker pulls himself free, mumbles an apology, and moves to a seat further back on the bus.

Creed is a greasy-grub-of-a-man with the barkiest voice I’ve ever heard. So far, we’re all pretty much afraid of him and whatever he’s got to hide. I say that because a guy with a mouth like his must be hiding something.

It’s true. His mouth is scary. Every time it slips open by mistake (when he’s not using it to yell or curse), he slaps it shut, like he’s keeping some horrible beastie from escape. Which would be hard for any beastie to do, because Creed has the bushiest, dirtiest mustache I’ve ever seen. It covers his whole mouth from top to bottom. And it’s completely IN-GROWN.

It curves down, around, and between his lips, and when he opens his mouth to bark or spit, all those dark brown, bristly hairs are RIGHT THERE, brushing up against his teeth like they’re trying to break through to the other side, or at least give those teeth a good tickle.

It’s quite a disturbing package, actually.

Mouth. Teeth. Mustache. For all we know, he could be some intergalactic spy — an alien — planted here to torture students, break us down little by little, day by day, so that when the mother-ship finally lands twenty years from now, it’ll have no problem taking over.

And as far as I can tell, the plan is working. We are well on our way to annihilation.

Because like sheep in a herd, no one has questioned Creed’s seat-assignments. Not even Blaine Thompson, the biggest kid in seventh grade. Then again, he’s got one of the better seats at the back of the bus. So maybe for him, this whole seat assignment thing is like a pleasant vacation.

But me? Row 2, Seat 1. Not only am I close to Alien Spy, I’m sharing breathing space with something worse right in front of me: Susie Q Cotter. This makes the bus ride pure torture. Susie’s spot gives her ample opportunity to do what she’s been doing all her life — tease and taunt, beginning with her first cruel laugh at Dead Frog Baby.

When she’s not locked on me for verbal target practice, she locks in on herself, aiming to be the center of attention. Since she’s loud and right there in front of me, it’s hard not give her the tiniest bit of mine, especially on days like today when Kristy’s not here and Susie Q is there, gushing at the mouth.

“He’s sooooo cool,” she keeps saying.

Belinda McDonald, Susie’s tag-a-long friend, nods back, egging her on with those wide honeybee eyes, while I keep rolling mine.

“Did you see the way he looked at me?” Susie goes on with a flip of her strawberry blond hair. “I think he looked at me twice during lunch today. Twice!”

“At least twice,” Belinda says. “Maybe even three times.”

“Or four. Did he notice when I got up to swap my milk? I swapped my 2-percent for fat-free, remember?”

“You swapped your milk?”

Susie Q nods intensely, like this is an important point.

Who are they talking about?

After a moment, Belinda nods excitedly. “Yes, yes. Bobby J noticed when you swapped your milk. He watched you the whole time.”

Bobby J? As in, Bobby Jacobs? They must be kidding. Bobby was NOT watching Susie Q’s every move. He was joking around with his soccer buddies, and fighting over Ho-Ho snacks, chips, and pretzels.

I know this because he was sitting at the table next to mine, and I happened to get showered with chips in the scuffle.

Not being able to help myself, I say so.

This gets a laugh out of Isabelle Pendleton, the brain-iac sitting across from me. Usually, she keeps quiet with her nose in a book. But not today.

Without missing a beat, Susie Q says, “Did you hear a mouse, Bee? I think I heard a pathetic gray mouse squeaking behind us.”

I tip my head, scowl as nastily as I can.

Isabelle titters again.

Belinda gives a glance in my direction. “Um, yep, it could have been.”

Thanks, Bee.

Not that I’d expect her to say anything else.  

Ever since Susie Q swept Belinda up into her popular circle of friends, making my circle of three a duo of two, Belinda’s been perpetually tongue-tied, incapable of saying anything substantial other than repeating whatever Moo-Moo-Sue says.

“That’s what I thought. Some people don’t know how to mind their own business. You too, Isabelle.” Susie sticks her nose higher in the air and turns back to Honeybee. “Anyway, he’s so mine this year, don’t you think?”

I can’t believe it. I sit there, trying not to be bothered as Belinda works her goggly eyes and nods her bobbly head — up and down, up and down — and Isabelle, quietly amused, doodles cartoons of me in her notebook. They’re not very nice, either. 

“Absolutely. He’s so yours,” Honeybee says, throwing me a squinty look. “And I bet you’ll get to dance with him at the dance.”

“Ball, you mean.”

“Yeah, that’s what I meant. I bet you’ll get to dance with him at the ball. You’ll be the first.”

“The only.”

“Yeah, the only. The only one who dances with Bobby J. All night long.”

“Oh, puh-leeeaze,” I mutter to myself.  “I think I’m going to be sick.”






  







Three
SEVEN REASONS WHY Bobby J should be saved (even if he does want to dance with SQC at the ball)

 

1.      He’s too cute for her. (Okay, maybe not. But it seems like this should be the number one reason for a girl to be motivated to act.)


2.     She’ll probably make him swap his 2% milk for skim every day. And that’s just not right.  


3.     He’ll get bug-eyed.


4.     He’ll get tongue-tied.


5.     He’ll get brain-fried.


6.     He’ll become another victim of the Susie Q virus, a virus with no known cure. And if he falls, how many more will follow?


7.     We could be on the verge of an epidemic of tragic proportions. Given that, come Monday, we could be facing the end of seventh grade as we know it. And as tempting as that sounds, I’d hate to see it happen.
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COMBUSTIBLE MATERIAL
 

 

If Mom wanted to, she could spend a warm, Indian’s-summer day like this out on the porch or in the back yard like everyone else, thanks to SPF 298.

Mom uses this sunscreen every day. If she didn’t, she’d burn up in a rather showy way.

Like all vampires, she’s not only sensitive to the sun, she’s downright flammable. A walking example of what spontaneous combustion could be. A bona-fide lab experiment. 

It’s true. Spontaneous combustion is listed on the course syllabus for science class this year. Scheduled for the end of the month, October 29. I can’t wait. And although the thought has crossed my mind, I doubt Ms. Bleeker could be convinced to add my mother to the list of materials.

Okay, okay. That sounds a bit harsh. Truth be told, even though I’ve often tried to imagine what spontaneous combustion of a vampire would look like out of sheer interest in it all, I never actually want see anything, or anyone, go up in flames outside of a glass beaker. Including my mother.

And rest-assured, it’s highly unlikely this sort of accident will ever happen. My mother is very careful. She has huge crates of SPF 298 stacked in storage along with a large collection of wide-brimmed hats. Stylish ones. (At least my mother has taste.)

Mom says if she has to go out of the house looking all pasty from the sunscreen, she might as well do it with a decent hat on her head. And she keeps us covered up, too, as a safety precaution to ward off skin cancer. (For a vampire, she’s got a lot of love to pass around.)

But not after Labor Day. After Labor Day, Mom spends each and every hour planning for Halloween down in the basement where she pours over every detail: neighborhood maps, plans of the house, plans of the yard, music selections, pumpkin designs, various gravestones to put on the lawn, everything she’s ever thought of, or is on the verge of discovering. Halloween doesn’t start and end at costumes.

And right now it’s clear that she’s completely distracted, which is great. Because maybe she’ll say yes to my costume idea — to my having a normal evening at the Halloween ball — without even knowing what she’s saying. Like when I asked her for shopping money last week when Terrible-Two Alan was screaming in her ear.

Hmmmm. Maybe I should pinch him again. After all, there he is, sitting next to her in his high-chair, popping a red Fruit Loop in his mouth, ready to play along.

But before I lock on to that roll of baby fat at his elbow, Little Alan looks up and smiles his cuter-than-cute smile, showing his teeny white teeth, making me realize my action could very well damn his soul for all eternity. Set him on a path of death and destruction for which I would be solely responsible. For which I would feel forever guilty about for the rest of my mortal life.

It also occurs to me that Alan has shown promise for staying away from the dark side. After all, he did sit by me last year when Halloween was over and pet my bunny suit, saying, “Poor ’ed bunn-eeee, poor ’ed bunn-eeee,” over and over again.

Yes, the boy has promise.

So instead of delivering a pinch of pain, I drop my hand, stretch my back, and square my shoulders, realizing that all this good karma is making me feel better already.

What goes around, comes around, right? Certainly this saying holds truth or people wouldn’t keep repeating it. That being the case, I’d better speak now, while the ways of the universe rest in my favor.

“What-cha doing?”

Mom looks up at me, wipes a strand of hair from her eyes.

“What am I doing? The usual.”

She lets her pen drop, rests her forehead on her hand. “Well, not exactly the usual. With things stepping up a notch this year, I just don’t know where I’m going to put everyone.”

Put everyone? My stomach grows queasy, my face hot. Who’s there to ‘put,’ besides Aunt Wilma, Uncle Ernest, and Albert?

“What do you mean?” I ask, hoping ‘everyone’ doesn’t include me, hoping she won’t ask me to hide in the hedge, rustle the leaves, shake the branches and holler, “Boo!” at trick-or-treaters. The last thing I want is to be dragged into the ranks of her Halloween plans.

A defense starts forming in my mind. Jason can do it. He’s fourteen, getting all hairy and gross. Along with his friend, Noah. And Cousin Drake. Cousin Drake was born creepy. He’s been a natural for scaring anyone he pleases his whole life.

Pulling the floor plan for the house out from the bottom of the pile, Mom interrupts my torrent of thought.

“What I mean is exactly what I said. Where am I going to put everyone? Everyone who’s coming. Besides our regular cast, there’ll be Grandpa Sid — if he’s still ticking — Cousin Edna, her husband Clarence, Gladys, Ike, Pastor Finn, etcetera, etcetera.”

Oh no.

Mom lets that familiar look of disappointment grow. “Don’t tell me you forgot, Mackenzie.”

I look at her, my eyes growing wide. I did forget. I wish I hadn’t and wish I still could, all at the same time.

“Really, Mackenzie,” she says in that tone that always accompanies that look. “It’s our quintennial celebration. The beginning of our family tree. We’re throwing a party. Jazzing up the evening with a real Haunted House. It’ll be fun, don’t you think?”

“What do you mean, REAL HAUNTED HOUSE? You’re not actually going to let people in here—”

“Of course. Where would the fun be without people to scare?”

Wonderful. My mother is throwing a party, and she’s making it a public affair.

“The only down-side is there’s so much to do.”  Mother breathes out a loud sigh, pats the tabletop. “Pull up a chair. Your Dad and Jason will be down any minute. You can help me go over the list of invitations I sent out, sort through the replies, make sure I didn’t forget anyone.”

I’d rather swallow onions. Eat toenails.

I’d rather paint eyeballs — my eyeballs. Smell gas.

I’d rather do anything — bungee-jump from my own hair.

Anything, but help her plan this party, this Haunted House.

“Here.” She pats the table again. 

If it were up to me, I’d cross off each and every name on her list. Lose the mail. Trash the replies. Burn the address book.

“Mackenzie? Are you feeling okay?”

Knock down the mailbox. Knock down the house. 

“Mackenzie?”

Forget about a good night for dressing up. Forget about the ball. Forget about getting through one last Halloween without looking like a freak. I might as well face it: I’m ruined. Not only now, but for the rest of my life…. If I get a rest of my life. I might just die of embarrassment.  

Why did I think this year would be different? Why did I think I might get to the ball? Dance with a prince? (Okay, so I wasn’t really planning on doing this, but still….)

It’s all far worse than I ever imagined.

“Mackenzie? Where are you going? Don’t you want to help?”

No. Not with my family, my entire extended family, a decrepit gaggle of goons and ghouls, descending on our house like a freak show on Halloween night. Knowing my mother, she’ll see to it, or they’ll see to it, that I blend right in.

“Fine, then!” she calls after me. “If you’re not going to help, go outside and put that shovel back in the garage. Someone’s been leaving it in the yard!”

Yeah, right. I can think of better things to do with it.







  








 

 

 

 

 

MUST DO

 

ACTION PLAN

!!!



1.          Bury mother.


2.         Bury house.


3.         Bury mother in the house!


4.         No, too much effort. Besides, I don’t have a bulldozer, or a backhoe, or whatever it is that you need to dig a hole like that. 


5.         STAY STRONG. Call Kristy. Cry later.  


6.         Bury address book! No, too late.  


7.         Bury RSVPs!  


8.         Bury me with the RSVPs!


9.         Forget about burial.  


10.      Write the American Embassy! (Do we have one in America?)


11.       Write the British Embassy. Yeah, that’s it. Ask for asylum from my family in my own country.


12.      Better yet, ask for asylum in another country. One that has never heard of Halloween. Like Bangladesh.  


13.      Double-check on Bangladesh’s cultural holidays.  


14.      Consider using embassy letter for Mr. D’s assignment.


15.      No. Scratch that. Mr. D thinks issues like mine are FICTION, unworthy of A-grade-material.
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DEALING

 

“What am I going to do?”

Kristy falls with me on my bed. She lands on her stomach; I, on my back, which leaves me staring up at a crime scene, or what very well could be the foreshadowing of one.

Dad, thinking I should learn my astronomy, stuck glow-in-the-dark stars on my ceiling when I was eight. Arranged them just like they appear in October’s night sky. But after months of listening to me confuse Draco the dragon with Hydra the snake, Orion and his belt with Hercules and his hammer, Cassiopeia the psychotic queen with Andromeda, her poor daughter, he put masking tape around the shapes, thinking it’d help. Only now the constellations look more like outlines for a bunch of dead bodies spread across a kitchen floor, or a stark white linoleum, or a marbled tile.

Only they’re not on any such floor as that. They’re UP THERE above my bed. Thanks to them, I always feel like I’m being smothered by death. I push myself up so I won’t have to look at them anymore. Kristy does the same.

“I don’t know, Kenze,” she says. “Your mom’s kinda throwing a curve-ball.” She shoots me a wary eye, pulls up her knees. “I mean, what can you do? Hosting a family reunion and putting on a Haunted House seems pretty normal.”

“Nothing will be normal about the reunion.”

“Right, but isn’t it already set in motion? All of your relatives are making plans to come? You’ve got tons and tons, don’t you?” She reaches behind me for my pillow, fluffs it, pats it, and plants it affectionately in my lap.

After a moment, I realize I might want to bop her with it. She’s practically beaming with excitement.

I watch as she tries to act casual by holding a blank face. But her movements give her away when she starts to bounce. “Can you tell me who’s coming?” she finally squeaks.

I knew it! She IS excited. I can’t believe it!  Well, knowing Kristy, I can. But really? I just told her my horrible news, and she skips over all of it to ask, WHO’S COMING? 

I take a deep breath, mulling over where the conversation is going and how much I should say.

Kristy loves the stuff my family is made of, loves thinking she’s a part of it, and since it’s all top-secret, loves acting like we’re all happy players in a witness-protection program. Okay, so technically she is. But sometimes she just loves everything a little too much.

“Well, there’s Aunt Wilma,” I offer lamely.

“Yeah, yeah, I know Aunt Wilma. She lives here, for goodness sakes. Greeted me with a crusty hello when I came in. Although you’ve never told me what she puts in that bubbling pot of hers every year.”

“And Albert and Uncle Earl,” I add, ignoring her comment. She knows who these guys are, too. They also live here, not that she’s ever met them in person. They’re a little too ‘out-there’ for Mother to allow it. Albert is a fully-functional skeleton who hangs from the top of our porch every Halloween. Uncle Earl is another vampire who refuses to come out of his crypt. That’s because he suffers from anthropophobia — fear of people — which must be tough for a vampire that needs to feed on them to live.

Kristy sways on her elbows and makes her voice sound as ghostly as she can. “Tell me now, do you think we’ll finally figure out if it’s Earl that howls or his crypt?”

I pause. This is exactly why I have to keep my eye on her, especially when she’s around my mother.

Kristy nudges me with her knee, starts bouncing again. “Well? Your mom’s planning a big party, who else is on the list?”

“Weirdos, nut balls, every last one.”

“I KNOW! That’s the best part.”

That’s Kristy. My best ally. Not a speck of fear in her body. Which I’ve always thought was a good thing.

I blow out a long breath, try to stretch away the nerves setting in. “Mom told me a bunch of other names, but I didn’t recognize most of them.” Of course, I’m lying.

“C’mon. You must know some.”

“Seriously, I don’t. I’ve never met any of them. Or if I did, I don’t remember.”

“What about pictures then. A family album? Maybe we can figure out who they are.”

“No.” (I really don’t want to be reminded.)

“Come on. You must have a family album. Let’s find it. How am I gonna know who’s real and who’s not?”

I make a face, trying to hold back my next thought, that of course, she’s right. I just wish she wasn’t.

Finally, I give a push off the bed, doing my best to ignore the heat that’s working through me. I might as well start getting used to the idea. The 31st is coming, whether I like it or not.

“Okay, c’mon.”

“Where are we going?”

“To meet the rest of the family.”
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ONE BIG HAPPY…
 

 

Kristy peers over me, leaning close. “You keep your family in a closet?” she asks, with a giggle.

“No, silly,” I say, pushing back against her. “Help me move this.”

“You keep them in a trunk?” she asks, bending down to grab the handle.

I scrunch my lips harder this time. “No! Stop clowning around, already! If my mother hears you, we’ll both be dead.”

Catching my eye, Kristy laughs, jostles my shoulder. “C’mon, Kenze, lighten up. I’m just kidding.”

“Shhh! Now, on the count of three. One, two, thr—.” The trunk screeches across the floor boards, making both of us shush madly at it.

As if.

When nothing moves inside — which is always a possibility — it’s been a year since we’ve seen Wilma’s mangy cat— 

“Hey, there! You!” A scratchy voice cuts through the room.

The worst thing that could have happened, just has.

Kristy and I bolt upright, swivel around, and try to block the trunk from view. Wilma hobbles through the doorway with her face pinching up like it’s doing all the work to move each of her crooked feet forward. 

“What are you doing there, Missy!” she says, swinging her cane toward me. 

Great-great Aunt Wilma always calls me Missy. Never Mackenzie.

“Um, nothing.” I roll my head on my neck, hook my fingers in my belt.

“Doesn’t sound like nothing!” Her new dentures click like wood sticks in her mouth. She pushes her face toward the trunk on the floor, trying to peer behind us. “Doesn’t look like nothing!” She jabs her cane at Kristy. “Especially not nothing with her! Does your mother know you’re in here?” She darts her eyes around Mom’s study, turns them toward the hall.

Crap! If she calls my mother—

“I’m just getting more stuff for the Halloween party,” I blurt, waving at the old trunk we’d moved. “You know, decorations, knick-knacks, stuff she uses every year. Kristy’s seen them before. Mom wants them right away.”

Wilma slowly swivels her head back to glower at me, but she doesn’t reply. She just goes on standing there, working her lower lip between her thick white teeth.

“And she said she wanted to speak to you about recipes,” I add, grasping at the first idea that comes to mind. Another safe lie. Which really isn’t a lie. Recipes are the only thing Mom has been talking about for the past week (only not with Wilma). No one in their right mind talks recipes with Wilma.

“Recipes!” Wilma’s eyes blast open. I can tell she wants to believe me.

“Yeah, recipes,” Kristy replies. “We were supposed to tell you, but we forgot.”

I give Kristy a quick look of thanks, praying our own version of magic will work against anything Wilma might think to use on us.

“Well!” she finally says, leaning into her cane. “I’ll go talk recipes! Help in the kitchen! Make something decent!”

Let’s hope you get lost on the way, I think to myself, clicking the door’s lock behind her.

“That was a close one,” Kristy breathes.

I nod, turn my attention back to the closet and the stacks of dusty boxes that were hidden behind the trunk. “It’s in one of those.”

“What is?”

“The family album.”

“Are you serious?” Kristy’s voice rises, as she claps her hands to her mouth.

I give another glance toward the door, watching for shadows mixing with the light seeping in along the bottom. “What’d you think we were doing?”

“I don’t know. Sneaking into some secret room where you keep the rest of the family.”

“No,” I say, brushing my hands together. “Just a glimpse at everything you seem to love best.”  

 



 

By a rare stroke of luck, we find what we’re hunting for in the first box. The album is heavy, tied up with a sash of black leather.

Untying it, I hold it between us and blow dust from the cover. Kristy reaches out and runs her fingers over the silver edging, then rests them on the emblem of a golden red flame twisting up from the center.

“Ow!” she shrieks, drawing her hand away.

Surprised, I lose my grip. The book slips from my hands, hits the floor with a thud.

Snatching the book back up, Kristy holds her fingers over the shimmering emblem.

“It’s hot?” I ask, looking at her in bewilderment.

She belts out a short laugh. “No,” she says, kissing her fingertips. “Just kidding.”

“Cripes, Kristy!” I pull the book away, press it to my chest, and try not to grin. “Get real why don’t you!” But it’s hard not to join her with a laugh. It’s at times like these when I swear we were swapped at birth.

Yep, swapped at birth.

 



 

“Look at this! Here’s another one!” Kristy points at a humongous man standing next to our old swing set. He’s got one eye in the center of his forehead.

“Is he for real?”

“Probably.”

We’re in my closet, with the door closed, looking through the album with a flashlight, while Kristy turns the pages. She stops to stare at a tall, dark-haired woman wearing a robe. It’s an old, cracked photo, but the details are still good. “Check out her nails! They’re longer than her hand!” she squeaks.

“That’s Gertrude,” I say, my voice going soft. “Wilma’s sister. Remember her?”

“Not like that.”

“She was a little younger here. This picture was taken about eighty years ago.”

Kristy eyes her a moment longer. “She’s another witch, right?”

“Was another witch. Wilma said she drowned at the Jersey Shore. Don’t you remember? We were what — five or six years old?”

“Yeah, I remember. I liked her! She liked you! Let’s bring her back from the dead!”

“No.”

“Come on! Have you ever tried? I mean, it’d be quite a show if we did. And it’d send Wilma over the edge at the same time. Didn’t they hate each other?”

“They never got along, that’s for sure,” I say, reaching out to turn the page. “Mostly because Wilma was always sneaking up on Gertrude and testing new spells on her.”

Kristy gives a shake of her head. “Does Wilma get along with anyone?”

“Albert. But he’s nice to everybody.”

A tall, thin man with papery skin, a pair of insect wings, and large, waspy eyes stares up at us from the next page. Kristy taps her finger at him, draws her eyes up in question. “Human fly?”

“Clarence. And that leathery, wrinkled lady he’s towering over in the wheelchair is Edna. She’s a mummy. Still wrapped up, too.” I bend closer to the photo. “And see her arms? They not only hang like sticks, they feel like sticks.”

Kristy studies her, wiggles her eyebrows.  “What if we unraveled the rest of her?”

“Don’t you dare! She’d fall apart!”

She gives me a playful push. “Aw, you’re no fun anymore, Kenze.”

“I’m no fun? Who’s giving you the jolly romp through the pages of doom?”

“Okay, okay, who’s this,’ she says, stopping at a new page.

“Gladys. Another vampire.”

“With spiked, pink hair? I thought vampires were all about being ‘dark.’”

“Nope, not Gladys.” I can’t help but smile at the photo. She almost looks like a carnival clown — a sick carnival clown with an unmistakable set of teeth, but a clown nonetheless. “She’s Albert’s ex-wife,” I add, getting back to business. “She’ll be here, for sure.”

“Ex-wife? You’ve got an EX coming to the party? Your mom really does open her arms to everyone, doesn’t she?”

“Yeah, just about. Gladys only divorced Albert after he died so he wouldn’t forget she’s mad he didn’t choose to be undead like her. She says cuddling up to a sack of bones just isn’t the same. That’s why he lives here.”

“Ewwww! Why is this guy so sweaty? And that color! He almost looks like snot!”

“He does not!” I say, wanting to defend him. I like this guy. He’s sweet and nice, even if it is in a blubbery sort-of-way.

“It’s true. He’s all greenish, yellowish blue!”

“Isaac. Ike, for short. But don’t tease him! He died of Snuffler’s Syndrome. Mom says he was allergic to his own body. Organ against organ. Bone against bone. Even as a ghost, he can’t escape his symptoms, poor guy.”

“He’s a ghost?” she says incredulously. After all, he does look full-form.

“For lack of a better word, yes.”

“You were right, Kenze. You’ve got a family of weirdos, every last one.” She fans the book for a moment, looks at me playfully. “Want to know who I really hope to meet?”

“I can’t even begin to guess.”

After a few moments, I don’t have to.

“This one! He’s the best!” She starts rolling with laughter, letting the book totter in her lap.

She’s laughing at Finnegan Doyle, a monk with a hole in his head. An unfortunate victim of a bungled exorcism who apparently got lost on his way to the afterlife. Sometimes Kristy is just twisted and wrong. Twisted and wrong.

“You know,” I say, sighing at her. “I imagine my grandchildren are going to be looking at pictures of you in here someday. What is it, exactly, that you want them to see?”

When thoughts are done working across her face, she sits back up, and says, “Someone who tried to bring down the rules of a vampire! And won!

“Speaking of which,” she adds, “are you really going to stick to your plan of keeping the ball a secret? Because I don’t think it’s going to work. Why don’t you just try asking? Over and over again. With all your mom’s got going this year, she might give in to some good old pestering pressure.” 

“You’re right,” I say. A long sigh escapes me.

“I am?”

I kind of nod, although not very convincingly. Because as much as I hate the idea of asking my mother, the more I think about it, the more I don’t see how I can keep something like going to a costume ball a secret. Not this year. Not with a quintennial celebration going on.

“So, you’re going to ask her?”

“Yeah. Tomorrow. After we know exactly what I’m going to say.”

“We?”

“We.” I point back and forth between us and close the album. “You and me, heads together, right now.”








  









 

 

 

 

 

9

MOTHERLOAD

 

 

I knew I shouldn’t have asked her. Even with my glorious plan of telling her my costume for the ball is part of a school assignment. I should have waited until I found that bottle of courage. Or better yet, intelligence. Because so far, I haven’t managed to work the school assignment idea into the conversation.

And so rather than say, “yes,” or “okay,” or “I suppose we can give it a go,” Mom slowly shakes her head, wads up a paper bag, and drops it in the recycle bin under the counter.

Turning to me, she offers a curt, “Nope, you know the rules.”

The rules. Of course, I know the rules. I’ve been living with them all my life.

Straightening back up, she picks a shiny red pepper up from the counter and holds my gaze for a moment before taking a bite. Her teeth break the pepper open with a snap.

She grimaces at the taste, then smiles as if she’s eating a tasty treat.

“Why are you eating that?” I blurt, my mind too filled with anger and disgust to say anything else. Actually, Mom has been eating more and more vegetables lately. Normal
stuff. Yesterday, it was a potato, of all things. Today, a pepper. It’s really weirding me out. It’s like I have no idea what to expect these days, except when it comes to her rules.

“Mmm-mmm. Say hello to the fountain of youth.” She waves the pepper in a flourish. “THIS is the motherload of anti-oxidants and vitamins.”

“And you’re just eating it? Like that? Uncooked? That’s gross, Mother. Really gross. I can hear you chewing.”

She shakes her head, swallows — almost as if it’s painful to do so — holds the pepper out toward me. “It’s good. Healthy
Magazine says it’s the best thing you can eat. Want some?”

“No.”

“Are you sure? It’s surprisingly good.”

“Of course, I’m sure!” I stomp my foot in frustration. We’re supposed to be talking about Halloween costumes. 

“Mom!”

“Hmmmmm?” she says through another mouthful. Her eyebrows rise expectantly like we’re having an entirely pleasant conversation.

“What I want, Mom, is for the rules to change. That’s what I want.”

Her chewing slows, like she might be considering my plea. But before long, she takes another bite.

Ergh!

It’s all I can do to not reach out and strangle her. Not that it’d do any good. I doubt choking on a piece of pepper would take Queen Mother Vampire down.

“C’mon, Mom!” I say, giving another stomp of my foot. “Kristy’s dressing up as a princess of the sea, and I want to be one, too. Not some dorky, monsterish thing! I’ll look stupid!” I’m really getting stressed, now that the idea of it is playing in my mind.

I take a deep breath to slow down, lower my voice. “Kristy, Amanda, and I are supposed to dress the same way. If we don’t, it’ll ruin our theme. We’re supposed to do this for a school assignment. Dress together as a theme. And then write about it afterwards.”

There, I said it.

I bite my lip at the lie, although I’m trying really hard to think that it isn’t. No, what I just said probably won’t be a lie at all. I’m quite sure I can find a way to write about whatever happens on Halloween for one of my English assignments this year. And given that, what parent would say NO to a school assignment?

Well, I know one parent that would.

My mother.

She half-shrugs, so I try again.

“It’s not just about a family holiday anymore, Mom. It’s about a school ball, on school grounds, and a school assignment that was assigned by a school teacher.”

“I’m not saying you have to go as a monster.”

“Yes, you are,” I say, cutting her off. “That’s exactly what you were saying. I know the rules. And they’re stupid rules.”

Uh-oh. There it goes again. My brain — out the window. I should have stuck to the school assignment thing.

“Mackenzie.”

It’s at times like this, when my mother’s voice is going thin and when I know things aren’t going my way that I’m tempted to call child-protection services. Who in their right mind would let a vampire be a parent? Surely, they’d haul me away to a more agreeable home? Haul her away for child-endangerment?

But as good as that idea seems and no matter how closely those eyebrows of hers knit together, I’d never do it. She’s still my mother. No matter how hard it gets for me to believe that on most days.

Leaning into the counter, she opens her mouth to speak, then stops in thought.

I cross my arms, preparing to hear what I think she’s going to say, but I loosen the grip at my elbows a little, hoping she’ll surprise me like she did with that pepper.

“You can still go as a princess and be part of this so-called theme, or assignment, or whatever it is.” (Okay! Maybe she’s going to sway!) “So long as you look dead.”

Nope. She didn’t sway.

“Or scary.”

“So basically, you don’t want me having any sort of fun, or any sort of chance of getting picked for a dance by someone at the ball.”

An image of Bobby J flashes before my eyes — not that I was hoping to dance with him, just save him. But as nice as his image is, I don’t get to enjoy it long. Next thing I know, Susie Q steps into my daydream and whisks him away, while I’m left standing there looking like Bloody Princess Mary.

Mother sighs and puts what is left of the pepper down. “What I want you to do, Mackenzie, is represent our family. That’s what this holiday has always been about. And all along I’ve always compromised with you, whenever you wanted to dress up as something different. That’s what the rules have been about. Compromise.”

“But Mom, I have to dress as a princess! It’s part of an assignment. Dressing in a theme with a group. If I don’t do it, I’ll fail!” 

There. I said it. An out-and-out lie. I’m doomed for eternity. Because even I know I’m not going to fail.

Mom fixes her eye on me before tossing the last of the pepper into the sink, runs the disposal. “Well, I hardly think that will be the case. If you think about it, our rules will probably help make your assignment even better,” she says over the noise. “You’ll be dressing in two themes! The one with your friends, and the one we celebrate with Halloween. The memory of all our dearly departed spirits, which we especially can’t ignore on the eve of a quintennial celebration!” 

She clicks the disposal off; the water continues to run. “Yes. Two themes. That’s twice as nice, don’t you think?”

She doesn’t wait to hear if I agree. Her hands go to her cheeks, giving them a pat as her eyes go dreamy. “And with all the ideas that’ll be floating around this year, I’m sure you’ll come up with something that will work.”

Her voice perks up, as if she’s just solved everything, but her eyes are far away. “Absolutely.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’ve got plenty of choice, Mackenzie,” she says, turning her attention to the fridge. She pulls out a bag of red onions.

“Choice? Choice? Yeah, right. As if I’ve ever had any of that in my life!” There’s no holding me back now. “If I had a choice, Mother, my bedtime stories would have featured candy castles, fair maidens, Oompa Loompas, and flying umbrellas! If I had a choice, Mother, my childhood dresses would have been cute and pink with lots of lace, not black leather and blood-red velvet! If I had a choice, Mother, my birthdays would have involved cakes and candles, not racks of bloody lamb! And most importantly, Mother, if I had a choice, my costume would involve an eye-popping, jaw-dropping dress!”

“There you go!” Mom jabs the red onion she’s holding in the air, looks inspired, sounds pleased. “Eye-popping! Jaw-dropping! That would work.”

“I didn’t mean like that, Mother! Didn’t you hear anything I just said?”

She studies me like she doesn’t quite know who I am, drums her fingers on the counter. After a moment, she returns to her cutting board. “Really, Mackenzie,” she says, chopping into the onion with brutish force. “It’s a special holiday. Must you always be so sacrilegious?”

“I’m not sacrilegious.”

She stops chopping, lets out a huff. “Why don’t you go find some homework to do. It’s getting late.”

I think I’ll move to Alaska.
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GEOGRAPHY, WORLD HISTORY, AND OTHER THINGS I DON’T KNOW  
 

 

“Class.” Mr. Scanlin taps his pen on the board to get our attention. “Eyes up here.” He holds his arms up, waiting for us to settle down.

Out of curiosity, I lean forward to peer at Bobby. He’s sitting two rows over, which gives me a clear shot on seeing how accurate I was last week with the highly-classified Reasons I Had for Saving Bobby J. Specifically, I’m interested in item #1 — that he’s too cute for SQC — because until lately, I’ve never really given him much thought. But as far as I can see, I was right. He is too cute for her. And me, for that matter. 

This is the first year that Bobby and I have shared classes; and since he’s a jock, and I’m not, there hasn’t really been much point in putting him in my radar. But now that I do have my eyes on him, I must say, I love the way his light brown hair ruffles around his ears and the way his face twists up into a grin.

As if acting on cue, Bobby laughs out loud at something his friend Trey has said, then cuts off, stifling the rest under Mr. Scanlin’s stern look.

Hmmmmmm, the way he sits there, trying to act innocent, when we all know he’s not is enough to make me want to jump head-long into the race for his heart—

Wait.

I block the next image that jumps in to my mind.

Ergh! Why do I think these things when I don’t even mean them! I don’t want to think about bloody hearts!

OK, let’s try again.

I, Mackenzie Bonapart, would like to win Bobby’s heart — not for eating — but for the idea of being able to say, or at least think, Hey! That boy likes me.

Yes, that normal one with the brown hair, the smattering of freckles, and the really cool collection of tee-shirts. Yes, that boy named Bobby J likes ME.

And if he likes me instead of Susie Q Cotter, even better. She’s sitting in front of him in the first row.

Personally, I’d go crazy if I had to sit in his spot. Susie Q keeps tipping her head, swaying her ponytail this way and that, like she’s trying to get his attention. Like he’d care.

Obviously, he doesn’t. Instead, he reaches back to give Trey’s shoulder one last shove, as Mr. Scanlin warns them with a stern, “Boys!”

Well. Bobby has a sense of humor. That’s a plus. I wonder what the joke was about. More importantly, I wonder what I can possibly do to impress him.

”Today, class, we’re starting our section on contemporary world history.” Mr. Scanlin gives the history texts that are stacked on his desk a pat. “But before we get into the events of our time, we need to get into the geography of it. After all, we can’t understand history, if we don’t know where it happened. And… AND,” he repeats above the groans, “to make it fun, we’ll play a game of trivia. Ask and answer questions. See how much we know.”

Great. I know nothing about geography or world history.

But apparently, neither does anyone else. Most kids are complaining. Most, that is, except Susie, who sits higher in her chair, and Kristy, who pulls out a notebook and gets ready to take notes. Good idea. I get out mine.

Mr. Scanlin raises his hands again, gives little waves. “No need to fuss! No need to fuss! Eyes up here! Quiet, please!

“Thank you. You won’t be graded. It’s just a fun game to see where we all stand in the material.”

I, for one, don’t stand anywhere in it, not even near the edge.

As Mr. Scanlin turns to the chalkboard, he pulls a large world map down over it. I open my notebook and start making a list. How to Win a Boy’s Heart.

“Now, to encourage your participation,” Mr. Scanlin says, “I’ve got these. Hershey bars and M&Ms.”

Everyone cheers as he drops four big bags of fun-size candies on his desk. Kristy leans across the aisle and gives me a high-five. I turn back to my list and put a period at the end of the first thing I’ve written. Impress Him. 

Kristy gives my poised pen a questioning look. It’s not like there’s been any information to note. But rather than show her what I’m doing, I lay my hand on the paper so she can’t see it and arch my eyebrows innocently, as if to say, “Isn’t this fun?”

I’m ready for whatever I can think of for #2.

But my mind is blank.

The page, very blank.

Okay. Impress him. 

With what?

I peer over at Susie Q, my nemesis, thinking SHE might be a source of opposite inspiration.

A-ha! Amazingly, she is.

My pen works furiously.

With spells and potions and bites in the neck.

I add an exclamation point. Wouldn’t that be fun?

Wait.

No!  I DID NOT JUST WRITE THAT!

I scribble it out frantically and stretch my arms over my desk, locking my head between them before realizing the class is quiet. Too quiet.

Did Mr. Scanlin ask a question? Did he ask ME a question?

Slowly, I peek up, breathe a sigh of relief.

Mr. Scanlin is simply standing at his desk, flipping page after page of the history book, keeping everyone eagerly waiting for a chance to win candy.

“Here we are,” he says, holding a finger to the book, his mouth breaking into smile. “First question. Who can tell me where the mouth of the Nile River is?”

I know! I’ll impress him by being smart! (Not Mr. Scanlin. Bobby J.) I shoot my hand up. Unfortunately, so does the rest of the class.

“Yes, Susie.”

Figures.

“Egypt?”

And just like that, Mr. Scanlin tosses an M&Ms bag at her. She catches it with a knowing grin, slides the candy into her shirt pocket and gives it a pat, while the rest of the class erupts into a chorus of, “I knew that! I knew that, too!”

Mr. Scanlin holds up his arms again. Waits for everyone to quiet down. “I need you ALL to pay attention. There will be plenty of opportunities for everyone to win a treat. Now, who can tell me where Egypt is located?”

Again, all hands shoot up, including mine.

“Bobby.”

“The desert?”

I smile over at him, thinking, That’s what I was going to say!  We’re like one mind, or something!

“Yes and no. I’m asking for the continent.”

Oh. I fall back against my seat.

“Europe,” Bobby states, squinting one eye over his finger, which he’s pointing like a gun.

Trey laughs from the seat behind him, while Mr. Scanlin gives Bobby an apologetic, “Sorry, no.”

Bobby wobbles his head, slaps his forehead like a goof.

“I would’ve given you credit for desert,” Susie whispers at him.

I would’ve given you credit for desert, my mind mimics.

He gives her a cool grin. “Does that mean you’ll give me your M&Ms?” I make a face as she hands them over.

“Yes,” Mr. Scanlin says, pointing toward the back of the room. “Adam.”

“Asia?”

“No, sorry, but thank you for playing. It’s North Africa, folks. North Africa. He points out a blue square on the north coast of that big patch of earth.

“Now, who can tell me what land is found directly west of Iceland?”

I practically jump out of my seat to answer it.

Mr. Scanlin looks amused as I bounce my arm higher and higher. But when he calls on me, my mind goes blank.

My face grows hot, as I realize I have no idea. I’m such an idiot!  

“Uh, what was the question?”

The class erupts into fits of delight. My face burns hotter.

”The land west of Iceland.”

“Oh, yeah.”

I squirm, look toward the map. It doesn’t help. Finally, my mouth blurts, “Russia?”

More laughter. I don’t dare to see if Bobby J is among them. What does it matter, anyway? I can hear Susie’s laugh, and she’s sitting in front of him, letting him know what a fool I am.

“Class! This is a warning!” Mr. Scanlin taps the board again. “I can always give a written test!” The jitters hush. “Good.” He paces twice behind his desk, looks around. “Anyone else care to venture a guess?”

A girl named Danielle does. With the answer of Greenland.

Great. My east is her west.

Two seconds later, a Special Dark is zizzing to the back of the room.

As the minutes tick by, I watch candy bar after candy bar zing by, until there are only a few left. It seems everyone is in Chocolate Heaven, except me. And that’s not because I haven’t tried. I did. When Mr. Scanlin asked which country is west of the Czech Republic.

I thought I knew.

But no. It wasn’t Russia.

It was Germany.

And thanks to my stupidity, we’ve also learned that Russia isn’t the country that holds the Aswan Dam. That’s Egypt. Nor would you run into Russia if you sailed west from Portugal. You’d hit North America. (I still haven’t figured that one out).

Mr. Scanlin holds the last four bars up in his hands — two red Krackles and two yellow Goodbars — checks the clock.

Five minutes left.

“Okay, we have time for one more question.”

Thank goodness. Only one.

I lean forward, grab my backpack off the floor, start zipping it up.

“Mackenzie.”

What? Startled, I jump, feel my face flush under a sea of eyes.

“Me?”

“Yes.” He waves the candy bars in front of him and smiles, letting everyone know I’m the only person without one. “What country is also a continent?”

My fingers squeeze around the strap of my bag. My ears, my neck, my forehead instantly burn red-hot.

Country…. Continent….

I should know this. “Is this a trick question?”

“No, it is not.”

No, it’s not a trick question.

Does that mean the answer is…?


I look at the map. No, it wouldn’t be that. That’s too easy. 

I glance at the clock. But maybe, it is….

Mr. Scanlin waves his ruler at the map, trying to direct me to a clue.

My head shakes at the choice, or lack of choice that starts battling in my brain. I can’t help it. I don’t know what to do. I’d rather not have to say anything at all, even though there are a dozen answers being whispered my way, and even though Kristy is tapping her notebook to show me the answer she’s written on the page, and even though my mouth wants to blurt into motion, plow through the chaos, say what I see, I don’t want to end the class period by giving an answer that’s wrong.

“Russia?”

I did not just say that.

It sounded like I said that, but I swear, I didn’t. At least, I don’t think I did.

Kristy groans. The rest, including Bobby J and Trey, are breaking up into fits of merciless pleasure.

“Good one,” Bobby J says. “Mackenzie hits another one out of the park!” 

Trey and a few others are stomping their feet, pounding their desks.

Who said that? I spin in my seat, looking around the class.

Who’s the ventriloquist?

My sight settles on Susie, grinning ear to ear at the front of the mayhem. Susie said that!

Worse, behind her, standing at the board, is Mr. Scanlin. His shoulders have clearly fallen. I mean, really fallen. Far. For effect.  

He thinks I said that!  But I didn’t! She did!

I try to protest, but my mouth still won’t work.

Mr. Scanlin takes a deep breath, sighs at the candy bars in his hands, and puts them in his pockets.

For a brief moment, I wonder what will happen when they melt. Mr. Scanlin steps closer to board and sends the map back up in its roller.

“No, once again, not Russia,” he says as the map settles into place.

Picking up a long piece of chalk, he adds, “You appear to have an affinity for Russia.”

“But I… I mean, I didn’t…”

“Any particular reason?” He turns, as if wanting a response.

“Well, it’ such a big country, I figure it must have got in the way of something.”

Beside me, Kristy says, “Oh, Kenze.”

Mr. Scanlin nods, but not in a happy way. I guess I was supposed to keep my mouth shut.

“I see.” Spinning back to the board, he begins to write madly across the top of it. “Well, in that case, I think it’d be good for you to write a report about Russia.”

“What?”

He crosses the “t” in report with such force, the chalk breaks at the tip. Bits fly from the board, catching in the wisps of his hair.

He continues talking like nothing happened. “Yes. A report. On something you’d like us to know about Russia. And,” he says, his voice rising, “the same goes for the rest of you. You’ll ALL be writing a report on the country of your choice.”

This time, the chaos erupting around me isn’t happy. Wails of despair, groans of displeasure, fits of false tears, not to mention a chorus of quite a few grumpy “thanks,” are being thrown my way. I can’t believe it. Why are they blaming me? They should be blaming Susie Q.

“Yes. You’ll all write reports on the country of your choice,” Mr. Scanlin repeats. “Except Mackenzie, who, by default, has chosen—”

“Russia!” Bobby finishes. He’s the only one laughing. A couple of kids, including Trey, tell him to shut up. I simply slide further into my chair.

“Yes, Russia.” Mr. Scanlin underlines MONDAY on the board three times. “And next Monday, one week from today, be prepared to give oral presentations on what you discover.” With a triumphant nod, he tosses a Goodbar in my direction.

I catch it. I don’t even like Goodbars.

And ewww!  It’s warm.

Given the groans that follow me out the door and the jeers made in my direction, I can see I’ve done a pretty good job of getting a good chunk of the seventh grade to mark me a target. Even Kristy says, “Good going, Kenze,” on the way to our next class. 

Oh, wonderful, blessed day.
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MUTINY AMONG US
 

 

“Can you believe this?” Mom says, handing Dad the newspaper. I grab the box of Cheerios from the cupboard. I don’t really enjoy eating cereal for dinner, but considering what’s sitting on the table, it’s a safe choice.

Wilma made a casserole, and so far, no one has dared to try it. (Mom warned us earlier that before dinner, Wilma had turned a backyard bunny into a long-eared frog; and then, after insisting on some private-time in the kitchen, she pulled a crusty brown casserole out of the oven with flecks of green and black bubbling across the top of it.) Even Mom, who’s on a new health kick, won’t eat a frog. So, the whispered agreement is, hush-hush, we’re all on our own for food tonight. Cereal, sandwiches, whatever.

“Look,” Mom says, pointing at an article on the front page. “Some woman in Hackensack wants the government to make a law banning Halloween decorations.”

Really!? My heart skips a happy beat, as I hop into the chair next to Dad. I don’t get this kind of news everyday! Maybe this woman will get the whole holiday on the chopping block!

“You must be pulling my leg,” Dad says, pressing the newspaper down flat before him. “Putting the tricks before the treats?” He pulls his glasses down on his nose, then winces at the coffee in his mug — what the rest of us call ‘tar.’ Dad always drinks coffee at night. It helps him stay up with Mom.

“No, look,” she says, handing him the milk. “It says so right there. All the posters and pictures that depict witches and wizards as being ugly create a bad name for real witches and their families.” Mom tsks.

“Well, it’s not hard to agree with that,” I mutter.

My grumble goes ignored. The only thing I get in return is a slobbery spoon handed to me from Baby Alan. I suppose he thinks he’s being helpful since I don’t have one.

Pushing my chair back with a huff, I get up to grab my own spoon, while Mom watches Dad pour a cup of milk into his mug of tar. She opens her mouth to speak, but whatever she wants to say is interrupted by a creak from Earl when he presses the door of his crypt open. His crypt is pretty much like another piece of furniture — a long bench set along the wall in the kitchen.

“Good-looking witches?” he calls up through the crack. “Has that woman ever met Wilma?” He follows with a heckling laugh. “She’s as real as you get, and she’s got to be the baddest, ugliest witch around!”

Albert rattles in his corner, his bones shaking from a stifled laugh.

Staggering up from her seat, Wilma parks herself on Earl’s lid, catching her bony balance as the lid slams shut beneath her. “I’m not ugly!” she says. “I never was ugly. And no poster I’ve ever seen is ugly. But you! You must be ugly! Unbelievably ugly! I don’t know of any other reason you’d want to hide in this crypt.” With her new dentures still intact, her words come across loud and clear, even with Baby Alan banging his cup on his tray.

“Oh, ignore him, Wilma,” Mom says, above the noise.  She adds water to the coffee-maker to thin her first batch. “You know Earl. He’s all mouth. And,” she directs her rising voice toward Earl’s crypt, “he doesn’t know how to use it. If he did, he might come out of that box once every hundred years.” Mom is teasing. We all know that, but Wilma isn’t.

“You hear that?” she rasps at the crypt beneath her. “Word is, you’ve got no mouth!”

“She didn’t say he’s got ‘no mouth,’ Wilma.” Is she finally going deaf? (I can only hope.) “She said he’s ‘all mouth.’”

Dad shares my grin. Earl starts banging in his crypt, trying to knock Wilma off.

“Hush, now!” Mom says, giving Earl’s door a tap. “You be good, or I’ll ship you off to Nabu.”

“What’s Nabu?” I ask, flooded with interest. Maybe I can ship them both off. Him and Wilma.

“A tiny village in Burma,” she mutters, taking a seat across from me.

I’m still lost.

“A country between India and China,” she adds, reading my face.

Far enough.

“Did you eat?”

I nod, push the bowl toward her to show the few soggy O’s left clinging on the sides.

“Well, you’ll have to eat more than that—”

“Have some frog fry!”

“Uh, no thanks, Wilma,” I manage.

“Go on! Have some!”

“Uh, actually, Mackenzie is allergic to frogs.”

I am? Did Mom just save me? 

She sneaks me a wink, eyes the casserole with another look of suspicion. “Mackenzie, why don’t you make yourself a sandwich,” she says, dropping a handful of Cheerios on Alan’s tray. “There’s some leftover beef in the fridge.”

When I get up, Jason comes in, leans over the ‘frog fry,’ and takes a deep sniff. Exhaling with satisfaction, he digs into it and plops a large pile on his plate. “What’s going on?” he asks, gulping down his first mouthful. “Is someone banning Halloween?”

Mom gives him a weird look as he spoons up more before taking a seat next to mine.

“No. We’re just talking about this woman who thinks she’s a real witch and is trying to get decorations banned. She says, witches exist, but they’re not what people think they are. Instead, they’re Wiccans, or Druids — people that worship Mother Nature. And the so-called ugly decorations are degrading to them.”

Dad clears his throat, ruffles the paper. “Sounds like this nature lover has had a little too much fresh air.”

“Well,” Mom says, with a short huff. “Druids and Wiccans aren’t witches. Not in my book.”

“That’s right! She’s not a witch! She’s a crook!” Wilma says, her voice rising shrilly. “She’s stealing my identity!”

“Honestly,” Mom says. “Let’s not start yelling. No need to get all riled up again.”

“That’s it, Mom, I’ll dress as a thief for Halloween,” I say, coming back to the table. But my comment gets no response. Just a raised eyebrow, while Wilma keeps on with her rant.

“She wants to take Halloween! Claim it for herself!”

“That’s right, I do.”

Jason — the only one who’s listening to me — smirks. “Yeah, good luck,” he mutters, before spooning up his last bite of roasted bunny-frog.

Dad shakes the newspaper, straightens the page. “Don’t be silly, Wilma. No one is stealing Halloween or your identity. It’ll never happen.”

“It might,” I say, louder this time. Not that it matters. I might as well be invisible.

“Jason,” Mom says, sounding all irritated. “How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t pick body hair at the table.”

“Ewwww!” I scoot my chair away. “What are you doing? Picking it from your nose? Your arms?”

He flashes his eyebrows at me, smiles sadistically, reaches behind him.

“Your back? Oh, you’re so disgusting! Mother! He’s still doing it!”

Dad lowers his paper. “Jason, I’m warning you.”

“I’m not doing anything,” he says, getting up in an innocent huff.

“Yes, you were,” Mom says curtly. “There’s no point in denying it. We all sat here and watched you do it.”

“Well, I can’t help what I am.”

“What? A freak?”

“Hairy. And proud of it.”

“A freak!”

“That’s enough, Mackenzie.”

“If you ask me,” Albert says, shaking a bony finger along with his head, as Jason gets up to leave, “those Wiccans have an identity problem. Don’t know their own religion. Maybe they need a new name. Something simple. Something straight-forward. Something like, Woods Walkers. That’s a thought. Or Tree Huggers. Or Wind Blowers. Nature Lovers. But not Witch. On that, I agree with Wilma. They don’t know the first thing about it. They couldn’t do what she does.” He pops a peanut shell in his mouth. The shell cracks and falls from his bony white jaws to the floor. “Nobody can, unless they’re a witch.”

“That’s right,” Wilma says in agreement. “Nobody.”

“Oh yeah, Wilma? Are you sure?” I ask, feeling an urge to start an argument with her.

“Sure about what, Missy?”

“Sure that no one but witches can do magic?”

“Sure, I’m sure,” she replies.

“Well, what if nobody’s tried?” I press, giving a jut of my chin.

“What if nobody’s tried?” She gives Albert a nudge and cackles. “Who’s nobody? You make no sense, Missy!”

“I make perfect sense,” I reply. “You’re just twisting my words.”

“Oh, really? Tell me, then. Who could be nobody? ”

“Me.”

“You?” Wilma stops tittering, fixes me a stare.

“Me.”

After a long moment, she guffaws. “Disaster!”

“How do you know?” I cut back, wishing more than anything I could prove her wrong, right here, right now.

“Mackenzie and Wilma,” Mom says, holding a hand to her temple. “You two drive me—”

“Well, how does she know it’d be disaster?” I raise my hands in mock quotes. 

“She doesn’t,” Mom replies. “Okay, Mackenzie? She doesn’t. If you want to try some magic — if it’s boiling in your blood — then go ahead and try. You can try tonight, or tomorrow, for all I care.”

“Risky!” Wilma yells. Her eyes are growing so wide, they’re practically bulging out of their sockets. “Risky, risky, risky!”

“What’s so risky about trying,” I cut back. Boy, I wish I knew what I was talking about. I’d turn her into a potato right now. Zap her into the groun—

“Against the rules!” rasps Wilma.

“Whose rules?”

“My rules!”

“Enough!” Mom says, making a sweeping action with one hand. “All I did was make one comment about someone ruining Halloween, and now you two are ruining my night. Everyone out, before I finish you off myself!”

I don’t know why Albert is leaving. He’s already dead and dry.
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WISHFUL THINKING
 

 

Kristy hands me a blue lunch tray, lifts my elbow to see the book under my arm. 101 Fun Ways to Dress Up For Halloween.

“Ahhh,” she says, a smile working over her mouth. “Who wrote that? Your parents?”

“Very funny,” I say, stepping in line.

She gives me a confused look. “I thought you went to the library for a book about Russia.”

“I did. But I didn’t get this there. I brought it from home to hide this.” I pull out the pamphlet tucked in the front cover and hand it to her.

“Membership guidelines for the League of the Eternal Undead?” she says, reading the front.  “A group for vampires?”

“The one and only. We’re going to write to them.”

“Why?”

“To see if they can get my mother to change her rules.”

Kristy takes a step back, stares disbelievingly. “Why?”

“Because I’m hoping this group is more up with the times,” I say, pointing at the inside of the pamphlet. “They’ve got brochures, books, DVDs, and downloads for attracting new members. So, they must care about promoting a good public image. And if they find out my mother’s actions are deterring that cause in me by making me despise everything she represents, then they might want to get involved.”

“But you don’t want to be a future vampire.”

“No, but they don’t have to know that. Besides, we’re just going to be writing about my mother’s rules for Halloween. Not my plans for the future. We’ll let them assume what they want for themselves.”

“Okaaaaaay,” Kristy says. “But isn’t this like sleeping with the enemy?”

“Look,” I say, standing in front of her. “At the moment, I don’t have any other ideas. Are you going to help me or not.”

“I’ll help you.”

“Good.” Wanting to change the subject, I turn and read the menu. “Looks like our choices are corn dogs and shrimp poppers.” I happen to love shrimp poppers.

“Well, I’m going for the dogs,” Kristy says with a bark.

Of course she is. I’m about to bop her on the arm when I see Bobby J. He’s standing in the line next to us, wearing a navy-blue Unlock Your Game tee-shirt and faded jeans. Catching my eye, he grins.

I don’t believe it!

Did he actually grin at me? 

Wait a minute. After what happened in history class, why would he do that? Did he really think I was funny? Not that I planned to be funny, but still.

I look over again as my heart jumps in my chest, flutters to my throat, and pops into my mouth, which opens.

He’s still grinning, and grinning so big, his freckles look like they might spin up off his face and mix with the curls of his hair.

Maybe he really does have a good sense of humor, just like I thought. Maybe he’s the kind of guy who can roll with the punches and not care about extra assignments. Maybe he’s the kind of guy who can start smiling at a girl one day and then dance with her the next. Maybe he’s the kind of guy who can make a girl feel good about being swept off her feet. And maybe I’m about to start floating in air, because he’s grinning at m—

Oh, no.

It’s not me.

I’m such a fool.

It’s…

Kristy?!

I glance back and forth to be sure.

Yep. It is.

Not knowing what else to do, I bend down as fast as I can and grab a milk carton from the cooler. I tell myself everything will be okay, as cold air slaps my face like a quick hand.

But it’s worse now.

She’s actually waving at him!

Why didn’t I wave first? Shouldn’t I have waved first? Would that grin have been for me, if I had?

Wait. What if that grin was meant for me, and she took it by waving? Can I get it back?

Glutton for punishment, I lift my gaze once more in Bobby’s direction. My heart snakes its way tighter around my throat. Because Bobby J — fleeting boy of my dreams — waves back at my best friend.

Why is this bothering me? I don’t even think I ever really liked him….

“Dogs or poppers,” the lunch lady asks.

“What?”

“Dogs or poppers,” she repeats.

“Poppers,” I mutter, holding up my tray.

“Dogs or poppers,” she says to Kristy.

I step back, give her a nudge. “Hey, you. Dogs or poppers.”

“Ummm.” Kristy slowly turns her starry eyes back toward the counter. (Rip heart from chest.) “Dogs, please.” (Lob it into fryer.)  

“Did you see that?” Kristy whispers, as we make our way to a table.

I take a deep breath and quickly push it back out, trying to blow away the white spots that are flashing in front of my eyes.

“See what?” I manage, sliding onto the bench.

“The cutest boy in the world just smiled at me. And then, he waved. Didn’t you see it?” Kristy’s voice, although a whisper, is breaking into a shriek of giggles.

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. When did Kristy start thinking anything like that about Bobby?

My face is burning so hot, a drop of sweat drips into the corner of my eye. My body feels like it’s swelling; and if it pops, it’ll splatter me everywhere.

Actually, that would be wonderful. I can hardly breathe, as it is.

“Well!? Aren’t you going to say anything?”

Feeling dizzy, I draw in another breath and nod. “Yep.”

She stares at me, her face growing more confused by the second. “And?”

I try my best to smile. “And that’s great.”

Focusing on my plate, my head begins to clear. Food. Think about the food. After a moment, I look up at Kristy, “So… do you want that cookie?”

 



 

Yanking on the door, I step into the emptiness of the bathroom, and let my embarrassment pour out of me with a steady rush, while the damp coolness of the air tingles on my skin.

Okay, so it’s my fault I didn’t tell her about my plans for Bobby J. It’s not like I had time. Not really. And besides, I kinda forgot.

Sorta.

But does it really matter?

It’s not like I would have succeeded with the Bobby J thing. I’m squawky, skinny, and in possession of mutant DNA. The odds for triumph were not in my favor.

And considering my potential for developing blood-thirst, public safety could have been a valid concern. Especially in regards to Susie Q and Bobby J. So maybe it’s a good thing it’s not going to work out. At least Bobby doesn’t like Susie.

Bending down, I peek under the stalls to see if I’m alone. I am. I knew that, but still, I like to be sure.

Walking into the first stall, my mind starts racing.

I mean, I wasn’t really serious about liking Bobby J. Heck, I don’t even know him. Heck, a few days ago, when I was trying to think of someone I don’t know that I could write to, I could have chosen him.

That thought makes me feel better. Not much, but a little.

I’m about to sit, do my thing, when my sight focuses on the door in front of me. Or rather, the words written there.

Mackenzie Bonapart has big

It takes a moment for the words, for my name, to sink in.

Mackenzie Bonapart has big

That’s all it says.

I can’t help but read the scrawl again, stare at it, tip my head, waiting for it to tell me more.

Mackenzie Bonaparte has big

It doesn’t. But what more would I want to know?

My face grows hot.

Big what?

Big boobs?

I start to look down, but stop.

I know what I’ve got.

Nothing.

Big hair?

No.

A big mouth?

No. The phrase implies something plural.

Big—?

I don’t dare finish.

Who wrote this rude thing anyway? With a Sharpie, no less?

I rub at the black ink. First with my sleeve, then my bare fingers. It’ll never come off.

Well.

I flush the toilet — out of habit, because I haven’t done anything — walk out of the stall, stand at the sink, and let water run over my hands. It runs cold, then warm, then warmer, then hot.

As much as I want to move, shut off the tap, I can’t. I stand there, looking in the mirror, as my hands turn pink and my eyes brim with pain.

Big.

Big ears.

Big eyes.

Big lips.

I lean forward, grimace, bare my teeth.

Big teeth?

My fingers reach up, press.

Are they really that big?

Water from my hands drips down my arms, tickling the skin all the way to my elbows. I don’t care enough to rub it away. I keep pressing my teeth up and in, trying to make them smaller.

A moment later, the door opens, making me jump before grabbing a paper towel.

“Hey, Isabelle,” I say, trying to act normal. Trying to act like she can draw rude pictures of me on the bus anytime she wants, and I’m okay with that. But what I’m really thinking is, I’d rather you just went away.

She shrugs, acting like she’s going to ignore me, then stops and takes a step toward me. She stumbles.

“Isabelle?”

She raises a hand, as if to catch her balance, or point.

Where? At me? Behind me? Why am I looking? Why do I care? Why doesn’t she just go away?

The door opens again.

Oh, no. Not them, too. Why don’t they all just go away?

Seeing me, Susie’s lip curls up. “Look,” she chides, giving Honeybee a nudge. “It’s Mackenzie Bonapart and her big—”

I’m not sure if she finished what she had to say.

It all happened so fast with me, growling and snapping, as one giant shiver surged through me, making me feel like my head, my feet, my hands were on fire; while they — Isabelle, Susie, and Honeybee — dropped to the floor like flies.

One.

Two.

Three.
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HUFF AND PUFF
 

 

Twenty-four. That’s how many ceiling tiles are in the principal’s office. And they’re ugly, like old Styrofoam that’s been left to rot in a long season of rain.

Thirteen hide bad bolts. The rust stains they’ve made are hard to miss. And in the last 25 minutes I’ve come to the conclusion that in the event of catastrophe, there’s probably very little to keep the whole ceiling, tiles and all, from busting apart and squishing me flat.

However, despite the impending threat to life and limb, I don’t move when the room itself, the door, and even the three mugs on the desk begin to shake, vibrating in rising crescendo, with the heavy footfalls that are approaching from the hall. Boom. Thud. Boom. Thud.

Mr. Bowler’s got a limp. Boom. Thud. BOOM. THUD.

The door swings open with a bang, making me jump in my seat, more at the sight of Mr. Bowler, than the smack of the door’s knob against the filing cabinet. 

Mr. Bowler looks more blow-fishy than ever. His blue face is puffed out, glistened with sweat. His white hair is standing on end. His red neck is pinched so tight, it’s folding down over his shirt like an extra collar. And his lips… they’re so pursed and puckered, they look like they might grow their own pair of hands and push themselves free of his face. Go running for their lives. I know I would.

“Three faintings in one school! In one room! At one time!” he says, swinging his arms wide. “Three! And we’re not even close to the end of the week!”

He stops at his desk, turns, points a shaky finger my way.

“And you! You were the only witness, if not the actual cause, for all of them. Can you explain it?” He quickly waves off his last comment. “No,” he says, circling his hand up. “You must explain it. Now.”

With a heavy puff, Mr. Bowler leans back on the edge of his desk and settles his enormous weight onto his hands. I watch as his face grows redder, his eyes rounder, waiting for me to say something, which is quite unfortunate. Once again, I’ve forgotten how to speak, while he seems to have forgotten how to breathe. Which makes me wonder, if I don’t remind Mr. Bowler to breathe, will I watch a fourth person go-down-for-the-count?

That would be more than unpleasant, but I still don’t say anything. He’s such a distraction, leaning there against the desk, growing redder, while my tongue grows smaller. It almost feels like it’s pressing against the back of my throat.

The last thing I want is to watch Mr. Bowler faint; but it’s not like I can just blurt out the truth he’s asking for. I don’t know it, anyway. And besides, despite the huff and puff — or what was the huff and puff a few moments ago — the only thing I think Mr. Bowler wants to hear is that everything is okay with his school. That these three faintings were a coincidence. Untimely, unexplained, unreasonable, but completely understandable due to the fits that kids can throw every now and then.

“Well?” he says, drawing in a breath at last, lightening the color of his face a bit.

I shrug. “The heat?”

“In October? No. It’s not the heat. I want an explanation young lady, and I want it now.”

I take in my own breath and smile, not so big as to show the teeth that started it all, but big enough to offer him some reassurance that I do have an explanation. After all, I’ve had nearly thirty minutes to rehearse it.

“Very well.”  I rub my thighs, gather my thoughts. “Would you say that my looks are offensive, Mr. Bowler?”

His head ticks back in surprise.

“What I mean is, for a kid, would you say that I’m ugly?”

I’m not expecting the truth here. It’s not like I want to be told I look more like a scrappy blackbird than a seventh grade girl.

He coughs, splutters. “No, no,” he says. “Of course not. Why would you ask that?”

“Well,” I continue, taking a deep breath. “I can’t speak directly for Isabelle, or Susie Q, or Belinda, but—” I smooth my pants, my sleeves. “But if you ask me, I think this was the result of a nasty little plot on their part — not a REAL fainting spell.”

He crosses his arms, ready to hear more.

“You see, I was merely washing my hands at the sink when Isabelle walked in, and for whatever reason, she screamed the very moment she saw me. The very moment! Two seconds later, Susie came in and did the same thing, right along with Belinda. Then, for no reason whatsoever, they dropped like wet socks to the floor.

“But,” I add, pausing to catch my breath. “If they really saw something horrible or scary like a ghost, wouldn’t they have run away? It just doesn’t make any sense.”

“There are no ghosts at Woodruff Middle School,” Mr. Bowler says, finishing with a stern pucker of his mouth.

“Yes, I know. That’s my point. That’s why I’m saying, don’t you find it odd, or rather convenient, that not one of them remembers what happened? Don’t you find it convenient that the explanation is laid on me? The one that they tease in their own social circles? Isn’t it convenient that three girls got to go home rather than face tests in Spanish and science class today? Isn’t it convenient for them that the rumor spreading through school now is that the very sight of me caused three girls to faint in the bathroom?”

He nods.

“So, given all that convenience, Mr. Bowler, who’s the victim?”

I jut my chin, having finished my well-rehearsed schpeel and wait while the bait dangles between us.

He rocks on his hands against the edge of the desk, twists and retwists his mouth.

Finally, he deflates by blowing out a long breath of air.

“I’m sorry to have to say this, Miss Bonapart, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to give you a suspension.”

“What? But I didn’t do anything!”

Mr. Bowler holds up a hand. “I have three girls telling me you attacked them. I have three girls who could not be revived without smelling salts placed under their noses. I have three girls who are missing classes due to trauma. Trauma connected to you. Three girls who don’t view missing classes and tests as a convenience, but as an inconvenience.

“I’m sorry, but until we get this sorted out, you’ll be spending your next few days at home cooling off. Even if this course of action was not my decision to make, our school policy calls for it. You may arrange for a friend to bring your homework to and from school. I’ll be calling your parents to let them know. That is all.”

I sit there, speechless.

“You’re dismissed, Mackenzie. You can wait for your parents in the hall.”

Great. 

My parents will be thrilled.
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AFTERMATH

 

 

“Mr. Bowler might cancel the Halloween ball.”

“No way.” 

I’m talking to Kristy on the phone. Two days ago I would have been cheering at this news, but not now. Not if everyone at school links the cancellation to me and whatever happened in the girls’ bathroom.

“Yep. That’s what everyone is saying. After school, Mr. Bowler brought in a Haz-Mat team. Had them check out all the bathrooms, the classrooms, the vents, and everything in between for poisonous gas.”

“You’re kidding. Why would he do that?”

“Because a couple other kids decided to faint, too. Word travels, and a chance for getting out of school early can be popular.”

“But cancelling the Halloween ball isn’t going to be popular.”

“Nope. That wouldn’t be. But maybe it’s just talk. Halloween is still a week and a half away.”

“Maybe,” I mutter, wishing I knew where to hang hope. “Anything else?” Although I doubt I can really handle it, if there is.

“Nope. I got your homework, though. A big pile of it. You’re gonna die when you see it.”

If only. 
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PARENTAL GUIDANCE
 

 

“Mom?” I see her passing in the hallway. A whole day-and-a-half has passed and we still haven’t talked about what happened at school.

Yesterday afternoon when she picked me up, she was talking on her cell phone to someone about cuts of meat and trays of squid and which would be best to serve and display at Halloween; so all I got was the showing of the hand and a, “Not now, Dear.” Then we drove all over town, running errands, doing what she said she needed to get done for the party. 

Not that I’m upset about the ‘not talking’ part. I’m actually kind of glad. It’s not like I can tell her what I read in the bathroom stall and expect her to understand. She’d tell me to grab my own sharpie, go back, and fill in the rest of the words myself. Write TEETH in capital letters.

Turning from the top of the stairs, Mom comes back to stand in my bedroom doorway.

“Is it okay if Kristy comes for dinner on Thursday? We’re going to do some school work together to help me catch up.”

“Sure. I suppose that’s all right.”

Wow. I thought she’d put up more of a fight, considering how much trouble I’m in at school. “Uh, okay, thanks. Can you shut my door?”

Reaching for the knob, she slowly twists it back and forth in her hand, but makes no move to close it. “About what happened at school yesterday.” She lets her voice draw out the words, while her face shows no emotion.

I look at the carpet, not knowing what to expect.

“Did you really make those girls faint?”

I hear disbelief lurking in her voice.

Finally, I shrug and offer a weak, “No.”

Dropping her hand from the knob, Mom steps up to me, cups my chin, and shakes her head for a moment. “Well, you believe what you want to believe, but something must have happened. I don’t know what, because I’ve never been what you are, but something’s going on. And for whatever that is, I want you to know I’m proud of you, Mackenzie.”

“But I didn’t do anything.”

She gives my cheek a reassuring pat.

I try to protest again to convince her that nothing happened, but no matter how many ways I rephrase it, she doesn’t believe me.

Heck, I don’t even believe me.

To be honest, I have no clue what really happened in that bathroom — if I really did something, or if Susie Q, Isabelle, and Belinda faked the whole thing.

Knowing them, they faked it.

After my mom leaves, I stand in front of the mirror, studying what I see.

First, my smile.

Then my frown.

Smile.

Frown.

The frown may not look best, but it feels best, which makes me feel worse.

Maybe there’s more Count Dracula in me than I care to admit. And I’m willing to bet that guy was a grump. Aside from my mother, I’ve never heard of a happy vampire.
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FAILURES OF A FAIRY GODMOTHER

 

 

“I’m your fairy godmother,” Kristy says, sounding more like a pathetic old man than a howling spirit. “I’m here to change you into a beautiful princess.”

Actually, she’s come to show me her costume — her beautiful mermaid costume — and help me work on mine before we go to the library. Halloween is next Friday. We’ve got eight days to come up with a plan to get me out of the house looking like I’m alive. Our prospects are dismal, at best.

“Godmothers don’t talk like ghosts.”

“But I’m trying to convince your mother I’m dead,” she says, still howling. “If I wave my arms at her like this,” she says, spinning like a ballerina, “and talk like this,” her voice getting windier, “she’ll see that beautiful things die all the time. I’ll tell her I’m just five-minutes-dead. A fresh, beautiful corpse.”

“And Godmother’s usually have gray hair,” I say feeling grumpy, although she does have a point.

Kristy twirls in a circle, still playing the part of a beautiful, dead, fairy godmother-slash-princess; while the old wolf-skin rug my mother insisted on putting in my room (for the sake of impressing the relatives), balls up around her feet. Heaven help us, if it stirs up a bad spirit.

“I don’t have gray hair,” Kristy says, not giving up her point, “because I died young. And I was a champion in spelling bees. I won with the word, wily. 

“Wily?”

“Wily. W- I- L- Y. It means, crafty, clever.”  She pirouettes like a ballerina, posing in her costume. “What do you think?”

“Marvelous,” I say, before flopping on the floor into the heap of costumes.

Mom asked me to dig out all the old clothes again, just in case one of our party guests needed something to wear. (As if any of them would really need that.) She also said it would help give me some ideas, since she knew Kristy was coming over. 

So to honor her request, I dug everything out. This way, if Mom comes in, she’ll think I’ve given some attempt to meet her suggestion of dressing up in two themes. But so far, I haven’t done anything on either — not the living princess-mermaid, or the dead one.

As if reading my thoughts, Kristy picks up the white sheet I tossed in the corner. She holds it up in one hand, nothing in the other. “How about a ghost with a crown on its head?”

I suppose her empty hand represents a crown.

“You’re suggesting I be a dead princess?”

“A princess ghost,” she says. “For five minutes. Just until you get past your parents.”

“Yeah, in another year maybe, or another life. But this year, I think it’ll be nearly impossible with Wilma and company out and about. If Wilma saw even the slightest speck of me as a princess, she’d turn me into something horrid.”

Kristy finally gives in and falls to the floor next to me. “Couldn’t you just get dressed at my house? Would your mother even know?”

“The only way I’m getting out of the house is if I pass Queen MV’s approval. Then it won’t matter. Because once I have her approval, no one will be able to touch me without fearing the wrath of her. Not even Wilma.”

“So… we need to get her approval.”

“Yep. Unless the League of Eternal Undead steps in.”

Kristy gets up, shakes her head. “Not gonna happen.”

“It’s not?”

“Nope.” Kristy pulls a light blue folder out of her backpack, slides a white sheet of paper from the inside pocket.

It’s an Email.

My heart quickens and my breath catches in my chest. Kristy plops down with me on the edge of the bed to read it.



 

To: K#Carlson21@hotmail.com

From: Allikaneet@yahoo.com

Re:  Rules of Dress

 

Dear Miss Bonapart,

Thank you for your letter of Oct 20 regarding your mother’s rules and regulations concerning Halloween attire.

While we can empathize with the conflict over matter of dress in today’s youth, I’m afraid we simply cannot interfere with any mother’s parental concerns and wishes.

In regards to your desire to have your mother recognize the importance of princesses, princes, queens, kings, and other forms of stately figures, I’m afraid that on that subject, we agree whole-heartedly with her.

As you may know, our society has been the target of persecution, hideous exaggeration, and erroneous insinuation by members of the ruling class for centuries. Rulers far and wide have laid blame for their own vile acts upon our people throughout history as a matter of convenience. By and large, we are simply a peaceful, civilized people that have merely struggled to survive for longer than I can remember. As such, I urge you to consider how your actions reflect upon your allegiance and familial ties.

Thus, for the sake of fostering good harmonious living, both inside the home and out, we wish you the best of luck in finding an outfit that falls within your mother’s guidelines.

In the meantime, knowing your remarkable family history, may we lightly suggest a bite in the neck? You may find it quite therapeutic, as well as a simple solution for your present dilemma.

Respectfully yours,

Alfinious Steet   

 



 

My hand drops to my lap with the letter. “A bite in the neck,” I say with a huff.

Kristy shrugs. “What’d you expect? At least it’s an option. They’re not forcing you to be a vampire.”

“Yeah, right. Why would they, when I live with one.”

“True.”

“We need to write an appeal.”

“And say what.”

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t know either, Kenze. Sounds like a long shot to me.”

I watch her biting her nails and tapping her foot against the head of the wolf-rug on the floor. Finally, with much reluctance, I push off the bed.

“What do you want to do?” she asks.

“Work on my costume. I don’t know how, but I swear I’m going to wear it, even if I die trying.”
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WILMA’S LITTLE BROWN BOOK
 

 

“Look what I’ve got!” Kristy squeals in a whisper.

She’s carrying a small, crusty brown book that looks unnervingly familiar.

When she holds it up, I about spit myself silly and lose my sewing needle in the carpet. “Where’d you get that?” I say, pushing my costume under the bed.

“Wilma’s room,” she says coyly.                                 

“But you were just using the bathroom!”

“I was, and then I got to thinking, and I decided we should use this. Listen,” she says, plopping down on the bed. “I think we should try a spell or two.”

“And do what?”

“Bring Gertrude back from the dead. I joked about it the other day, but now I’m serious. Everyone else in your family is dead and still hanging around. Why not her? Maybe someone just forgot to bring her back.”

In any other house, everything she just said would sound crazy. Completely crazy. But here, I have to admit, it makes sense. Not much, but a little.

“What was it she used to call you?”

“Little hero,” I say, quietly.

“Yeah, Little Hero! And why did she call you that?”

“Because I saved her one time when Wilma turned her into a fish — I put Gertrude in the tub until Mom could trick Wilma into turning her back.”

“That’s right. And after that she loved you! If that doesn’t sound like someone you need in your corner, I don’t know what does! She might be able to help!”

Rather than reply, I give her skeptical look.

“Come on! You’ve said, ‘no,’ to just about every other thing I’ve suggested. And the things that you have tried, haven’t worked. When are you going to start saying yes to something new?” She waves the book teasingly in front of me. “If you don’t try it, I will.”

I grab the book from her hands, keep a stern face. “Tell me what we know about spells.” I don’t want her to know I’m actually kind of excited about the idea.

“Not much” she says with a quick frown. “But what’s to know? Isn’t witchcraft learned? Isn’t that why it’s called a craft? I was looking through this, and all the instructions are right here for you. The hardest thing will be figuring out exactly what Wilma’s handwriting says — it’s pretty bad — but then, once we know that, just say the words, and poof! there you go.”

“I doubt it’s that easy.”

“Sure it is. You’ve seen it done before.”

“And I’m not a witch. Wilma said you have to be a witch to work spells.”

“And you believed her? Come on! What makes a witch be a witch, anyway? Spells, that’s what I say. Spells that are learned. And if anyone can learn to be a witch, you can! Besides, you have two in your family, which is more than anyone else I know. Look. Here’s a spell for changing a wolf into a mouse.” She taps the book, pointing at a verse scratched across the middle of the page.

 

Teemly, timely, whirly, woo;


Vile wolf, no more will do;


Sourly, dourly, mouse within;


Shiver, whither, life begin!


 


“Not that we have a wolf to practice on,” Kristy adds.

“We have Jason.”

Her head bobs in agreement. “True, but that wasn’t really my point. See? All the spells are right here. There has to be at least one spell for bringing someone back from the dead.”

With a little more prodding, I start turning the pages. They’re brown and splattered with stains. The upper corners are darkened by years of finger-turning, just like I’m doing now.

“Where’s Wilma?” I say with a jolt.

“Fussing in the kitchen. Screaming about a buffalo, or some such thing.”

Turning back to the book, I continue with my search, doing my best to ignore the funny feeling working through me, churning like a whirlwind deep in my gut.  
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POOF!
 

 

“Ready?” Kristy asks.

“Ready.”

She comes in, shuts the door behind her, and creeps over to where I’m standing by the window.

According to Wilma’s instructions this spell is best done outside, but we can’t risk that. The back yard is next to the kitchen, and the front yard is just too public. So, at Kristy’s suggestion, we opened my bedroom window as far as it could go.

“This won’t work,” I say, tipping up at the sky.

“Go on and give it a shot. The worst thing that can happen is that nothing will happen. I mean, you’re not really a witch.”

“That, I’m not. But the craft is learned, remember? Don’t be losing faith now.”

Kristy nods. “Right. Keep the faith.”

With a photo of Gertrude in one hand, and the other held out the window, I begin reading Wilma’s spell for bringing back the dead.

 

“Spirit seeking out the dawn,

Sister, silent, gone too long.”

 

“Wait,” Kristy says, “Are you sure you should say, sister? Gertrude is your aunt.”

“You’re right.” I rub my thigh to shake away the nerves setting in. My hands are really starting to tremble.

Taking a breath, I begin again.

 

“Spirit seeking out the dawn,

Great Aunt Gertrude, gone too long.


Treading, dreading, death’s last door;


Turning, yearning, life once more.


Yay knobby, tobby, twisting, do,


Open door, says me, says you!”


 

A few moments later, rather than a poof! like I’ve seen so many times with Wilma, we get the sound of a giant toilet flush — a rather GIGANTIC toilet flush down the hall — followed by a loud, peculiar, whooshing noise.

“What the heck is that?” Kristy says, spinning toward the door.

With my heart thundering in my ears, I stumble from the window. “Quick, hide the book!” Picking it up from the desk, I toss it at her. “If Wilma finds me with this, I’m dead!”

Kristy catches it and shoves it behind my Little House series on the bookshelf. I slam the window closed.

The whooshing noise is louder now and sounds frightfully similar to a fire hydrant turned on full blast. After a few seconds two loud splats shake the wall that separates my bedroom from the bathroom.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Kristy whispers.

“Uh, no,” I manage.

A moment later, with Kristy pulling me forward by the elbow, we creep into the hall, making our way through a growing puddle of water to face whatever is in the bathroom.
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WHOOSH!
 

 

“It’s a geyser!” I duck back from the spray that’s blasting straight up out of the toilet.

“Take cover!” yells Kristy, trying to be heard above the noise. A moment later, peeking up from behind my shoulder, she says, “What does a geyser have to do with your aunt?”

“I have no idea!”

“This may sound gross, but this water is salty!”

“Salty?”

“Yeah, like the ocean!”

I try not to lick my lips — after all, we’re talking about water from a toilet — but with it dripping down all over my face, it’s hard to ignore the tiniest taste. Kristy’s right. It does taste like the ocean.

“Do you think she’s on her way?” Kristy asks.

I shrug, hoping not, considering how this spell has gone.

Kristy picks up a starfish and gives me a weird look. She points at the crabs and shrimp crawling in the shallow water around us. 

As we stand there, gawking in the doorway, the flow from the toilet begins to change. First, it gurgles. Then it coughs and gurgles some more. Then the flow stops all together, as if something is blocking the pipe.

“Oh, no,” Kristy breathes.

I’m too shocked and scared to say anything.

The toilet heaves. Once. Twice. On the third time, it shoots something like a cannonball straight up in the air. Whatever it is, splats against the ceiling before falling to the floor.

“Is that a duck?” Kristy asks, as it slowly unfurls in front of us.

Not quite a duck, but a loon. A very dazed and confused loon. Getting his feet beneath him, the black and white bird fights to stand in the torrent of water which has returned to its geyser-ish state before waddling over to the corner to huddle with two other loons that are crouching behind the shower curtain.

“Your aunt is a duck?”

“No!”

“Was she ever a duck?”

“No!” I say, growing frustrated.

“Is this part of the spell?”

“I don’t know!”

“Mackenzie!” Mom’s frantic voice rises from the foyer below. Stopping barely an instant to survey the water working it’s way down the stairs, she comes running up with Wilma hobbling behind her.

“What in the world?” she gasps when she reaches the bathroom. “What? Where? Who brought those birds in here?”

Kristy and I both shrug and pull faces of innocence. “They flew in through the window!” I blurt, hoping she won’t notice that the window is shut.

Mom turns to meet Wilma at the top of the stairs. “Can you do something here?” But after taking a second look at Kristy, she throws up her arms. “Never mind! I’ll go turn off the water line to the house!” 

As Mom runs in search of the valve to the main water line, Wilma gives me a callous look of contempt. A safe moment later, when it seems as though enough time has passed to allow mother to shut off the water so that Kristy won’t know what Wilma’s doing, she fans her palm slightly toward the gushing toilet and whispers a few quick words. With a faint little poof!, the flow from the toilet stops gushing. Fading to a gurgling bubble, it sputters off into silence.
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FOOD, GLORIOUS FOOD  
 

 

“I absolutely love the beets, Mrs. Bonapart. And the steak.” Kristy’s trying hard to act normal.

Mom is trying hard to ignore the fact that her toilet just exploded and her house was unexplainably invaded by loons.

After Kristy and I had managed to herd the birds outside, Mom made us stay in the backyard until she and Wilma finished cleaning up the mess. So far, she hasn’t mentioned the crab or the shrimp.

“Why, thank you, Kristy,” Mom says, sounding somewhat relieved. She gives Baby Alan a quick spoonful of rice and asks Jason to pass the salt. Dad hasn’t gotten home from work, and Uncle Earl and Albert are under strict instructions to stay out of sight.

“I mean it, Mrs. B. It’s all great. Truly terrific.”

This second compliment wins her over. Mom beams over her plate.

“You like it runny?” Wilma says, poking a spoon at Kristy from across the table. “Runny, runny, runny?!”

“Oh hush,” replies Mom, spooning up the red juices from her plate. “Let the girl eat.”

Wilma’s right, though. Because the meat, which is barely cooked, is bleeding into the Brussell sprouts, which look like little blanched brains; beet juice, fresh bloody red, is running all through the rice; and to top it all off, the centerpiece in the middle of the table is a mold of an all-too-real-looking head. It’s made out of tofu and served on a gathering of leafy kale and apples — for decoration, of course — we don’t want to seem too weird for our guest.

Kristy, who has completely recovered from the earlier trickle of events, grins at me when Wilma drops her stance, making sure to show a mouthful of beet-stained teeth.

Mom smiles at her approvingly. “See, Mackenzie,” Mom says, in that tone of hers. “Someone likes my cooking.”

Yeah, well, most in this house do. And why not? Her meals are always centered around rare red meat. The sides dishes usually add more red for effect — beets, red peppers, red potatoes, red radishes, red grapes, red kidney beans (which are a real crowd-pleaser, given their reference to human anatomy). You’d be surprised at how many red foods work toward building a bizarre, yet balanced, meal.

“I like your cooking, Mom,” Jason says, flashing her a sharp smile.

She answers by popping another slice of beet in her mouth, making only the slightest grimace when she swallows. I move my beets to the edge of my plate and spoon up the pinkish-red rice.

“So,” Kristy says. “Mackenzie tells me you’re having lots of company on Halloween.”

“Oh?” Mother pulls a face of concern. I give Kristy a kick under the table. She knows Halloween plans, especially the guest list, are top-secret until all the freaks can mix in with everyone else on Halloween. She knows this. I reminded her no less than ten minutes ago upstairs. So why is she using it as a conversation starter with the queen of instant death and immortality?

Mom sits taller in her seat, touches her lip with her napkin. “We are having a few other guests. Family. Not much.”

“Well, that ought to be a hauntingly good time,” Kristy says, “given the time of year and all.”

Okay. Do I kill her now or later? My mother’s vampire status may be inactive, but who knows what she’ll do, if she feels threatened. Taking a bite out of Kristy would make her one of the family. And then Mom would have nothing to worry about. Isn’t the vampire motto:  if you can’t beat ’em, eat ’em? I think I’ve heard that before.

I push my seat away from the table. “Kristy and I are headed to the library.”

“We are? I mean, oh, yes, we are.” She smiles at my mom. “I keep forgetting about this stupid report we have to write. Has Mac told you about it?” Picking up her plate, she stands up, but my mom doesn’t answer her question.

“Be back by dark,” she says.

“Mom, it’s almost dark now.”

“Okay, be back before I feel a need to come get you.”



 

When we’re a few blocks from the house, I put my arm on Kristy’s and stop walking. “Are you out of your mind?” I say, trying not to yell. “You just got me into trouble back there!”

Kristy rolls her soppy brown eyes. “What are you talking about? Your mom didn’t look mad.”

“She doesn’t have to look mad! She’s top dog of the family! She can sprout fangs! She can look any way she wants!”

Kristy sighs. “I’m just excited, that’s all. Your family sounds like fun.”

“Fun?! How can you say that based on what you know already! They’re an embarrassing bunch of weirdos! You said so yourself! They’re creeps! That enjoy going bump in the night! That prowl all-hours searching for company. Company they’d keep for an eternity, if they put their mind to it!”

Kristy sighs again, shakes her head, kicks at a crack in the sidewalk.

“And you’re supposed to be helping me figure out a way to get through one Halloween without being mortally embarrassed by my family! Not ruin my chances!  I want to look normal! Beautiful, even! For once! So Bobby J might notice!”

I slap my hand over my mouth. I didn’t mean to say that.

Kristy’s eyes grow wide. “Bobby J? You like Bobby J? I thought—”

I try not to look at her, but short of running away….

She holds her ground, starts tap-tap-tapping her foot. When I finally do raise my eyes to meet hers, her eyebrows are all crinkled up. “I thought I liked him.”








  









 

 

 

 

 

21

SURPRISE ANNOUNCEMENTS
 

 

It’s already three hours into the school day, and it still feels strange to be back. Even stranger that kids are saying ‘hi’ to me in the hallway. Kids I barely know. Kids who’ve never given me the time of day. I don’t get it. I’m the one who almost got the Halloween ball cancelled. I’m the one who supposedly made three girls faint. You’d think that’d make me leper-material. But no. Suddenly, everyone wants to be my friend, and quite frankly, it’s creeping me out.

The cafeteria is noisy, thank goodness. At least something is normal about the day. Given the weirdness of the morning, I’m kind of glad to be arriving here late — Ms. Bleeker kept me after science class to make sure I was up to speed with the material. I am for the most part, especially since we’re working on spontaneous combustion tomorrow. I read ahead on that. If I can make three girls faint in a bathroom, maybe I can learn how to make them outright disappear in a science lab. With a lab experiment, that is. Not with Wilma’s little book. I haven’t touched that since last Thursday.

Kristy is already sitting down. My belly does a flip-flop as I make my way toward her. I’m still embarrassed about what I said. Amanda’s sitting across from her and sees me approach.

“Hi, Mackenzie,” she says, handing me a cookie from her tray. Kristy scoots over to make room on the bench.

Well, that was easy enough. Maybe Kristy is okay with my little Bobby-outburst. And now we’re just going to start the week off fresh, put it behind us, and move on to stuff that matters.

“Did you ever write your letter?” she says, when I sit down.

“No, not yet.” 

“What letter?” Amanda asks, her interest perking.

I ignore her, poke a fish stick with my fork, hold it up a moment. “And sorry about last Thursday,” I say to Kristy, wanting to get it off my chest. 

“Don’t worry about it. It was no big deal.”

“What letter?” Amanda asks again.

Kristy throws her a look that says to drop the subject; but I answer Amanda, anyway.

“Um, just a letter to some President. For English class. The one about writing to someone we don’t know?”

“Oh, yeah. And what are you going to say?” Amanda asks.

I shake my head, let out a huff. It’s not like I’m going to answer her with anything other than general terms. “The usual things people say when they write to a president. Ask him to make a few of his own new rules, a few cancellations.”

“Cancellations!”  Kristy drops her fork.

“Yeah. Cancellations.”  I’m surprised that she’s surprised. After all, we talked about this, didn’t we?

Kristy looks concerned. “You’re going to ask that guy to cancel your Mom’s party?”

“Party? What party?” Amanda chirps in.

“Yeah,” I say at Kristy, giving her the bulgy eyes that say, shut up, already!

“What party?” Amanda repeats.

“Something my mother is doing. Can we change the subject?”

Kristy is suddenly wearing a face that I’m not quite sure how to read. She’s either peeved, or concerned, or sick, none of which makes any sense. But I’m getting peeved and frustrated, and that makes a whole lot of sense.

“This party wouldn’t be the Halloween party your mother is putting on, would it? The Haunted House?”

My eyes slowly move from Kristy’s, which are growing wide, and lock in on Amanda’s. I can’t quite believe what she just said.

Amanda studies me for a moment, innocently at first, but then her chewing slows, as she begins to get a feel for what’s going on. “Your mom IS putting on a Haunted House, isn’t she?”

“Who said that?” I ask, wondering if I might have possibly let that slip sometime in the last couple weeks.

“Kristy.”

“Kristy?” My face burns hot, sweat breaks out across my forehead.

Okay, stay calm. Amanda IS going to the ball with us, so it’s not like she wouldn’t have eventually found out about it.

“Yo! Kenzie!” a voice calls out behind me. Oh God, what now?

I turn to see, feeling so red I could melt.

It’s Trey, sitting down with Bobby. They’re both saluting like geeks in my direction.

“Ooooh. Aren’t you lucky. You got two boys hot for you now,” Amanda teases.

“They’re not hot for me,” I fire back. “Bobby likes Kristy.” (I want her to know I’m okay with that.)

“Not anymore,” Kristy says, wiping her mouth with a paper napkin. “He likes you. That’s what Trey told me this morning.”

“And all the credit goes to the girl sitting next to you,” Amanda says, closing her mouth around a spoonful of applesauce.

“Nuh-uh,” I protest.

Amanda nods.

“Why — what’d you tell him?” I lift one leg to straddle the bench, so I can face Kristy directly.

“Nothing.”

“C’mon. I’m gone for a week, and Bobby and Trey suddenly know I exist? Why? What’d you tell them?”

“I didn’t tell them anything.”

“No, you told Trey,” Amanda says, lifting a finger from her milk carton and pointing it at Kristy. “Fess up, now.”

Great. Trey. Blabbermouth, himself.

I grab Kristy’s juice box out of her hand before she can hide behind another sip. “What’d you tell Trey.”

“Not much.” She tips her head down slightly. “Just enough to make you look cool. Help you save face after that bathroom scene with Susie last week.”

My stomach takes a dive toward my knees. “WHAT could POSSIBLY make me look cool?”

She turns toward me, folding one leg in front of her. “Okay, Kenze. Just promise you’ll keep an open-mind until I finish?” She scoots back.

I say nothing, glare harder. “What’d you say?”

She huffs. “Well, alright then. All I told him was that you have the coolest parents in the world, and that they put on a haunted house every year, and that this year it’s going to be the biggest show yet.”

For a moment the room goes white, and I blink my eyes to focus. Amanda’s nodding at me, a grin struggling to work over her face. Kristy’s trying to stay calm, slightly nodding, like she’s expecting a happy response.

“You’re not serious,” I muster, my voice barely a whisper.

My chest suddenly feels like it’s being squeezed in the tendrils of an octopus. My stomach, like it’s ready to rumble with the back of my throat.

“How about Friday night, Kenzie!” Trey yells out behind us. “Your Haunted House?! What a way to rock with the ball!”

Bobby lets out one of his piercing whistles, pounds his chest. “Yeah! It’s gonna rock!”

It seems like the whole cafeteria is silent now, gobbling up the show. 

“That — was unexpected,” Kristy says, almost in awe.

I grab my head and bury it in my hands.

“Kristy!” I finally blurt, ready to explode. “I don’t want them coming to my house! That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” I push my tray away, grab the table. “I don’t want anyone coming to my house! It’s going to be a freak show!

“Anyone that comes to my house is going to think I come from a family of freaks! That I’M a freak! I can’t believe you DID that!”

She looks offended.

“How could you be so stupid!”

Amanda drops her milk. It lands with a thud. Kristy lets out a deep breath, and quickly inhales another. “Well,” she says, pushing down on her thighs. “I thought I was doing you a favor. Boys happen to like that sort of stuff. Kids, normal kids, like that stuff, too. And whether you like it or not, I happen to like it. But since I’m so stupid, I think I’ll do you a favor and take my stupidity elsewhere.”

With a huff, she gets up and motions at Amanda to follow her. They make a show of walking to a table at the other side of the room. Moments later, they’re taking a seat across from Pamela Brown. Pamela Brown who would look good even if she dressed up as a burnt piece of toast. Pamela Brown who is not only one of the more popular girls in seventh grade, aside from Susie Q, but is also one with whom I don’t really have a problem with. Pamela Brown, who will probably take my place as a princess next to Kristy, my ex-best friend.



 

Miss Moody, the art teacher, taps the black table-top with her pointer. “Eyes on me, class.” Tap, tap, tap. “Eyes on me.”

She stands quietly with her hands on her hips in front of thirty stiff, little white ghosts that are made out of hardened cheesecloth. They are lined up on the table in front of her. This must have been the project the class did while I was gone.

“Eyes on me,” she pauses again. “Good. We’ll be finishing off our ghost sculptures with eyes, mouths, and paper chains today. You can make the paper chains any color you like. The papers are up here for your choosing.” She holds up a tiny purple chain that is about as long as her hand for an example. “After your chain is done, you can glue it across the front of your ghost, like this, so that the chain hangs from its hands.” She holds up a ghost from the table for show. “Or you can glue it around its shoulders or around its back. Whatever you’d like. It’s your choice. You’re the artists!”

The room fills with murmuring as everyone discusses with their neighbor what they’ll be doing. “Hold on! Hold on, please.” Miss Moody taps the board again. “Once your ghost has its paper chain glued in place, bring it up here; I’ll help you tie a string to it so we can hang it on the ceiling.”

A kid named Paul hands out the ghosts. The one that he puts in front of me looks more like a ball than a ghost. Whoever made this must have either been blind or my worst enemy. It has no head. No arms. No hint of a body draped by a sheet of cheesecloth. In fact, if I hadn’t been told this was a ghost, I wouldn’t know what to call it. A dried-out dish rag, maybe?

Kristy is across the room. She’s ignored me since lunch. Her ghost is perfect. One head, two arms, two black eyes, one howling mouth. It’s making boo noises at Pamela — with Kristy’s help, of course. Pamela is howling back with her own ghost, another perfect specimen.

“I’d rather throw it away,” I tell Mrs. Moody, when I show her my attempt at finishing it. The chain is simply hanging from the top of it — the only point where it would stick. 

“Nonsense! This is art! And all art has its place.”

“Well, whoever said that must have been a very bad artist,” I mumble.

She tsks, takes my ghost, tsks again. Minutes later, she hangs mine up with the others. It spins round and round. My Unidentified Flying Object.

 



 

To: Mackenzie1BP@hotmail.com

From: Allikaneet@yahoo.com

Date: October 27

Re: October 31

 

Dear Miss Bonapart,

I see your email has changed.

Thank you for your letter regarding your mother’s quintennial celebration. 

We agree that making close contact with humanoids in a Haunted House can lead to difficult, dangerous, and sometimes embarrassing situations. Planning such situations bears strict exercise in prudence, something we are sure your mother exercises religiously, given the fact that we have never heard a report of concern in all the years that your mother has celebrated All Hallows Eve. That said, we simply can not suggest your mother find an alternative date for her anniversary party, as there is none. The quintennial date is what it is, and that date is the 31st of this year.

We wish you a blessed holiday and encourage you to welcome it with open arms.

Respectfully yours,

Alfinious Steet

 

P.S. I relayed the date of your mother’s party to a distant relative of hers, who happens to be a dear friend of mine. He looks forward to meeting you. 
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FIRST ARRIVALS
 

 

“Edna!  I’m so glad you’ve come!” My mom beams when she opens the door.

Oh no. I peek out from the living to see if it’s really her. 

It is. 

In broad daylight. 

On my front porch. 

Looking the way she does, I’m sure she’s already turned a few heads. Because there she is, every mummy inch of her. Her top half, as skinny and leathery as a horse’s bridle; her lower half threatening to ooze at the seams as she hops on one leg (so to speak — they’re both bound together).

Out on the drive, a cab slowly pulls away. The driver cranes his neck for a longer view, not only at Edna, but Clarence, too, who after setting one tattered piece of luggage and three black shoulder bags on the drive, is now fighting to unfold an old wheelchair into a sitting position. His tall, bent frame accentuates the lumps made by the wings hidden beneath his long, tan coat. At least he tried to hide his appearance with the coat and a thick pair of sunglasses.

And apparently, Edna tried to improve hers. She’s rewrapped. Instead of those dirty gauze-like bandages she used to have around her legs, she’s got ribbons of brightly colored fabrics.

Catching my eye, Edna’s black lips stretch into a smile, baring her bleached white teeth. She beckons with a branch-like hand. 

“Mackenzie,” Mom calls.

I step back further into the shadows. 

“Come say hello to Cousin Edna!”

“Uh, why don’t we get her off the porch first?” I reply, trying not to hiss my insistence. The last thing I need is for someone to see her. Especially Kristy. She’d start phoning all her new friends. 

Mom gives me an eye of warning before turning a cheerful face back to Edna-the-Stump and Clarence-the-Fly. “Oh! That’s right. Silly me! Do you need help with that chair, Clarence?”

“No, no, stay right where you are!” Edna replies, her voice sing-song light. “Clarence can manage!” She takes three little hops through the open doorway. “Oh, Honey-bun! We’re waiting! We haven’t got all day!”

Clarence trudges up the walk, pushing the wooden chair in front of him.

“That’s it. There we go!” Edna chirps, as if talking to a toddler. 

“Ah!” she says, sitting down as the wheelchair rolls up behind her. “Just in the nick of time! I thought my legs were going soft!”

Clarence leans down to nuzzle her cheek.  His glossy black eyes rub her tanned skin unblinkingly. “Now, now, Stumpy-kins, you know what the undertaker says about you hopping around. You’re not supposed to do it.”

“I know, but sometimes I just like to bounce a bit,” Edna says, patting his arm.

Straightening and taking a moment to catch his breath, Clarence drops the three shoulder bags from his right arm and smoothes the striped black and yellow vest under his coat. It hangs loosely over a worn-out, gray tee-shirt and faded brown knickers. His legs, thin as he is tall and clad in brown tights, rise like toothpicks from ankle-high boots.

“Clarence,” Mom says fondly, holding her hand out to him. “It’s so good to see you.”

Clarence takes her hand and plants a kiss on it, lifts his buggy black eyes. “And how are you, Claudette? It’s been a long time.”

“Yes, yes," says Edna, cheerily. “Too long! I’m just dying to see the rest of the family!”

As soon as she’s in the foyer, Edna’s bony hand reaches out, and latches onto my arm.

“Here she is!” she croons adoringly. Her hazel eyes bore into mine, while her free hand twists up into a knot. “My sweet little vixen! Come along! Plant me a kissie! Plant me a smoochie-wet-kissie!”
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CHAIN REACTION
 

 

“Hey, Pyro! Way to go!” Blaine Thompson, Woodruff’s biggest kid, slaps me on the back, which sends me flying forward.

After what happened at school yesterday, I’m beginning to see I should have studied Wilma’s book last night. Found a way to make myself invisible to get through today, this weekend, the rest of my life…. 

Pyro.

That’s me. A budding celebrity. Not only am I supposedly hosting a Haunted House on Friday, but I also managed to burn down the chem lab and a little bit of the biology room, too.

Sure, there are a few kids mad at me. Like Susie. She lost her Fur Friends pen in the deal, along with her Fur Friends notebook. But for everyone else — other than the teachers and the principal — I’m a hero. 

After all, it wasn’t just three girls I got out of class this time; it was the whole school for two whole hours. Which pretty much meant no classes for the rest of the day.

I guess I was a little distracted by not having a partner. (Kristy went to work with a boy named Drew.)

So my cork didn’t get corked tight, and my glass beaker didn’t get screwed onto the stand right, and I guess I put too much paper into the beaker to begin with, so when it all flamed up like it was supposed to, it did it in a big way — through the air, across the room, and on to Susie Q’s notebook.

Susie Q did what she does best. She screamed. Then, seeing that the fire was caused by me, she pretended to faint (although she did a much better job of that in the bathroom). Because this time her fainting didn’t last more than a second. In fact, she barely even hit the floor. Because as soon as she saw that her Fur-Friends notebook and pen were burning, she jumped up and screamed again.

The jumping and screaming would have been fine, except that when she did it the second time, she knocked over her own beaker at about the exact second it began to spontaneously combust — only it ended up doing that in the trash can. 

And that trash can, being full of paper and chemicals that tend to get tossed out in a chem lab, blew up and sent a big ball of fire up to the ceiling. 

To think I thought spontaneous combustion was only something we read about in books.

The rest, they say, is history. Quite literally. For both for the science lab and me. Because now, not only is the school all a-buzz with what “Mackenzie Blew-apart,” but word about the Haunted House is spreading like wildfire. Heaven-forbid if anyone ends up on the Quintennial Menu. Although I can think of a few kids who would serve as wonderful appetizers, sides, or desserts.
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STEAL, BORROW, QUESTION, DOUBT
 

     

“Semantics,” Mr. Darcy is saying, “involves looking at the meaning of things — what words mean and the images they convey.

“In any situation, different words can be used to describe the same thing. But they may not mean the same thing to different people, because semantics depends upon personal interpretation.

“For example, suppose I say, a car was taken…. Would you think I meant, it was stolen? Or borrowed?”

The class titters. “Here’s another one. If I say, I have my doubts, how many of you would immediately think what I meant was, ‘I don’t believe that?’” He pauses. “Let’s have a show of hands, please. How many of you would think I was trying to say that I didn’t believe what happened? That I didn’t believe it occurred?”

More than half of the class raise their hands, including me. 

“Good. Now, how many of you would think that, ‘I have my doubts,’ means, ‘I have questions…. I have questions about how a particular event occurred?’”

The rest of the class, who were too afraid to raise their hands the first time — in hopes that the second answer, whatever it was going to be — would be more correct — shoot their hands up in triumph.

“Well, both meanings could be right, depending on who is talking and who is listening it. In some parts of the world, ‘I have doubts’ more commonly means, ‘I have questions.’” Mr. Darcy smiles, pushes himself up from the edge of the desk, and walks to the board.

“Can anyone give another example of semantics?” He looks around the room, waiting for hands to go up. “There are more examples at the bottom of page forty-two, if you need some ideas.” 

After a moment, Ryker from the bus raises his hand. “Bouncy?”

“Versus?”

“Energetic?”

“Ye-ees. We might have a bouncy student, which may or may not be a good thing,” he pauses at Kimber’s desk, who stops swinging his feet, then continues, “versus someone who is simply energetic — an athlete, perhaps?”

“Bo-bby!” everyone erupts. 

Mr. Darcy strides over to him. Bobby, who’s wearing a dark blue New England Patriots shirt with the name BRADY and number 12 on the back, stands to take a bow, bounces on his feet a few times, and then high-fives Ryker before sitting back down.

“Yes, yes, very good. Anyone else?”

Kristy raises her hand. She’s sitting two rows over next to Bobby J. “Well, uh,” she coughs, rubs her hands against her desk. “Sometimes, someone might think they’re looking at a problem or a difficult situation, but really, they could be looking at an opportunity.” Her voice fades.

I huff, slide a bit deeper in my seat, hating the fact some kids are turning to gawk at me. They know what she’s talking about. I’ve been grumping at everyone who’s asked me about the Haunted House.

“Problem?” I hear Bobby J say in a loud whisper. “She thinks it’s a problem? Whoa.” I’m way too embarrassed to look up to see who he’s talking to.  

“So,” Mr. Darcy says, clearing his throat. “You’re thinking of a situation.” He writes it on the board. And one word to describe it might be problem. He writes problem on the board. “Yet, another word to describe it might be opportunity. He writes opportunity underneath. “That’s close. A little bit harder to see that semantic implication without the explanation attached, but a good start, nonetheless. Anyone else?”

“I was watching a Legal Eagle last night,” Isabelle says. “And Thomas Spine was arguing with this doctor over whether a medication contributed to a patient’s death, or caused it. And he called that, ‘semantics.’”

“Very good, Isabelle.” He writes those words, CONTRIBUTED and CAUSED, on the board; then turns back to the class and holds up his chalk, looking thoughtful for a moment.

“Here’s another example. If I was to paint the color of this chalk on a wall and then ask everyone to name the color, what types of responses do you think I’d get?” The answers rattle off.

“White.”

“Cream!”

“Ivory!”

“English Ivory!”

“Chocolate! I mean,Vanilla!”

Everyone, including Mr. Darcy, laughs. “I doubt that one would fly,” he says, tipping his head at Trey. “I don’t think I could convince anyone, that a wall painted with this chalk is the color of chocolate. Maybe, but it’d be tough.”

I raise my hand. Mr. Darcy points at me to talk. 

“So semantics can mean different names we use to describe something? Like… a monkey versus a chimp?” My face burns red. I feel very silly asking this, but I want to know. 

“Yes, especially if those words describe the same animal, but give the feeling of different images. If I said, ‘She is a monkey….’” The class snickers; he waits for quiet. “If I said, ‘She is a monkey,’ the image of a true monkey might come to mind for some; others might see something a bit more slow, like a chimpanzee. Now I really don’t know if one is more active than another, but individual experiences might lead a person to different images in trying to understand what I really mean. 

“It’s interesting, isn’t it?” he goes on. “To see how the interpretation of word choice depends on both the giver and the receiver?”

Yes! Very interesting! A grin begins to work over my face.

“Which brings me to an important point. The outcome of semantics depends on personal experience. Our histories. We all have different experiences and histories, do we not? Therefore, we have different interpretations of situations we face and of conversations we have. And it goes both ways, both in the person doing the talking, and the person hearing what is being said. Sometimes semantics can apply not just to individual words, but to entire paragraphs, documents, or essays.”

Mr. Darcy goes back to the board, begins writing again. “What I would like you to do tonight and for the rest of the week is start thinking about semantics because you’ll be writing your next assignment after the weekend.

“And that assignment will be to write an essay on a topic of your choice, showing that you understand semantics. You’ll show me you understand semantics, because you’ll use this device in your essay, which will describe a situation, a point of view, or an event that can be interpreted in two ways. Any topic, any style.  It doesn’t have to be long, just effective.”

He underlines Semantics: Due Next Wednesday, and turns to scan the class, looking for agreement. “Don’t worry, I’ll return your notebooks to you by Monday. Have a pleasant afternoon.”

Everyone is acting flustered, but I don’t feel that. Not quite. Instead, excitement — a bundle of nerves — is teeming in my gut. I think my luck might be ready to change! Not only do I have the beginnings of an essay topic, I also might have a way out of my house on Halloween! Even if it will be to go to the ball by myself — at least I’ll have some shred of dignity left to my name before shipping myself off to Nabu.








  









 

 

 

 

 

25

TURNING THE TIDE
 

 

I’m standing at my locker when I feel a tap on shoulder.

“Did you see this?” Kristy waves an orange flyer at me.

I have. It’s a poster announcing the Haunted House — the pre-ball and post-ball Halloween extravaganza. It gives the time (6pm-midnight), date (tonight), place (my house), directions, the whole shebang. I have no idea who put it up, but they got all the details right.

“Yeah,” I say, grabbing a candy wrapper from the bottom of my locker and scrunching it in my hand. After living through 24 hours with nothing going wrong aside from losing a card game of bloody knuckles to Hole-in-the–Head Finn and Sniffling Ike last night, I’m feeling relatively calm.

I straighten up to look at her. Kristy wasn’t on the bus this morning, so I’m surprised she’s here.

She shuffles her feet, rubs her shoe along an edge of tile. “Well, look, I’m really sorry about starting this whole thing. I really didn’t mean for it to get around the way it did. I’ll help take down the posters if you want. Make an announcement that it’s cancelled.” She takes a deep breath, twists at her hip. “Whatever you want.”

“No, that’s all right. I’m getting used to the idea.”

“You are?”

“I heard what you said in class yesterday. About my problem being an opportunity?” I pause, give her a glance. “Since there’s no way to stop everyone from coming, I figure I might as well make the best of it. Who knows, maybe something will finally go right.”

“So… you’re fine with it?”

“I wouldn’t say that. I’m just going with it.”

“Oh.”

Kristy tips her head, squeezes her textbooks to her chest.

“Besides, Bobby seems to like the idea,” I add with half of a smile, even though my face wants to do more.

She sniffs shyly, tips her head. “I’m also sorry for how I acted toward your mom. I shouldn’t have egged her on after the flood in the bathroom.”

“No, you’re supposed to keep what you know a secret.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

I give a nod, telling her it’s okay, start walking toward our next class. I feel surprisingly calm, all things considered. It’s not like I can stay mad at Kristy forever.

“Did Gertrude ever show up?” she asks, stepping beside me.

“Nope. The toilet’s working fine, though, so I know she’s not stuck in there.” I give her a small grin.

“I don’t suppose you want to try again?” Kristy asks, fighting a giggle. “I mean, you did somehow tap into the ocean.”

“Uh, no. With my luck, I wouldn’t end up with just crabs and shrimp swimming across the floor, I’d bring back Moby Dick.”

She touches my arm, getting serious again. “Well hey, about your costume, Kenze. I’ve been thinking about what Mr. Darcy was saying—about how we see things based on our personal experience?” 

I nod knowingly, as excitement starts spreading through me all over again. 

“Well, I think you could use that to your advantage with your mom.”
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AN UNEXPECTED GUEST
 

  

“What is that?”

My parents set the huge bronze statue in the living room. It lets out a long, drawn-out sigh, like it’s found relief for the first time in its life, and it’s not living up to expectations.

“This… is Cassius,” Mom says, catching her breath. She rolls her eyes in frustration.

Dad gives Mom a look that I interpret as, Well, he’s your guest!

She shrugs to say she doesn’t know anything about it, and Cassius starts moaning again.

“There, there, Cassius,” Dad says, going over to pat him on the back. “You’ve made it this far without a scrape. But poor Mrs. Carlson.” He turns to shake his head at Mom, muttering, “How’d he get himself delivered to the wrong address? I’m not sure she’ll get over this.”

“She? What about me?” Cassius cries in despair. “Such a fright! Such a fright she gave! She was supposed to be you! I thought she was you! But then she wasn’t. And the way she screamed — Oh! What a tremendous, head-splitting scream! If I could leak, I would have leaked right there. All over her entry!  Oooooh!  I don’t think I shall ever be right again!” Cassius raises a heavy arm to his forehead. It creaks as it goes.

“What made you think she was me?”

“The invitation!”

“But I didn’t—” Mom stops, catches herself. “From who?”

“From Alfinious! You remember our friend, Alfinious.”

“Alfinious? Stan, did we invite Alfinious?” She sounds worried.

While he shakes his head, I shrink back into the shadows of the hall and make my way up the stairs. If I’m lucky, they’ll forget I’m here.

“Alfinious,” Cassius continues. “His invitation said you live at 221 Pearl Street.” His head moves tippily around. “This is not 221.”

“No, it’s 228,” Dad replies.

Mom lets out an exasperated breath. “I need to go back over there. Make sure Linda’s going to be all right.

“Mackenzie!” she calls up to me from the front door.

I slowly peek out of my bedroom, where I’ve been listening. “Yeah?”

“Come here.”

I make my way to the top of the stairs, trailing a finger along the silver stripes of the wallpaper.

She beckons, points sharply to the floor in front of her.

“Did you do this?” she whispers, when I’ve come down.

I try to shake my head no, try to shrug, but it doesn’t come off very well.

“Let me restate the question, then,” she says, her voice hard. “How did you do this? Exactly? Because if I don’t know, I won’t know how to make this right. And it needs to be made right. Quickly.”

The breath I’ve been holding, bursts out of me all at once. “I didn’t mean to, Mom! I was only trying to find out if there were any real rules for Halloween from the League of Vampires.”

“Undead, you mean. The League of Eternal Undead.”

“Whatever,” I huff, shoving my hands in my pockets. “I was only trying to find out if I could make my costume work for the ball.”

“And?”

“And after that, I might have written about the Haunted House and party to see if they might want you to cancel it. They wouldn’t,” I add, my voice going small, my shoulders pinching me even smaller.

“I see. And the person you wrote to was Alfinious?”

“He’s the guy that answered the letter.”

Mom shakes her fingers through her hair and throws her hands up to the air in frustration. “How did Kristy’s address get mixed up in this communication?”

I take a deep breath. “Because she wrote the first letter.”

“She what?”

“She wrote the first letter for me, Mom!” There it is. The truth. Cold. Naked. Breezing out of me at the worst possible time.

“Kristy?”

“Yeah, Kristy. She must’ve put her address on it to protect me, or something. And you know what? She doesn’t care about what we are, Mom! To her, it doesn’t matter. She still likes us. Likes me. All that mattered with that letter was getting my Halloween right. With my costume — with my choice. For once.”

I’m not going to cry. I swear I’m not. Not over this. She won’t make me cry.

But I can’t help it. I might have just ruined my life.

A long pause fills the space between us. “And what did you finally decide on — for your costume?” she asks.

“A— a sea serpent.” 

Okay — I’m not really back to lying. It’s just a difference in vocabulary. And I’m trying really hard to relate on her terms, while also wondering how she skipped over the whole Kristy revelation to ask me about what I’m wearing tonight. Priorities, I guess.

“Ahhh.” She draws me up in her arms. “What’s wrong with that, Mackenzie? Really now, you get so riled over the silliest things.”

“They’re not silly!”

“They’re silly!” Wilma barks from the kitchen.

I feel Mom’s arm rise from my back, shooing Wilma away. After a while, she stands me at arm’s length and stoops to eye-level.

“Aside from Kristy, does anyone else know about us?”

“No. She’s the only one. She’s my best friend, Mom. My only friend, practically. It’s been kind of hard to keep our lives a secret for thirteen years.”

“Twelve.”

“Whatever.”

“Well, we’ll talk about this later, okay?” she cups my chin like she always does, lifts my eyes to meet hers. “I’ve got to go fix things across the street.”

“You don’t mean—”

“I’m just going to go talk to them,” she says, ruffling my hair. “I need to make sure Mrs. Carlson doesn’t think she saw what she saw with a so-called living statue.”  
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DOUBLE IDENTITIES
 

 

“Sea serpent,” I say again, continuing the all-out-effort to convince myself that, yes, this is exactly what I am. After all, this is what Mr. Darcy was talking about. Semantics. If I’m going to say I’m a sea serpent, I probably need to feel like one, too.

“Sea serpent!”  

Unfortunately, the shimmery green girl in the mirror — The Princess-Mermaid of the Sea that I’m trying hard NOT to be, at least for the moment — isn’t cooperating.  

Rather than looking fearless like a serpent, she looks downright pitiful.

Worry is crinkling up her face, pulling down her mouth, pinching her shoulders up next to her ears. In fact, she’s pale. Fuzzy even. Like she’s not all there.

Well, that’s just not right.

Not when Lady Luck may be finally at my side.  Kristy’s mom attributed her fainting spell to a long day, and despite everything that happened, I’m still allowed to go out tonight. Maybe even dance with a real Prince Charming — not that I believe any boy at school will dress like one. I just hope that if I do get to the ball, I won’t be left standing by myself too often, which will be less likely to happen if I look somewhat decent.

I pinch my cheeks, trying to bring out a rosy red color. 

It works for a moment. But then my skin is quick to fade, leaving me duller than before. Leaving me, I hate to say, looking languid, lifeless. 

So much for worrying about last-minute changes. If I hold my breath until I turn blue, I can tell my parents I’m dead, drowned, no problem. No accessories necessary.

Huffing loudly, I pluck the bottle of Derma Glow from my dresser, rub gobs of it into my hands, my face, my neck, to bring out that pink color I know is lying just below the surface.

When it looks like the pink color is going to stay there — beneath the surface, that is — leaving me not quite a serpent, and definitely not a princess-mermaid, the squinty girl in the mirror begins to look more like a rebel in green. 

It’s like I’m possessed or something!

Because without any control of my own, Wanna-Be-Mermaid-Girl brushes on blush. And then, even though I know she shouldn’t do it — not yet, anyway — she adds purple lip-gloss and gives a quick kiss to the air.

“There,” she says, posing in triumph. “Kristy will be impressed.”

The girl in the mirror smiles, waits for approval.

I draw in a deep breath, close my mouth, not wanting to admit I like what I see. 

I turn once, twice, looking this way, then that.  “I look good,” I hear myself say.

It’s only moments before the out-of-body experience subsides.

Crap. Too good.

I still have to make it out of this room, this house! And I’m not going to make it if I look like a mermaid. Rules are rules, no matter how stupid they seem.

“Sea serpent, sea serpent, sea serpent!”

A howl replies outside my window. 

I part the curtains.

It’s Jason. And Cousin Drake.

They don’t even need costumes. But just to make sure we all know what they’re supposed to be, there they are on the roof, crying at the moon like werewolves.

“Sea serpent, sea serpent, sea serpent!”

I glare at the mirror, trying to make me be what I want to see.

“Sea serpent, sea serpent!”

Wipe away the telltale lip-gloss.

“Sea serpent!”

Huff.

Pout.

Well, whatever. Ready or not, it’s time for the mousey, brown-eyed girl to face Mrs. Vampire and her freaky little husband, too.

Unless…

A new thought starts forming. 

Unless, the poor girl can sneak out. My pulse quickens.

Or maybe I should say, STEP OUT QUIETLY. To not bother anyone. To be polite. After all, it IS a busy night. Who cares about the family photo? With everyone they need to pack into it, they’ll never miss me!

With fear beating like a tell-tale heart, with courage trying to burst like a river in springtime, the last thought I have before opening my bedroom door is, This C- student is finally getting it right!



 

Standing at the top of the stairs, I hold my breath and listen for voices.

Aside from the howling wolves, it’s eerily quiet.

A moment later, I hear the muffled sounds of Mom and Dad in the kitchen below, discussing what to pierce on Baby Alan’s horns. Poor guy. They’re dressing him as the Devil for Halloween. The time couldn’t be better for me to get out of the house unseen.

My feet fly over the steps. I’m almost at the door, reaching for the knob, when I hear a voice behind me.

“Hey! Hold up!”

Holding up is the last thing I want to do. But a second later, my forward momentum has stopped. I careen wildly, as I’m turned against my will. All because Wilma, the evil witch, is standing in the living room, wiggling her grayish-blue fingers, holding me under one of her spells.

“Stop it!”

But we both know there’s little I can say or do to make her stop. 

I sway in place, gathering my balance, watching, waiting, my mind racing to remember something from that little brown book that could send Wilma off to wherever those loons came from.

She inches toward me, hopping and croaking like an old frog. Hop, hop, hopping on her crooked little feet.

Her broomstick pokes at my chest, settling there while she steadies herself. After a few false starts, she finally manages to speak. “Where do you think you’re going, Missy?”

My teeth grit tight. “It’s Mackenzie.”

“I know that, Missy! Where are you going?” Her words trip over one another, since once again, she seems to have lost her dentures.

“Out,” I reply. Then, remembering I’m supposed to be a sea serpent, I scowl like one. “It’s Halloween. And I’m going to a ball.”

Rather than saying, “I know that, Missy!” Wilma squints at me with her pin-pointing gray eyes working up and down like a yo-yo in slow-mo. Her wrinkly gray lips suck in around that last stubborn tooth I can’t seem to ignore.

“Ha!” she finally says, jabbing her broomstick at the wall. “Ha! Ha! Ha!”

All one hundred lights in the chandelier flicker on, making my green mermaid costume glitter beneath them like an electric eel on 10,000 volts.

Wilma’s gray eyes snap open, along with her dry, crinkled mouth. With her bony finger shaking between us like a brittle stick, she twists toward the kitchen and shouts, “Stan! Claudette! You get out here! You get out here and see what your daughter is up to! Another one of her tricks!”

“Come on, Wilma,” I say with a growl. “You’re wrong! No tricks. I’m a sea-serpent, see?” I curl my fingers, bare my teeth. “Mom said it was okay.” (She didn’t say it wasn’t). “Now move, or I’m going to be late.”

I try to scoot past her, but she bars the door, nearly knocking over the dry-ice canister that’s set out for show.

“In your dreams, Missy! In your dreams! You’re not fooling me. You’re no sea serpent! Sea serpents are long and snaky and slimy with fangs.  Where’s your slime? Where are your fangs? You don’t have fangs! Maybe if you’re lucky, next year you’ll have fangs.”

Spittle splashes across my face as she pushes word after word from her tired, little mouth. “I can see it plain as day! You’re trying to be a mermaid. A STORYBOOK mermaid, no less! A fallacy! A heretic! I can’t believe you’d even think this would be acceptable!”

She throws her arms to the ceiling. “How many times have I told you what happened to Gertrude at the Jersey Shore! Mermaids, I tell you! Mermaids! They drowned her! My only sister!”

“Well, you want to know what!” I say, pushing back against her, bending near. “I’m willing to bet my shiny blue iPod that she went and cast her own spell, changed herself into a mermaid just to get away from you!”

Wilma gasps, but holds her ground. “Mark my words,” she utters, stepping so close I can see into that deep, dark hole of that last, little tooth. “Mermaids are horrible, vicious creatures that don’t deserve to see the light of day! But you—”

She hobbles a step backward, eyes me up and down with contempt. “They ABSOLUTELY, POSITIVELY don’t deserve to be represented like this! Like something nice! And pretty! I won’t allow it!”

She sweeps a bony hand at me, making me duck down for fear of what she might do. “You’re no sea serpent, Missy! And you’re certainly NOT going to be a mermaid. Not like this!”

Just when I think I’m about to be turned to toast, Mom and Dad come running, along with Albert and Ike, Clarence and Finnegan, and Gladys and Cassius. (Now that he’s inside the house, Cassius is free to move clunkily about.) Edna takes up the rear in her wheelchair with paper streamers flowing out behind her.

Standing in front of me, Mom boosts Baby Alan higher on her hip, while Dad shifts his weight from one foot to another. He holds a humungously big, frighteningly sharp, double-headed axe. It takes a moment to remember the axe is part of his costume. That of a tenth-century executioner.

Making sure she has their attention, Wilma waves with all the dramatic flare her withering 172-year-old body can muster and screams, “MERMAID!” 

Mom sucks air. Dad covers Baby Alan’s eyes.  

Spying me through Dad’s fingers, Baby Alan grins, reaches for the green and yellow stuffed animal that’s stabbed on one of his horns, and says, “Fhog!” as if we’re all sharing new words.

Because yes, it is a frog. My beanie frog. Hopper.

But there’s no time for protest. Not about the destruction of personal property, nor about the much-too-red-baby before me. (They’ve painted every last inch of his baby-buff skin.) Dad is standing before me, and he’s getting a real good look at my costume.

“Wha--? Oh, I see,” he says, bringing a finger to his lips. Then, “Turn. Yes, turn, please, so we can see the rest. 

“Mmmhmmm. Mmmhmmm.” He keeps making this sound until I finally shuffle back around.

“You’re a sea serpent?” he says, ever so lightly.

I nod weakly, curl my fingers, try a scowl.

Mom shifts Alan on her hip and gives Dad a questioning look.

“Very nice, Mac. Very nice!” His voice is so full of encouragement, his mouth so on the verge of a smile, for a moment, I feel hopeful — like it’s all going to be okay, like they’re not going to think I’m breaking the rules.

He taps the long handle of the axe on the floor. Tap. Tap.

But the more he taps, the more I begin to worry. Dad may not be a vampire, but he’s hardly normal. And although he may look like a clown (red hair, round nose, powder-puff skin), on most days he acts more like a smart-guided missile, good at sneaking in, blasting away, and making a general mess of anything he gets into.

“You almost got it,” he finally says. Tap. “But I can see why some might think you’re a mermaid.” He nods briefly at Old-One-Tooth, still guarding the door.

“Little hard to get that snaky, slimy, serpenty-look, isn’t it?” he says, looking at me again. “It’s not like we’re built like snakes, or move like snakes.”

He chuckles, rubs my head. Tap.

“No worries, though, Mac. I can fix that serpent-slash-mermaid outfit of yours in a jiffy. All it needs is a little work with a blow torch.”

“Dad! No!” I stomp. “I’m fine!”

“You mean, burn her?” Mother says in a rush.  “We’ve never done that before. Do you think it’s safe?”

“Safe?” Wilma cackles, forgetting her heritage in Salem. “It’s perfect!”

“Dad, there’s no time! Kristy’s waiting for me!”

Dad smiles big at everyone pressing around, pats my shoulder, scoots me to the storage bench. “Don’t you worry, Mac. You wait here. We’ll grab ourselves a metal clothes-hanger, make a big hook out of it, stick it through your belly. Or—”

“But I don’t want to be pierced by a hook!”

“No, no, we’ll just make it look like that. Dab on a bit of that new red paint—”

“But what’s scary about a dead mermaid, I— I mean, sea serpent!” I bluster.

Mom tips her head. “She’s got a point, Dear.  Serpents are hardly scary when they’re dead—”

“True,” he says.

“Exactly!” I add. “So why don’t I just go as I am and leave the rest up to imagination? Because if you ask me, my costume is perfect the way it is now.”

I’m inching toward the door, when it blows open, making me fall back into the stairs.

“HOLD ON FOLKS! Just hold everything!”
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TRICKS AND TREATS
 

 

As the cloud of dry ice clears, the woman with the loud voice steps into the foyer with her hands gripping the door frame. Her black fingernails curl over the wall. Her hair is like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’s brilliant green and flowing behind her, while her skin, which is smooth as corn-silk, shimmers in the fading light of the day. Her eyes, the color of ocean at low tide, sparkle, matching a dress that glistens like an icicle on a sunny winter’s day.

“Gertrude!” Wilma utters, falling backward. “Is that you?”

“Of course, you wicked wretch,” she replies. Giving Wilma the once-over, she adds, “Still haven’t found the cure for old age, I see, even amongst a family of vampires.”

“But you’re — you’re dead!” Wilma protests.

“Never! I took a vacation.”

“A vacation?”

“Yes. From you.”

“But—!”

“But what!” Gertrude snaps, cutting her off. “I’ve come back — much against my better judgment — to celebrate the family Quintennial. I wouldn’t miss this celebration in a million years! And from what it sounds like, I got here just in time. What’s all this spit-fire about mermaids? She lifts the edge of her long billowy dress from the floor, showing her feet that momentarily change to fin and then back again, leaving a puddle on the floor.

“Spit-fire!” Wilma’s head nearly shakes into spasm. “Vacation!” Her face is turned up in such anger and confusion, she can barely speak. “Where were the postcards?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. What would you have done? Followed me? Tormented me, like you always do? Tested your new and hideously poor spells on me, day in and day out? No. I’m long done with being your guinea pig, Wilma. No more of that. I went away to get some peace, to do what I please, to swim in the sea — which I quite like — not to mention, to fine-tune my skills.” She takes a moment to look around the room. “Hi, Claudette, Stan, Gladys — still love your pink hair.” She pauses at Edna, smiles, “Stumpy, you’re looking better than ever. Those new colors do—”

“Why you!” Wilma, apparently having lost her last thread of patience and sensibility, waves her arms. Muttering something under her breath, she thrusts a hand, palm-forward, in Gertrude’s direction.

Gertrude, still standing in the open doorway, simply laughs and steps aside as if dodging a bullet — which would be entirely impressive and entertaining if it weren’t for the pair of cheerleaders and vampires stepping up on the porch behind her at that exact moment, saying, “Trick-or-Treat!”

It’s Susie Q and Belinda, and in an instant, they’re turned into two small carps flipping and flopping on the wide, white boards of the porch.

“Cool!” Bobby and Trey shout, flinging back their black capes as if that might give them a better view. “What a trick! And we’re not even inside, yet!”

“The same old, same old, I see!” Gertrude sings, unalarmed by the new audience. She throws up a hand at Wilma.

“Wait!” Mom pleads beside me. “Turn those poor girls back!”

Too late.

One poof! later, Wilma is transformed into a large, brown camel — her nostrils wet, her eyes flaring, her hooves heavy and cracked. After a moment, she begins bashing her head on the ceiling.

“Whoa!” Bobby squeals with delight. “Is this a Haunted House, or what!”

“Oops! I meant to go smaller!” Gertrude throws up one hand at Wilma, the other at the boys behind her, which sends Wilma caving in on herself in a way that’s more buckley and bobbly than I ever could have imagined, and turns the boys into life-size figures of wax — sealed in place with mouths open, plastic vampire teeth falling out, and not a muscle moving on their bodies.

“Just a little brain-washing until we get this mess cleared,” Gertrude assures us about Bobby J and Trey. 

“How did you do that without saying a spell?” I blurt, jumping up from the stairs.

Gertrude scoffs with a smile. “That’s old-school. The only thing good witches need to do is just bottle the image, and poof! let it go.”

“Through the hands?” I look down at mine, remembering the feeling that surged through me in the girls’ bathroom at school and then upstairs in my bedroom when I tried bringing Gertrude back.

“Through the hands,” Gertrude affirms.

“Help!” Wilma’s voice squeaks below us. She’s one foot tall. Sparks are flying from her tiny hooves.

Dad leans down and picks her up, looking pleased. “Actually, I’d prefer that course of action take pause, my dear Wilma. I do believe you need a time-out. We can’t have you changing all our guests into fish! That’s bound to cause a bit of trouble! Even on a night such as this!” 

Feeling smug satisfaction, I open the bench’s lid as Dad drops Wilma in. “There you go,” he says brightly. “Off for time-out!” Straightening with a grin, he tips his head, listening to Wilma bang and curse from inside.

“Actually, that’s not a bad prop, wouldn’t you agree?” he says, turning to Mom. “We were wondering how our guests should be greeted when they walk in for the tour. I think that’ll work quite nicely.”

Ike — our poor, ill-ridden blue ghost — plops down on the bench, his weight squishing with the bulk of him. “And if I sit here like this,” he says, leaning back, “and pretend to sleep like this,” he adds, shutting his eyes, “it oughta be good if I jump up and yell, ‘Blebah-blebah-blebah-blebah!’ when anyone gets close. What do you think?”

“Perfect!” Mom says. “The spell will hold on Wilma, won’t it?” she asks Gertrude.

“Absolutely! She could be bound like that for all eternity, if I have any say in it.”

“And what about them?” Gladys asks. Licking her blood-red lips, she points at the porch.

Gertrude gives the two wiggling fish a woeful sigh. “Ah, yes, I almost forgot.”

“Wait!” I cry, because as much as I like the idea of Susie being left a fish, I can’t help but want to be the one who turns her back. “Can I try?” 

Gertrude raises an eyebrow. After a short pause, she asks, “Were you the one that tried summoning me a few days ago?”

I half-glance at Mom and give a small nod.

“I thought so,” Gertrude replies. “With one of Wilma’s spells?”

Shrugging, I put a finger to my lips, motioning toward the bench where Wilma is still kicking.

“Wilma’s spells!” Mom interjects, looking at me in hushed surprise. “When?”

“Uh, remember the bathroom a couple of days ago? The spell I was trying didn’t work.”

Gertrude chuckles. “The only reason it didn’t work is because I wouldn’t let it work,” she says. “I wasn’t dead, just busy. Besides, I thought it was Wilma messing around. That’s why I sent the loons through the toilet.”

“Oh, dear.” Mom draws in a quick breath and pulls me close. “You did that spell with Kristy, didn’t you?”

I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say anything.

“Hmmmm,” Gertrude muses, breaking the silence. “A lot has changed since I’ve been gone. Well then, by all means, I think we should let Mackie take care of these girls. I have a feeling she can handle it.”
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LETTING GO
 

     

“Just bottle the image, right?” I say, trying not to grin like a fool with a secret.

Gertrude’s face brims with anticipation, as she gives me a nod.

It doesn’t take much. With one quick focused image flashing from me and out through my hands, Susie and Bee are returned to full form.

“That was fast!” I squeal, surprised it actually worked. It was so simple. So quick. And so perfect! Everything about Susie is just like I imagined: the accusing blue eyes; the wet, strawberry blond hair; the soaked red and white cheerleading outfit; and the puckering, round mouth.

Susie looks down at her costume, pressing one hand against her wet shirt, the other to her sopping head. “Ou id tis! Ou!” she blubbers, pointing at me. Hearing herself speak, she slaps her hands over her mouth. With her eyes growing large, her fingers press over her new set of fish lips. “Ou!” she shrieks, pointing again. Belinda grabs Susie’s hand, but her own mouth falls open when Susie turns her way.

“Mackie! How could you!” Gertrude says, turning to me with laughing eyes. “I’m not quite sure what to make of that!” A moment later, she gives her own poof!  “It’ll take some practice, I suppose.”

Susie and Honeybee run down the sidewalk, screaming, “We’re gonna tell! We’re gonna tell!”

“That’ll be the death of us,” Mom breathes. “Kristy, I can handle — I really don’t mind her knowing, but those two girls?” She shakes her head at the thought of being discovered. “We’ll have to move,” she says, turning to Dad.

Gertrude waves after them. “No need for that,” she replies, a sly smile creeping across her mouth. “It’ll be chalked up to childhood imaginations.”

“Does this mean I’m part-witch?” I gush, taking a full breath at last.

“Not just part, Mackie,” Albert says behind me. “Seems more like one hundred percent to me.”

“Yep,” Gertrude says with a sigh. “Looks like it still runs in the family. Your great-grandma Pinnigree, our dear sister,” she says, pointing between herself and the bench holding Wilma, “was a witch, bless her soul.”

“She was?”

“She was,” Dad says.

“And to think we thought the talent had been lost with your mother. Must have skipped a couple generations,” Gertrude muses with a chuckle. Putting her arm around me, she turns back to Bobby J and Trey. “As for these boys, here…. Shall we?”
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GOOD AS IT GETS

 

 

Giving a wink, Mom closes the door after me. “Haunted House in fifteen minutes!” she calls from behind it.

“Technical difficulties,” I add, joining Bobby J and Trey on the lawn. They’ve got their black hoods thrown back, their false fangs hanging from their white shirt pockets, and their legs swinging over the Atemen and Kilpatrick headstones.

“Is that was that was?” Bobby says, jumping down from his perch, giving a look of worry back at the house. After all, we did make quite a commotion getting through the family photo.

“Kind of,” I reply, forcing a chuckle. “They’re almost ready.”

He gives me half-a-smile, along with an uneasy shrug. He pauses to look at me. “Nice dress. And I like the fins,” he adds, pointing at the glittery cardboard at my feet.

“Thanks. You, too. I mean, you look good in black and white.” Erg, did I just say that? I’m such a dork. 

Leave it to Lady Luck to send me a prince that’s dressed as a vampire — not that I can call Bobby my prince. But still… a girl can always dream, can’t she?

“So… what do you want to do?” he asks, more to Trey than to me. Though I think the question is for me, because he kind of glances my way with those blue, blue, blue eyes of his.

I smooth my princess-mermaid dress, kick at the cardboard fin hanging at my feet to remind him of what he likes about it. Gertrude wanted to improve the fin with a spell, but I wanted to keep it the way I’d made it. This whole witchcraft thing is going to take some getting used to, even though I’ve had a pretty good time with it already.

“We could go meet up with Kristy and Amanda,” I say.  “Head to the ball with them, then come back here when the haunting is really going strong.”

“Okay,” Trey replies. “I like Kristy. I mean, I don’t like-like her, I just like her. And Amanda, too.”

Bobby laughs, gives his shoulder a shove. “Yeah, right. You like her.”

“Do not!”

“Do, too!”

“Guys!” I say with roll of my eyes. “Like, who cares? Let’s just go. Maybe we can even hit up one or two houses for candy along the way!” 
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DREAM GIRL  
 

 

As it went, my Halloween turned out to be pretty cool. After seeing what scary stuff Gertrude — the mermaid-slash-witch-in-disguise could do (who wants to be changed into a camel?) and considering I looked practically just like her — Mom and Dad let me go out as I was:  Princess-Mermaid of the Sea Kelp Forest. (Only, I kept the princess part to myself.)

Actually, maybe they let me go as a mermaid because they thought I looked more like a scary sea serpent-witch. I never did nail that part down. But I did nail my semantics assignment. I got an A! With only 8 sentences, too! 

Okay, it was an A-. Minor detail!

As for the Haunted House, my family put on a darn good show. And as afraid as I was of what everyone would think, they all loved it. I guess if there’s one time of year that my family fits in, it’s Halloween. 

Even when the police arrived to check out complaints about a rabid dog, my parents remained cool, calm, and collected. (The poodle next door dug up the red paint I’d buried. How was I supposed to know it smelled like chicken?) 

The officers hung out for a little bit and stuffed themselves with a few eyeballs (candy), a slice of head (marinated tofu), and pickled cow’s tongue. It was all pretty peachy.

Kristy, of course, went through the Haunted House eleven times, or maybe it was closer to fifteen. I don’t remember. But after we got back from the ball, she stayed at my house until my mom finally sent her home.

“We’re just too exhausted, Kristy. Doesn’t anything in here scare you?”

“I promise I’ll act scared this time!” Kristy said, with an unstoppable giggle. “Just one more time! Please?”

Mom said no, tipping her head toward the bench behind her. “Ike is just too slimied-out. He’ll probably fall on top of you, next time you walk past. And Wilma’s in quite a mood. It’s not wise to be around when we finally let her out. But next year, Dear! Next year you’ll be the first on the list!”

So yes, I’m getting used to the fact that there will be another Haunted House next year. As well as the other fact that Bobby J seems to like me. I never would have thought in a million years that I’d have ended up dancing with a vampire at the ball, but I did. Many times. And since then, he’s called me twice! Once on Saturday to see if I wanted to go to his football game. Once on Sunday just to say hi. That’s what he said, “I just want to say hi.” What a cutie!

Kristy says Trey is better. But so what? That’s Kristy.

I’m kind of liking the idea of being a witch. How much of a witch or how NOT MUCH of a vampire I’ll actually be remains to be seen. Gertrude hopes I’ll be a full-blown witch. She wants boasting rights in having another one in the family. A decent one, she says. Her Little Hero.

As for that bathroom affair (not the one with the major flood — the other one with Susie Q), I went back and finished what was left on the door. I wrote: Mackenzie Bonapart has big DREAMS, and a bit of her own special magic, too. Because I do. 

Just like anyone else, I have dreams. Only maybe bigger — I hope bigger. That’s what I hope.

Susie still claims I did something weird to make them faint. Obviously, I did, even though I didn’t mean to.  Little do they know they’re lucky my image of them going away wasn’t completely clear in my head. If it had been, they could have been whisked away to the outskirts of Never Ever. And how would we have gotten them back, then?

All in all, it doesn’t really matter. No one at school believes anything they say anymore (thanks to Gertrude). And I’m not talking.

For now, I’m just trying to stay normal. (As normal as I can be.)

As for the rest of it? The future? We’ll just wait and see.

Poof!
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