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    The meat truck wound its way up the crooked road, climbing higher into the storm. At every turn, deadly drop-offs appeared in the mist. The shadowy driver swerved again and again as a little plastic hula dancer swiveled her hips on the dashboard.


    To a clap of thunder, the truck finally reached the summit, its yellowy headlights illuminating the headstones of an enormous cemetery. Ahead, a pitted road continued on toward tree-lined streets and slumbering old dwellings.


    With an ear-shattering bang, the truck’s sputtering engine backfired, leaving behind a greasy black cloud for the wind to tear apart.


  

    
       
    


    CHAPTER 1


    The night was wretched. Rain clattered and wind howled. Gates banged and screeched as garbage cans blew down driveways and crashed into garage doors. Swollen black rivers rushed along gutters, roaring down through sewer grates.


    Amid the clamor the crumbling old homes of the neighborhood creaked and moaned. Shingles streaming, they swam in the amber glow of the streetlights, their interiors dark and slumbering and otherwise lifeless.


    Except for one house, that is. There someone lurked high above the sodden, winter-weary front lawn, peering out from beneath the paint-flecked gable and making little ovals of fog appear on the glass. An unknown watcher, waiting unseen.


    But then came a zigzagging spear of lightning that despite its heavenly origins appeared hell-bent on striking the stubby little fire hydrant out front. With a deafening crack and a brilliant flash, the figure in the attic window was revealed.


    It was a girl with sunny blond hair, her clear blue eyes now wide with fright.


    For as long as she could remember, Joy Wells had lived at Number 9 Ravenwood Avenue. Like most properties in Spooking, a tired old neighborhood that had once been a bustling town, the home’s stately grandeur had long faded. With its scaly roof and Gothic exterior, it was a hulking dwelling, giving off a kind of menace usually accompanied by ominous organ music.


    This appearance was at odds with its resident family, however. They were harmless people whose most sinister activity was keeping largely to themselves—an easy thing since few other houses on their block were currently occupied. Mr. Wells was a lawyer, while Mrs. Wells was a professor of philosophy; both worked down in Darlington, the sprawling modern city that circled yokelike around Spooking Hill.


    At twelve years old, Joy was the older of their two children— and most certainly was expected to be in bed at midnight just like her brother, Byron. But Joy felt free to ignore such expectations, at least when they interfered with her investigations into the paranormal. With such activity occurring on her very doorstep of late, she found herself forsaking her warm bed for the frigid attic, where she now waited wrapped in a musty old sleeping bag.


    Thanks to a careful log, Joy had determined that the unexplained event always manifested itself late Sunday night, usually sometime after midnight. First would come a distant rumbling, rousing her from her dreams. And then a series of terrifying blasts:


    Ka-bang! Ka-bang! Ka-bang!


    Her window still rattling, Joy would leap out of bed to peer bleary-eyed through the leafy elm to the street. But each time she was too late to glimpse more than a cloud of black smoke curling in the amber light of the streetlamps.


    Clouds of black smoke. Earsplitting bangs. What horror could be responsible?


    To answer the question, Joy had once again turned to The Compleat and Collected Works of E. A. Peugeot, a thick compendium written by one of the greatest authors of supernatural tales. Joy’s well-thumbed copy was a first edition, leather-bound and featuring a long red ribbon for marking the reader’s place. The book was one of her most prized possessions—not least because of the mysterious circumstances under which she had acquired it.


    Her father had been handling the estate of Ms. Gertrude Zott, a longtime resident of Spooking who had passed away at over a hundred years old. In a tersely worded will, Ms. Zott had left specific instructions regarding the old volume, which was to be given to a spirited young Spooking girl with a taste for mystery, a thirst for adventure, and an eye for the inscrutable. Not knowing any likelier candidate, Mr. Wells had brought the book home and handed it to his daughter. His obligations satisfied, he’d then considered the matter closed.


    With its tiny print and florid language, The Compleat and Collected Works of E. A. Peugeot had initially proved intimidating to the young reader. But soon the master author began casting a powerful spell over Joy. Night after night, she would hide under her covers, poring over the pages with a flashlight until the words swam under her bleary eyes.


    And slowly Joy began to notice something: the eerie similarities between Peugeot’s gloomy settings and her own town of Spooking. She became convinced that the mysterious author, who had vanished without a trace a century earlier, had once haunted the very same streets, using their sights and sounds as the inspiration for his chilling tales. Not only that, she soon became certain that Peugeot’s stories were true accounts of strange and supernatural events he’d witnessed while living in Spooking.


    The latter theory was a bit of a stretch, Joy had to admit. But somehow she knew it. She could hear the stories whispered by creaking mansions and repeated by the cold cemetery stones. She could even hear them roaring in the cruel winds that buffeted Spooking Hill as she read until gray dawn. The secret history of Ethan Alvin Peugeot was alive and well outside her very window.


    Unfortunately, no one else entertained this belief for even a moment. Not her parents, not her teachers, and worst of all, not even the E. A. Peugeot Society, of which she was a proud and paying member. Although no one knew for certain where the shy author had in fact lived, everyone was in absolute agreement that it could not possibly have been Spooking.


    They obviously needed a bit more convincing, Joy had decided.


    It was with this mission in mind that Joy had once again slipped from her bedroom, ignoring her parents’ increasing concerns over the dark circles under her eyes. Having checked her latest suspicions against The Compleat and Collected Works, she’d decided that the higher vantage of the attic would be better for photographing whatever phantoms were approaching. Sticking an arm under her pillow, she’d retrieved her father’s camera—borrowed discreetly from his office earlier that evening—and then set off.


    The attic had long been one of the more neglected spaces in the Wells family home, which was no small statement. Pigeons had roosted there for untold years, as Joy had discovered, and spiders had spun entire cities in its rafters. Nevertheless, its potential was immediately obvious.


    With commanding views across the property, the drafty loft was a private space, accessed by means of a retractable flight of stairs set in the ceiling of the upstairs hallway. Once raised, the stairs could be lowered from below only by means of a special tool—a broom handle with a hook stuck on the end—which gave the attic the kind of security usually found only in castles with working drawbridges. By keeping the hook on her person, Joy could render the attic impregnable—at least until someone fetched the stepladder from the cellar. But even that didn’t seem very likely. It was the perfect retreat, a haven where she could slip away from her family without disapproval or suspicion.


    Establishing this new base of operations had proved more challenging than Joy had originally anticipated, however. Though her father had denied the pigeons their penthouse by boarding up the broken window, their long-term tenancy had left the place in an unimaginably filthy state. After a few useless scrapes across their crusty droppings, she’d thrown down her mother’s favorite metal spatula in disgust. There had to be an easier way.


    With no ideas forthcoming, Joy had sat down on the edge of an old trunk. What a chore this was turning out to be. Couldn’t some sort of poltergeist just take care of the job for her? She had read about such mischievous house ghosts in one of Peugeot’s many works. They were supposed to be sympathetic to children—even helping them out when not otherwise engaged in terrifying adults by throwing pots and pans around. Unfortunately, no kitchenware had ever taken flight in her house, as far as she knew.


    It was then that her attention had been drawn to her seat. It was one of three trunks in the attic. With the exception of the corner on which Joy was perched, each was as spattered with bird droppings as the floor. There were many such heavy trunks stacked down in the cellar with the stepladder, each containing the cast-off belongings of the home’s former owners. Joy had spent many hours rifling through them in search of treasure. But her best finds were always in those trunks labeled with a single name: Ms. Melody Huxley.


    From what Joy could piece together from crumpled old documents, Ms. Huxley had resided at Number 9 some eighty years before the Wells family had finally purchased the property. A glamorous adventure-woman, she was pictured in sepia photos wearing all manner of dapper outfits: grinningly flying planes and sailing sloops; giggling atop tall mountains; grimacing in thickest jungle; and jovially smoking pipes while waving swords and spears of all sizes. All these images were captured, it seemed, while she was on a merciless quest to blow away one of every species on the planet.


    This rather disturbing hobby aside, Joy had instantly adored the long-dead woman, a rugged individualist who defied the world’s expectations of her with the same aplomb that young Miss Wells now disregarded her well-established bedtime. So besotted was Joy, in fact, that she immediately began helping herself to what remained of Ms. Huxley’s moldering wardrobe, despite her mother’s considerable horror and disgust.


    Hoping to uncover another such cache of leather and tweeds, Joy had leaped up from her seat. She’d then searched the trunks for any telltale tags or MH monograms. But the poop-spackled cases gave away none of their secrets. Her face pinched in disgust, Joy had then moved on to prying open the sticky latches with the spatula; but instead of a stash of ancient garments reeking of mothballs, she had been surprised to find entirely more useful contents: a solution to her stalled remodeling project.


    So it happened that in a matter of minutes the filthy attic floor had vanished under dozens of Persian rugs. And soon the cobwebs too had disappeared, hidden behind colorful bolts of silk hung from bent nails driven through the roof. Joy had then stood back to admire her handiwork. The attic, she saw, had been completely transformed—from a spider-infested aviary to the psychedelic den of a desert nomad.


    It was in the same space that she now sat, watching shadows thrash and sheets of rain flap ghostlike across the lawn as the lightning struck. Pulling the musty old sleeping bag around her, Joy lay there, her heart thudding as the thunder rolled off into the distance. With spots still swirling in her sight, her eyes suddenly went wide. Her parents! So far they had been blissfully unaware of their daughter’s school-night mission, but there was no way anyone could have slept through a noise like that.


    With visions of her panicked parents rushing to reassure their frightened children, Joy snatched up her flashlight and began tiptoeing back to the retractable stairs. By laying gentle pressure on them, it was possible to lower them just enough to see down the length of the hall. The maneuver was tricky, however: an inch too far and the momentum would carry the stairs down with a crash.


    Joy gently pushed on the stairs and peeked out into the impenetrable blackness. The hallway seemed clear.


    Then suddenly there appeared a shaft of light.


    It was her father coming out of the bathroom. With his heavy lids and outstretched arms, he looked as if he were acting out some mad scientist’s monster in a game of charades.


    Panicking, Joy went to pull the stairs shut, but she slipped and fell forward, plunging from the ceiling toward him. At the same moment, her father’s hand brushed against the light switch, throwing the hall back into darkness just before the stairs hit the floor with a bang.


    For a moment there was dead silence.


    “Is anyone there?” Mr. Wells called down the black hall.


    As she lay facedown on the stairs, the blood drained from Joy’s legs into her head until it felt like her face might burst. She held her breath. A few feet away, the floorboards creaked as a pair of slipper-clad feet approached.


    “Hello?”


    It was at that moment that Joy heard the familiar rumble. It was coming! Clenching her teeth, she felt as if she were in a straitjacket, maddeningly powerless to move.


    Ka-bang!


    Crying out in surprise, Mr. Wells leaped into the air.


    Ka-bang! Ka-bang!


    In a panic, her father tore back toward his bedroom, his pajama sleeves flapping.


    Now was Joy’s chance. Throwing her legs over her head, she momentarily went into a handstand before landing nimbly on her feet. She then scrambled back up into the attic, bolting to the little round window overlooking the stormy avenue.


    Black smoke curled in the amber light.


    It was the ghost cannons! Joy was convinced. She’d missed them again!


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 2


    “You know, I like to think of this city as alive—like a living, breathing person. And like a person, it has parts, each essential for its survival and health. City Hall is the brains and the Mega Mall the mighty heart. And the people—the good citizens of Darlington—are the very lifeblood of the city itself.


    “But touring this fine facility with you today, Mr. Skimmer, I’ve learned a lot about a part that, to tell you the truth, I never really gave much thought to. A part that people often take for granted—ignore, even. And that, my friend, is the city’s bowels. . . .”


    Phipps winced, silently begging Mayor MacBrayne to drop his appalling analogy. The excruciatingly overlong tour of Darlington’s wastewater treatment facility had already been unpleasant enough without their dwelling on the particulars of its revolting function.


    “Quite,” replied the plant manager, ignoring the mayor. “Now, what you see below you are the digestion tanks,” continued Mr. Skimmer. “Here the human waste— ‘sludge,’ we call it in the industry—is thoroughly heated in order to encourage microbial activity. This in turn has a naturally sterilizing action that helps render it harmless.”


    “Whoa, would you look at the size of those bad boys!” the mayor cried enthusiastically.


    Phipps pinched his throbbing temples. He’d slept badly, awoken again by that infernal backfiring vehicle. If only he could get the license number, he thought, he could get the police to order it off the road. But he’d been too late again.


    Startled awake, he’d not known where he was at first. He’d wanted to find a light, but his body had refused to move. It was like being strapped down, all freedom of motion stolen from him. Panicking, he’d tried to shout, but his cries had only sounded deep within his own skull.


    Was this it—was he dead?


    Then he’d heard the storm howling outside.


    Gasping for air, Phipps had thrashed his way into a sitting position as his eyes snapped open. On the shelves opposite he saw familiar boyhood possessions gleaming in the light from the streetlamp.


    Painted models. Old books. Tennis trophies.


    The stab of a bedspring confirmed he was in his old bedroom in the tiny apartment above the music shop, alone but for the ghosts of vanished souls.


    Wiping the sweat from his face, Phipps had sighed with relief. It was just a night terror, he told himself: the experience where a person is certain they are wide awake when they are actually sound asleep. He’d remembered being plagued by the affliction as a child, lying paralyzed for hours, unable to call out to his parents across the black hall.


    It had stopped when he had left home to seek fame and fortune as a musician. But now, having come back empty-handed, these terrors had returned.


    Exhausted the next day, Phipps let out another yawn, not caring what impression he made on their self-important little guide. The man seemed proud of having made a career out of crap! Well, as the mayor’s chief assistant and advisor, Phipps had more important things on his mind than the incredible journey that followed the flushing of a toilet. Why did he need to know these things? As a grave-digger in his youth, Phipps had learned enough about getting rid of unpleasant truths. Wasn’t it his turn to enjoy blissful ignorance like the rest of society?


    “But as I was saying, the plant is unable to keep pace with Darlington’s current rate of growth” Phipps heard Mr. Skimmer telling the mayor. “Which is why we urge you to act now before the situation gets worse.”


    “I see,” answered the mayor, chewing his thumbnail. “Now, Mr. Skimmer, how much are we talking to fix up these bowels of ours here? To get them back to working like a newborn baby’s?”


    Mr. Skimmer stood blinking in disbelief for a moment before answering. “Well, I don’t have the exact figure drawn up, but we’re estimating that an investment of around sixty million should fulfill the needs of the community for another thirty years.”


    The mayor’s jaw dropped. “I’m sorry—sixty what?”


    “Sixty million dollars.”


    The mayor didn’t answer. Instead, he stared down at the digestion tanks in disgust as if finally realizing that they were not filled with various flavors of sports drinks.


    “I know that may seem expensive, but this kind of upgrade is a big undertaking,” Mr. Skimmer continued. “For one, you just can’t go ahead and cut off people’s service. In fact, it would actually be much, much cheaper to just build a new plant somewhere else, and then hook it up when it’s ready.”


    At this, the mayor brightened. “Well that, Mr. Skimmer, is what we at City Hall call a no-brainer! A new plant it is, then!”


    “I’m afraid that’s not an option,” replied Skimmer.


    “Why not?”


    “Well, this plant ties directly into the old Spooking system, you see, which once flushed straight into the Wiskatempic River.”


    “The Wiskatempic?” cried the mayor in horror. “But that’s where I do my best trout fishing!”


    “That was a long time ago,” Skimmer assured him. “However, I’d be cautious about eating any fish out of there. Those big meat-processing plants upstream don’t exactly have a great environmental reputation.”


    “Hold on,” interrupted Phipps. “What’s wrong with the Spooking sewers?”


    “There’s nothing wrong with them, really. The system is in very good condition, considering its age, and among the cleanest, thanks to the power of gravity and rainwater. . . .”


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    “The difficulty lies in hooking up a new treatment plant to it. We’d have to dig up half of Darlington just for openers, which would be very costly, not to mention a major inconvenience to a lot of citizens.”


    Phipps fumed silently. Once again, Spooking stood in the way of the city’s progress. Like some giant boulder, the town resisted every attempt to shift it out of the way. It was his curse to have been born there—a curse that would never be lifted while that infernal town still hovered above him like a buzzard.


    It was almost more than he could bear, having to live there again in his family’s old music shop. But with the current state of his finances, he had no choice. Every night he bedded down amid the dusty debris of the past, his childish interests mocking him from the shelves of his bedroom. Action figures posed as if still in battle. Hideous ceramic projects. The stuffed cobra an auntie had once knitted him, its head unzipping to admit a hot-water bottle.


    It all made him shiver now.


    But perhaps it was for the best. His fortunes had never been lower. In desperation he’d even sold off a few of his father’s fine handmade instruments—a cello and two violins—and begun gambling again.


    Banned from the racetrack, Phipps had turned back to poker, a game in which he could bring the full force of his cunning to bear. Unfortunately, unlike the bigger cities, Darlington didn’t have the same availability of shadowy places where men could gather to swill liquor and relieve one another of money.


    So Phipps had begun looking farther afield, driving to the outskirts of the city where vast industrial parks sprawled off into infinity. In seedy bars and roadhouses, he’d found the sort of people he sought—biker types, many of whom worked in the meat-packing industry, in the very slaughterhouses along the river of which Mr. Skimmer had just spoken. They cut throats for a living, they told him, grinning through broken and gold-capped teeth.


    Phipps had been comfortable enough among them. There were a few notable differences from his old punk-rock companions: They favored square-toed motorcycle boots over the lace-up combat variety; they had terrible hair and listened to even worse music. But unlike punks, these apes had paying jobs and kept thick billfolds of cash stuffed in their leather jackets—which made them all the more ripe for the plucking.


    He’d started by winning hand after hand, surprised at how easy it was to take money from them. Beneath the placid surface of his poker face, a great heaving chortle had lurked. What a bunch of hairy oafs, he’d thought. Supremely confident, he’d even begun betting with money he didn’t have.


    That’s when he suddenly realized that these people were nowhere near as stupid as they’d been pretending to be.


    He’d been suckered. Phipps had watched in horror as a goateed man gleefully shoveled away all of his winnings.


    “I hope you can cover this, buddy.” The man had laughed grimly. “Otherwise, I’ll be taking that nice shiny black ride you got parked outside.”


    But what skills Phipps lacked in spotting card sharks, he made up for in exiting a room. First throwing over the table, he’d made a break for it, scurrying to the exit like some sort of super-rodent. Outside, he’d paused only to deliver a swift kick to the first in a line of parked motorcycles, each of which then fell like dominoes as he’d bolted into the parking lot.


    With a roar of his car’s mighty engine, he peeled away, laughing as the pursuing bikers choked on his dust.


    His giddy sense of triumph was fleeting, however. The fact remained, he soon realized, that a gang of leather-clad Cro-Magnons was now out to get him. From that night on, Phipps found himself leaping behind mailboxes, crawling under cars, and even once dive-rolling into a lingerie store at the sound of every approaching motorcycle.


    On a positive note, at least he now felt happy about living in Spooking again, which outside of this sewage treatment facility was probably one of the last places they would ever look for him.


    “Gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure showing you around,” Mr. Skimmer concluded. “Any further questions before you go?”


    “Well, I don’t know about my assistant here, but I’m feeling pretty nicely immersed in the world of sewage now,” the mayor told him.


    “Thank you for your time,” Phipps added, shaking the man’s hand.


    Back in the limousine the mayor sprawled out on the backseat, leaving Phipps to perch uncomfortably on the small seat beside the minibar.


    “Toss us a bottle of fizzy water, would you?” asked the mayor. He promptly guzzled it without a breath. “What a pile of crap.” He burped as they drove past the little security hut at the edge of the plant. “Can you believe it?”


    “A very impressive facility,” answered Phipps, yawning.


    “I’m not talking about the sewage plant, dingbat,” snapped the mayor. “I mean how much money they want to upgrade it.”


    Phipps shot him an angry look. The afternoon had been painful enough without having to endure needless insults.


    “Sixty million,” the mayor continued obliviously. “Are they out of their minds?”


    “Upgrading a city’s infrastructure is an expensive business, sir.”


    “You mean a thankless business. Do you think I’d get any votes for that kind of investment?” The mayor began peeling the label off the water bottle. “Parks, stadiums, monorails—that’s the kind of thing people want to see a mayor spending sixty million bucks on.”


    “You are probably right.”


    “Dang straight, I am. Even the thought burns my britches. Do you think I want to be remembered in fifty years as the guy who kept the johns flushing? No, sir. I want to be remembered as someone greater. Someone who made a real difference! Like bringing the beachfront to Darlington, for instance!”


    “We already talked about that.” Phipps sighed. “A miniature man-made ocean just isn’t feasible, no matter how small the surf.”


    “Nonsense! It’s called innovation, Phipps, innovation!”


    “Idiocy is what the civil engineers called it, if I recall correctly.”


    “Horse hockey!” roared the mayor. “That was one stellar idea and you know it. You’re just sore I thought of it first! If you ask me, idiocy is that stupid water-park project you came up with. You should’ve known not to build a theme park over a protected wildlife area!”


    Phipps glared at the mayor, wondering idly what his chances were of choking the life out of him before the driver could pull over. The Misty Mermaid Water Park project had been a stroke of genius! He only wished he could tell the mayor what bold measures he had actually taken to make it happen, could explain what incredible risks he personally had taken. All undone by some interfering little girl—a Spooky no less—who’d made a phone call to the Federal Imperiled Species Protection Agency. Well, he was tired of taking flak for it.


    “Don’t blame me. It wasn’t my idea,” Phipps finally replied.


    “Oh yeah, I almost forgot it was a kid who came up with it, the little genius you’ve been hanging around with. What’s his name again?”


    “The boy I am mentoring,” corrected Phipps. “His name is Morris Mealey.”


    “Yeah, that’s the one. The weird kid. Maybe I should get him to do your job, since he’s got both the wardrobe and the ideas. Unless there’s something you’d like to share.”


    “I’m working on something pretty exciting right this minute in fact,” Phipps answered.


    “Finally! Come on, then, out with it. I just hope it isn’t another cockamamy scheme to sink more money into Spooking.”


    Without reply, Phipps sat back in his seat, glowering.


    “Oh, not again!” cried the mayor. “What is it with you and that dump, anyway? It’s all you think about. Listen, I told you already: Our administration is through with it. You heard Skimmer. That old wreck is driving up our costs for this whole sewage problem as it is.”


    Phipps sighed. It was mind-bending having to keep explaining the same thing over and over. “Yes, Spooking is a dump. Which means property up there is worth next to nothing. Which means that despite all the services we provide—fire, police, sanitation—we get almost nothing back in taxes from it.”


    “Hey, that’s true . . . ,” growled the mayor. “What a bunch of freeloading stinkers!”


    “Precisely. Now, if we could transform the neighborhood, bringing in a whole new class of resident, well, then we could really start raking it in. Have you even been up there? They’re all heritage properties—giant mansions that could be worth millions.”


    “Mansions, huh?” The mayor raised an eyebrow.


    “Yes. And I’ve been working on a proposal to substantially increase their market value. If you just bear with me, I should have something for you very soon. Something that will turn that neighborhood around and make it a real gem in the crown of Darlington.”


    The mayor sat back in his seat, chewing over the regal image before kicking off a shoe to scratch between his toes. “Well, all right, then. But you better come up with something good soon. Guys like you are only as good as your last bit of advice, and besides your friend Morris, I know a lot of people angling for your job.”


    “Yes, sir,” answered Phipps, gritting his teeth. Could the mayor really fire him? Such a move seemed too rash, too stupid—which was exactly why he was starting to get worried.


    “Hey, I’ve got a good idea!” exclaimed the mayor. “Why don’t you call up that meat-processing plant by the river? I thought maybe we could get a tour of it sometime.”


    “The meat-processing plant?” Phipps coughed. “What on earth for?”


    “For one, I want to make sure my trout aren’t swimming in square bologna or whatever else they might be dumping into the river. And don’t you think it would make a nice palate cleanser after this revolting sewage business? I’m also thinking there might be something free at the end of it, maybe a few nice pork chops . . .”


    Phipps gulped, imagining those bikers again, this time wearing hairnets and carrying meat hooks.


    “Oh yeah, speaking of butchery, would you get the driver to swing by Darlington General? I just remembered I’m supposed to pick up the wife at noon when she gets out of surgery.”


    Phipps reeled with shock. “Surgery?” he repeated. “Is Mrs. MacBrayne all right, sir?”


    “I sure hope so,” the mayor answered. “You can never be too sure with these face jobs. You know, after her third lift, I could’ve sworn they moved her ears an inch closer to her eye sockets. Freaky. Anyway, she doesn’t want to be seen in public, wandering the streets like something out of Night of the Mummy. Who can blame her? So let’s step on it, my man, and get her home before the anesthesia wears off.”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 3


    From under the thick pile of blankets came a muffled voice: “But, Mom, I’m feeling sick.”


    “Get to the bathroom this instant or you’ll make me late for my class,” growled Mrs. Wells.


    Exhaling furiously, Joy threw off the covers. She sat up and perched herself on the edge of her bed. Yawning, she tested the floor. It felt like a frozen pond as usual. Bleary-eyed, she looked around for her slippers. They were nowhere in sight. Giving up, she stomped her way to the bathroom, hoping that the repeated impacts would not only broadcast her general mood to the household but generate a little bit of heat in the process.


    Joy’s mother was always hounding her to hurry up in the bathroom. It seemed hardly fair considering that, between her father’s shaving and her brother’s mysterious rituals, she took the least amount of time in the whole family. What’s more, her mother’s own makeup routine had become so elaborate and time consuming that Joy sometimes couldn’t help wondering if she was moonlighting as a mime as well as teaching philosophy at Wiskatempic University.


    With her porcelain white skin and raven hair, Joy thought her mother looked beautiful enough without any makeup, like a character from an old black-and-white movie. So why did she even bother?


    “It’s the aging process,” her mother had answered. “People do everything in their power to try and stop it,” she’d explained, fearlessly underlining her eyes with a sharp charcoal pencil.


    After quickly washing, dressing, and wolfing down some toast, Joy found herself out on the drippy avenue waiting for the bus. Her brother stood nearby ignoring her and pelting stones at a puddle left over from the previous night’s storm as behind him their parents raced each other to the station wagon.


    Seeing them, Joy was struck by the gulf between her mother’s and father’s appearances these days. Wearing pointy high-heeled boots and bloodred lipstick, Mrs. Wells looked glamorous and powerful. Mr. Wells, on the other hand, appeared haggard and hassled, his beard like something borrowed from a miniature schnauzer.


    Joy returned her father’s wave as she watched him slowly maneuver the station wagon down the driveway as her mother sat in the passenger seat, looking pained. It felt a bit weird, as usually she and Byron were long gone by the time they pulled away. Frowning, Joy reached for her watch. The burnished timepiece was another scavenged possession of Ms. Melody Huxley, attached to a long chain that had a bad habit of snagging on the loose threads of her coat pocket. Yanking it loose, she checked the time. The bus was officially late. She began fantasizing about what would happen if it just never showed. Without parental supervision, what adventures they could have!


    After all, thrills had been in short supply lately. Joy longed to be able to rewind time and replay the events of the past Halloween, when she and Byron had faced all sorts of terrible adversity. Then they had saved Spooking Bog from destruction, in the process running afoul of monstrous swamp creatures and civil servants alike and only narrowly avoiding their doom.


    Good times, Joy recalled with a smile.


    But even the powerful afterglow of such an exciting adventure soon lost its luster for Joy. Rather than embarking on a new life full of danger, intrigue, and displays of personal heroism, she’d instead found herself back in the same old boring routine. Not only had ponderous normality returned but it had done so with a vengeance. Each morning the yellow school bus showed up at her doorstep, belching out blue smoke as its angry honks signaled its intentions to bear her against her will down to Darlington, the horrible suburban city where she and her brother were forced to go to school. To Winsome Elementary, where the days had never felt longer.


    But even back in Spooking, where Joy so desperately sought asylum at the end of each day, things had never been the same. The weird world of classic horror fiction held substantially less allure than actual sinister plots. And after breaking her arm escaping death in the bog, Joy now found herself constantly under the watchful eyes of her suspicious parents. Unable to operate as freely as she once had, she now found herself with fewer opportunities to investigate Spooking’s mysteries.


    Since Byron was the only person in the world who took her investigations seriously, Joy decided to fill him in on the latest supernatural occurrence straight from the pages of The Compleat and Collected Works.


    “So I snuck up to the attic last night,” she began, but Byron just grunted and continued his rock throwing. Miffed, Joy stood waiting for his attention, and when it never came, folded her arms and glared at him. “You’re not even going to ask why?”


    “Oh, sorry,” he answered, glancing at her. “Why?”


    “Did I ever tell you about Peugeot’s revolutionary tale, ‘The Legend of the Ghost Cannons’?” she asked. There was a plop as a stone landed in a puddle. “Byron!” she cried, outraged. “Did you just roll your eyes?”


    “What?”


    “If you don’t care, just tell me and I won’t bother you anymore!”


    “I wasn’t rolling my eyes at you,” he insisted, pointing. “I was trying to hit that leaf!”


    At that moment, the bus came screaming around the corner. Joy took a step back onto the sodden lawn. Byron stood on the curb as the huge tires cut through the puddle, splashing brown water across the back of his corduroys.


    “Aw, man!”


    Joy pushed past him onto the waiting bus. Struggling with his heavy school bag, Byron climbed on behind her, falling on his face as the bus peeled away.


    “Come on, Joy,” he begged, crawling up the aisle. “I was listening, honest.”


    Joy sighed. Although in a mood to punish him more, she had been dying to relay her latest mystery, and it seemed ridiculous to keep up the pretense. Ever since their adventure in the bog, when they had nearly sunk to the bottom in Madame Portia’s submarine house, things had been comparably dull. Now a genuine mystery was unfolding within an easy five-second commute from their doorstep. How could she possibly keep it to herself?


    “What were you talking about again?” Byron asked. “Goat canyons?”


    “Ghost cannons!” Joy corrected.


    “Okay, okay. What the heck are they?”


    Joy began explaining how “The Legend of the Ghost Cannons” was an unusual Peugeot work, being one of only a handful of stories that did not feature his famous paranormal investigator, the intrepid Dr. Ingram. In fact, the dark tale lacked a hero entirely, taking place more than a century earlier when a bloody revolution had swept over the nation and brave rebels had fought to free themselves from their heartless colonial masters.


    The story began at a rebel fort, she told her brother. Standing high upon a craggy hill, the fort contained a small hospital where doctors tended to the endless procession of soldiers run afoul of muskets, swords, and cannonballs. It was there that, along with his friend Fairfax, the nameless narrator found himself working as a stretcher bearer.


    One day, while tending to another wave of wounded, the two friends carried in a man so gravely injured they were certain he’d die. But the grim surgeon operated nonetheless as the nurse gave comfort. Racked by pain, the patient called out for water, which Fairfax and the narrator brought by the bucketful from a nearby well. The injured man drank and drank until they thought the sulfurous liquid might soon spring from his wounds like a fountain.


    But then, as if by some miracle, the man survived.


    The patient attributed his recovery not only to the surgeon’s considerable skills but to the water, which had some sort of curative powers, he believed. He told them how with every sip he’d felt himself growing stronger until his pain finally vanished into nothingness.


    The hospital staff laughed and praised not only the doctor but the patient’s incredible constitution and fortune. They bid him a hearty farewell and a wish that his luck would endure.


    Breaking down with gratitude, the gentleman then confessed a secret. He was not a soldier of their army, he told them, but an enemy officer. His uniform had been so bloody and torn, they had been unable to identify it. For fear of capture and torture, he had kept his identity a secret. But now he could not leave without making the admission.


    In their fondness for a patient who, as if by divine intervention, had somehow cheated certain death, the hospital staff could not betray him. Instead, they listened as the man told them how the war was nearly lost, and their allies on the brink of collapse. They heard how traitors to the crown would soon hang from the branches of every oak in the country, and how terrible retribution would be visited upon those who’d given aid and comfort—even doctors and nurses and poor little porters such as they. So convincing was their former patient that the staff took him at his word and made plans to escape.


    But then the grateful stranger made them a proposition. To avoid prosecution, they could simply prove themselves loyal subjects to the king by helping to quash the rebellion.


    Desperate, they demanded to know how.


    The officer told them that one of the king’s companies would shortly land upon the riverbank and advance to the hill under the cover of night. The staff would meet them and then lead the soldiers to the fort, where they would be announced as a group of wounded friends requiring immediate treatment. When the gates were opened, the company would seize the fort.


    In exchange, the officer promised not only immunity from prosecution as traitors but a healthy payment from the king’s own coffers. The alternative, he explained, was to let the fort burn and be hanged while the smell of their friends’ charred flesh still wafted under their noses.


    “That’s the end of the story?” Byron asked, making a face. “That sucks.”


    “I was just pausing for drama,” Joy replied irritably. Looking up, she noticed the approaching tennis courts, which meant they were only a block away from school.


    “We’re almost there,” advised Byron.


    “I know, I know,” Joy snapped.


    So it happened, she continued to explain, that the hospital staff soon found themselves heading off to meet their enemies. Under the cover of moonlight, they snuck down the hill to the river.


    Strangely, no boats awaited them there.


    Then to their utter horror, the ground began pitching and heaving as a company of gaunt and red-eyed soldiers clawed their way out of the earth. Terrified, the hospital staff cowered as the otherworldly mercenaries dragged forth heavy cannons, and then stood in their tattered, soil-streaked uniforms at attention.


    Fearing for their lives, the hospital staff did not flee. Instead they led the way as the monstrous unit heaved its weapons up the rutted tracks to the fort.


    At the top of the hill, the plan was put in motion. The doctor shouted to the garrison that they had wounded soldiers in tow and the gates were quickly thrown wide.


    “The hideous company then sprang into action,” Joy told her brother, “taking the fort by total surprise.”


    The bus came to a sudden halt, throwing them forward.


    “Off!” shouted the driver.


    “So that’s it?” asked Byron as the two siblings hurried off the bus. “That’s the end of the story?”


    Ignoring the usual chorus of abuse that greeted the disembarking Spooking children each morning, Joy fought to remain alongside her brother in the crush. “Of course not,” she replied. “What kind of lame ending is that?”


    “And what does any of this have to do with you sneaking up into the attic last night?”


    “Because, Byron, if you let me finish the story, I can explain how it all adds up!” she shouted over the chaos. “The hill, the river . . . every detail about Spooking is exactly the same as in ‘The Legend of the Ghost Cannons’! And now they’re coming by our house at night, firing their volleys of flaming skulls!”


    “What?” Byron demanded, holding a hand to his ear. “Who did you say is playing volleyball with flaming skulls?”


    “No one!” shouted Joy. “Volleys from cannons. Oh, just forget it for now!”


    At that moment a small white-haired boy landed on Byron’s back, clamping a pair of hands over Byron’s eyes. It was Gustave, his new best friend. With that, Joy found herself completely forgotten as her brother gleefully tried to shake Gustave off.


    Joy left them to it. She headed upstairs to the top floor, put her bag in her locker, and ducked into her homeroom just as the bell rang.


    Inside, the class resembled a madhouse. Joy imagined herself as the unfairly imprisoned Dr. Ingram in Peugeot’s story “The Asylum,” shuffling into the common room in his pajamas, overcome by the shrieks and babbling of the insane. These were the faces of the deranged, she thought, making her way to her desk—contorted and maniacal, reveling in madness.


    At the head of the pandemonium was Miss Keener and a tall bald man dressed all in black. Like a couple of heartless headshrinkers, they stood glibly comparing notes as the minds of their charges hung in the balance.


    Like her brother’s unlikely new friendship, the arrival of this man—a young, rail-thin fellow, the top of whose head brushed the door frame upon entering—had been yet another unexpected development that spring at Winsome Elementary, a place where the season of renewal normally washed over completely unnoticed, as far as Joy was concerned.


    “Everyone, I would like you to meet Murray,” Miss Keener had announced, gesturing to the spindly giant standing awkwardly at the front of the class. In his black sweater and slacks, he made Joy think of an international jewel thief, unmasked at last.


    At the introduction, the class had responded as usual with blank looks and silence.


    “Come on, kids!” cried Miss Keener. “You can show our friend here a bit more spirit than that!”


    “Helloooooo,” they’d then obediently droned.


    “Murray is a brave man about to embark on an exciting and rewarding adventure. Can any of you guess what?”


    With a challenge in the air, the standoffishness subsided somewhat as the class began scrutinizing the man from head to toe.


    “Is he off to explore someplace, like the Amazon jungle or the Arctic?”


    “Why would you say that, Marcus?”


    “Because of his big beard.”


    “That’s a goatee, moron,” Tyler had interrupted. “Is he a pirate? Pirates have shaved heads and goatees—and loads of tattoos, just like he has!” the boy added, pointing.


    “No, he isn’t a pirate or an explorer,” Miss Keener had said, laughing, as Murray self-consciously adjusted his sleeves. “In fact, he’s even more awesome than both of those put together!”


    Both doubting the possibility of such a thing and having reached the limit of their tolerance for guessing games, the class mutely awaited an answer.


    “Murray,” Miss Keener announced, inflating with pride, “is a teacher-in-training!”


    There was a universal groan of disappointment.


    “Oh, come on, people. Being a teacher-in-training means that one day, if Murray works really, really hard, he’ll get the chance to be a teacher, just like me!”


    If Murray had been irked by Miss Keener’s presumption that he was one day destined to become a teacher just like her, he hadn’t shown it. Instead he’d taken a bow as if he were a world-renowned stage actor facing uproarious applause instead of stony silence. “At your service, class!” he’d said with a salute.


    From her position, Joy was certain she spotted an entire world of inky snakes and skulls hiding up his sleeve.


    “The good news is that Murray here is joining us for the rest of the term. Which is great news for him, since he gets the chance to observe how a real teacher keeps a rowdy bunch like you interested in learning! Now be nice to him. One day Murray could very well be teaching your own kids, in this very room even . . .”


    A few weeks later, Murray had settled in, becoming an almost invisible fixture to the children. Joy now sat trying to hold up her collapsing eyelids, heavy after the pointless vigil in the attic. At the blackboard, Miss Keener wrote out math problems in flourishing strokes.


    Joy checked the clock again. She was awaiting the merciful release of silent reading time, the blissful period that came twice a week just before lunch when students were free to quietly read the book of their choice. For this magical half hour, Joy could escape the evil atmosphere of Winsome and soar off to some faraway imaginary place.


    Either that or fall asleep like everybody else.


    Joy was not about to bring her first-edition E. A. Peugeot to school, however, an environment brimming with both idiots and indelible markers. Instead, she usually borrowed something predefaced from the school library. This time she’d selected the thick novel Tubey Dave, partially for the cover, which featured a cool illustration of a great tentacled monster smashing a rowboat to splinters—now with a crude mustache drawn over it.


    Heralded as one of the world’s great literary classics, the novel chronicled the voyage of a crazed sea captain hell-bent on killing a legendary giant squid. Joy had found the story fairly engaging at first, but then came to an extremely ponderous chapter that recorded in excruciating detail the practices of the squid fishery. When silent reading finally began, Joy slouched forward over the open book, and within seconds of returning to the elaborate methods behind the harvesting of squid ink, drifted off into unconsciousness.


    “Oh, look, Tubey Dave!”


    Joy awoke with a jolt to find Miss Keener and Murray hovering above her. Checking her mouth for slobber, she quickly sat upright, faking an alert countenance.


    “Did I ever tell you that I grew up in Blackport?” Miss Keener said to Murray, ignoring Joy. “It’s the actual town where the author once lived. You must know him. Hubert Devlin? He’s one of the greatest writers of all time. He wrote mainly seafaring novels, but he also wrote a few epic poems about his pet cat. . . .”


    “The name doesn’t ring a bell, Marsha,” admitted Murray.


    Joy sat up stiffly as Miss Keener snatched the book away. After frowning at its vandalized cover, the teacher began leafing through it, losing Joy’s page.


    Joy was now fuming. What was it about being a child that caused adults to give you less consideration than a potted plant? She remembered the lecture her mother had given her when she had recently stormed through the front door in a similar fit of pique.


    “You need to learn to let things go,” Mrs. Wells had advised. “Do you know what Aristotle said about anger?”


    Joy had been in no mood for ancient Greek philosophy. She had borrowed her mother’s own answer whenever someone asked something she thought they should already know: “Is that supposed to be a rhetorical question?”


    However, something in the statement had made Mrs. Wells burst out laughing. “It is a rhetorical question actually!” she’d said. “Dear, if only you knew just how funny that is to a philosophy professor! Oh, I can’t wait to use that in the lounge. . . .”


    Arms folded, Joy had waited as Mrs. Wells had wiped away a tear, nearly taking out an eye with her long painted fingernails.


    “Anyway,” Mrs. Wells had continued, “Aristotle said that it’s easy to be angry. But to be angry with the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, and for the right purpose—that, on the other hand, is not easy at all.”


    As Miss Keener blabbed on, Joy wondered how her mother’s beloved toga-boy would have reacted to a couple of nimrods snatching a scroll out from under his face. “Blackport is a lovely old fishing village,” her teacher went on, “with a great beach and water almost warm enough to swim in. And do you like seafood?”


    “Deadly allergic, I’m afraid,” replied Murray.


    “Oh no, that’s too bad! Because I know this great place down in the old quarter that does the most amazing squid dishes you’ve ever tasted, each of which is named after a character in this book,” said Miss Keener, shaking the volume dangerously close to Joy’s head. “Actually, except for a few modern conveniences, the village has been almost completely preserved just as it was when the author lived there. My father couldn’t even paint his front door without the town council first approving the color! They even made Devlin’s house into a museum, where you can see his old desk and everything.”


    “Wow,” the tall man replied.


    “Have you read Tubey Dave yourself?”


    “I can’t say that I have,” he admitted.


    “No? Shame on you, mister,” said Miss Keener, poking him in the ribs. “Well, you really should, especially if you’re thinking about ever teaching at the high school level.”


    “I don’t know. High school kids scare me, to be honest.” Miss Keener let out a shrieking laugh as the heavy book landed with a thump on Joy’s outstretched hand. Knuckles throbbing, Joy tried nevertheless to close her tired eyes again as the two of them wandered off to disturb another classmate’s fleeting moment of peace. But she was kept awake by rage, an anger that even though aimed at the right person for the right reason, had no real purpose other than to deprive her of a few minutes of rest.
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    Running late for music class, Byron fished around the bottom of his school bag for his elusive recorder as Gustave waited, kicking the lockers and doing impersonations of their teacher Mrs. Whipple with a hilarious accent.


    Gustave had only just moved to Darlington, coming from a country where not only did fairies exist, he insisted, but they were also considered loathsome pests, with the duty of keeping their population under control falling squarely on the shoulders of young boys. According to Gustave, such were his skills with his trusty slingshot that he could take a fairy’s head off, four times out of five.


    Like the rest of the school, Byron didn’t know what to make of the boy’s stories but did find them very entertaining. When it came right down to it, anything was possible, since Gustave’s general appearance already suggested he came from another planet. Wearing a seemingly unlimited supply of colorful hand-knitted sweater-vests, Gustave had the whitest hair Byron had ever seen, with a bristly set of eyebrows that, other than up close, looked virtually invisible against his face.


    But most amazing of all, Gustave was completely fearless. He cared nothing of what anyone thought of him, flagrantly reveling in a world of his own without any concern for the consequences. Stalking around the playground, he had a sort of snarling self-possession that made Byron think of a mongoose thrown into a pit full of snakes—it wasn’t that Gustave thought he could take all of them down, but he knew he could take at least one, and that alone seemed enough to ensure his safety. Whether through natural-born courage or some sort of happy ignorance from operating in a second language, Byron wasn’t sure, but Gustave was nevertheless impervious to all taunts and threats.


    So it happened that the two of them became fast friends. Every lunch and recess, they could be seen together, cracking jokes and acting out their parts in a series of bizarre games. Gustave even shared Byron’s love of swords, although since he claimed to be a Viking directly descended from the court of King Forkbeard, he had to confess to being more of an axe-man. Even Byron’s retelling of last Halloween’s adventure with the bog fiend was accepted without the slightest look of disbelief, with the exception of Gustave’s obvious consternation that Byron had not slain the creature and made a lunch box from its hide.


    When Byron finally found his recorder wedged inside a folder, the pair took off to music class.


    “You’re late,” Mr. Star said crossly as they entered.


    Byron scuttled in as Mr. Star impatiently tapped his music stand with a pen. Gustave meanwhile did a pinwheeling strum on his recorder as if it were a wailing guitar before sliding to his seat on his knees.


    “Okay, that’s enough, thank you, Gustave,” said the music teacher, pulling at the top of his tight-fitting maroon turtle-neck. “Come on, guys, sit down. Let’s get this show on the road. The spring concert is coming up and we want to make our parents cry with pride next month, don’t we?”


    Byron cringed. He hated going onstage every year, sweating under the lights and being forced to do jazz hands like a bunch of performing seals.


    A classmate passed along a couple of sheets of music to the two boys as they took their seats. Looking it over, Byron saw it was another one of Mr. Star’s original compositions, this time something called “My Sweet, Sweet Winsome,” which after a four count the class began dutifully murdering.


    Out of the corner of his eye, Byron could see Gustave’s face turning bright red as he blew full force, abandoning one half of his grip in order to extend thumb, pinkie, and forefinger in what was apparently an internationally recognized sign of rocking out. Byron immediately cracked up, the beige plastic instrument trembling in his grasp until he saw Mr. Star glaring at them. But for some reason, Byron didn’t care. He was having fun, enjoying every minute of his school day.


    Leaning forward in his seat, Byron happened to glance over at Lucy Primrose. She was the love of his life, the strawberry-blond princess who had long ago stolen his knight’s heart. Caught up with his new buddy, he suddenly


    realized that he hadn’t even thought about her in weeks. Lucy, too, he saw, was laughing at Gustave’s antics. As


    her eyes met his, he jerked his head away, joining in on his


    friend’s flailing instead.


    “Both of you!” exploded Mr. Star. “The office—now!” Feeling like a star, Byron followed the still-rocking Gustave


    out of the music room.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 4


    With six levels and thirty glittering monster screens, Darlington Coliseum was the city’s largest multiplex cinema. Inspired by the giant amphitheaters of ancient Rome, its cavernous interior was made up of rings of ascending galleries, with fluted columns, plaster archways, and painted ivy completing the effect.


    It was there, in the central seating area of the lobby, opposite the concession stands, that Phipps sat wearing the expression of a hopeless slave awaiting the release of the lions. Pumping dance music and flashing plasma screens had given him another pounding headache. Squinting up at the crisscrossing escalators shunting streams of Saturday-afternoon moviegoers upward, he felt dizzy, suddenly realizing that if he didn’t get out of there soon, he was going to throw up.


    Grimacing, he turned back to his companion—a small boy, barely visible behind the large popcorn, large drink, and large chocolate bar he was struggling to consume. “You really don’t have to finish that, you know.”


    “But it’s a Trio,” the youngster replied, looking rather green. “It’s bad luck not to finish it.”


    Phipps looked back quizzically for a moment before remembering the boy’s ridiculous preoccupation with threes, an obsession that came, he understood, from the initials of his unfortunate name.


    “M-M-M—get it?” Morris M. Mealey had explained last week on their outing to the bowling alley. “Three m’s, all together.”


    “Mmm,” Phipps had answered, looking at his watch.


    Thankfully, it was one of the boy’s less publicly embarrassing eccentricities. His seemingly limitless quirks included a liberal use of hair oil and a penchant for snap-on bow ties. But then again, social oddities seemed to be the rule rather than the exception when it came to such children. The boy was gifted, Phipps had to admit. Possessing a grasp of city politics that exceeded even the mayor’s, Morris was like a miniature public servant manufactured in a lab. It was no accident that Morris had been the young genius behind the Misty Mermaid Water Park, a project of considerable potential whose development had been so unfortunately snuffed last year by a bunch of idiotic eco-activists. Phipps stared intently at the boy. What other brilliant ideas were stewing in that brain of his, hidden under that brutally combed helmet of hair?


    “Actually, wait a second,” said Morris. “Maybe I am going to be sick. . . .”


    “Please—stop eating that stuff!” Phipps snapped.


    “Sorry.” Morris pushed the bag to the edge of the table, hoping to keep his nose outside the blast radius of the pungent buttery topping. “I just didn’t want to look ungrateful in front of my Caring Chum.”


    Phipps’s eyes flashed. Caring Chum. It was amazing how two nauseating words could come together to create an altogether vomit-inducing descriptor. Nevertheless, the title was official. Phipps had become a trusted volunteer for the Caring Chums Network, a charitable organization providing adult mentors to emotionally needy children.


    Unfortunately, his particular charge was proving more than just needy—he was more like one of those eel-like creatures that stick to the underside of a shark. And it was beginning to look doubtful that the strange little boy would ever come through with another moneymaker to match the mighty Misty Mermaid.


    Suddenly finding himself counting m’s, Phipps looked at his watch and saw with horror that it was already four thirty. He’d planned to finally start clearing out his temporary home, the family’s old music shop, where dusty memories haunted him at every turn. But instead, he’d suffered through Timber!, the story of a talking beaver who manages to save a forest from a gang of crazed lumberjacks.


    At the end, Phipps had had but two words for the heartless loggers: rodent poison.


    And as if that experience hadn’t been painful enough, a hated face now suddenly appeared on the giant plasma screen opposite them in the lobby.


    “Something wrong?” asked Morris, noticing his mentor’s face twist as if he’d just accidentally bitten into a moldy lemon. Turning around, Morris looked up at the screen, where someone with bleached spiky hair and a leather jacket swanned up a red carpet with two statuesque models. “Hey look, it’s Teddy Danger!” the boy cried enthusiastically. “My father was a big fan, you know. Had all of his albums. He even got the circled exclamation mark, the Danger logo, tattooed right here just like Teddy,” he said, pointing to his tiny wrist. “Of course, my mother hated it and made him wear a watch in public, but—”


    “Teddy Danger is a talentless hack!” Phipps interrupted so vehemently that Morris knocked over his popcorn in fright.


    “Well, I’m sure his music isn’t your kind of thing,” replied Morris. “But among fans of punk music, he is The Ultimate Rebel.”


    Hearing the title of his hated old rival’s greatest hits album spoken aloud made Phipps’s face twitch. “Teddy Danger, the ultimate rebel?” he shouted. “The ultimate poseur, more like!”


    Shaken by the unexpected outburst, Morris kicked popcorn under his seat until he worked up the courage to ask, “What’s a poseur?”


    “A poseur is somebody who prances around pretending to be something they’re not,” his Caring Chum explained. “A pathetic fake. A ridiculous phony!”


    “I see,” replied Morris. “You mean that’s not his real hair?”


    “Who cares?” bellowed Phipps. “The fool’s been prancing around for twenty years pretending to be not only a rebel but an actual musician as well.”


    “Well, he got rich doing it at least,” pointed out Morris. “So he can’t be all bad.”


    “Believe me, he can.”


    “Hey,” cried Morris with sudden excitement. “Did anyone ever tell you how you sort of look like him? It’s pretty freaky actually. . . .”


    “We look nothing alike,” insisted Phipps irritably. “Now can we change the subject?”


    “If you want.”


    “Yes I do,” said Phipps. “Thank you.” He then recalled something he’d meant to ask the boy earlier. “Speaking of your father, I was thinking about something you said when we went for that little stroll after school. Do you remember? It was the time you explained how it was that Spooking girl who ruined our plans for the Misty Mermaid.”


    “Joy Wells,” said Morris, looking as if the mere utterance of her name caused him pain. “I still see her and her stupid face around school, and her dumb little brother is in my class.”


    “Yes, well, no point in dwelling on them,” advised Phipps. “But you’d mentioned something about your father having disappeared. . . .”


    Morris shrugged, yanking at his ear.


    “It’s all right, Morris. You can talk about it with me. Isn’t that what us . . . Caring Chums are for?”


    “I suppose so,” Morris replied hesitantly.


    “Now, if I recall correctly, you were of the opinion that he’d just run off somewhere, but your mother, on the other hand, believes he disappeared—as in literally vanished into thin air. . . .”


    “About my mom,” said Morris. “She can get weird things in her head sometimes. . . .”


    “I understand. But at the same time, I think it’s important that I know exactly what your mother believes, no matter how preposterous. For example, did your mother see your father vanish? If so, what happened? Was he gone in a flash or did he just sort of turn transparent and start fading away?”


    At the words, the color suddenly drained from the boy’s face. Perhaps he had gone too far, Phipps thought. But then Morris shouted, “Look out behind you!”


    The words had hardly registered before Phipps found himself being hauled over the back of his chair. As moviegoers leaped out of his path, he was dragged across the sticky lobby floor to the toilets, where he was finally lifted up by the front of his jacket. Only then, smothering in an enormous red beard, could he identify his huge leather-clad attacker.


    “Well, looky here, if it ain’t Mr. Pokerface!” spat a gigantic biker from the roadhouse. “So you like the movies, huh? Check out that one—it’s Coming Soon!”


    Phipps vaguely recognized the airbrushed actress an instant before slamming into the display case.


    “Now let’s go check out the snacks!” shouted the biker. Dragging Phipps over to a garbage bin, he began cramming fistfuls of thrown-away popcorn into his mouth. Choking on buttery topping, Phipps thought he was about to black out just as a pair of security guards emerged from the toilets.


    “Hey, what’s going on over there?” one of them asked.


    “Just goofing around,” answered the biker as Phipps turned blue in his grip. “With my bud here.”


    “Well, save it for outside, all right?”


    When the guards finally wandered off, the bearded biker delivered a punch to the stomach, causing Phipps to expel a hail of popcorn that nearly hit several innocent bystanders. Then, without another word, the man left. Brushing himself off, Phipps staggered back to the table, where Morris sat terrified.


    “Who was that guy?”


    Phipps tried to answer but began coughing as a hard kernel of popcorn lodged in his throat. “Him?” he finally replied, eyes watering. “Oh, just some union thug. The city workers are renegotiating their contract and think they can just bully us into a pay increase.”


    “He looked more like a big hairy biker to me.”


    Phipps forced out a laugh that turned into a hacking fit. “Unfortunately, Morris, we’ve seen a sad erosion to the practice of dress codes these days. Anyway, forget about it. It’s one of the uglier sides to politics, I’m afraid—nothing to be concerned about. We’re tabling a deal tomorrow that should take their blood off the boil.” He smiled at Morris, who appeared unconvinced. “Speaking of worrying, I should get you home before your mother calls out the army.”


    Morris followed Phipps as he skulked toward the elevators, checking the crowd for any sign of his assailant. In a crush of bodies, they rode down to the underground garage. Phipps ushered the boy briskly to the car, nervously looking over his shoulder. It was not until they pulled up in front of Morris’s home that he finally breathed a sigh of relief.


    “Well, I hope you had a good time today, Morris,” Phipps said, walking the boy up the path. “I sure did,” he forced himself to say.


    “Yes, Mr. Phipps. Thank you for everything. And remember, if there is any way I can ever help you, please let me know. I know I’m just a kid, but I’m a pretty smart one. Remember, I was the guy that came up with the Misty Mermaid idea. I can do it again.”


    “Well, keep them coming,” Phipps told him. “At City Hall our ears are always open to citizens, even the young ones.”


    “Really?”


    “Really.”


    “Because I actually do have an idea, if you have the time,” said Morris.


    Checking his watch again, Phipps opened his mouth to decline but suddenly noticed the moon face of Mrs. Mealey appear between the living room curtains, watching them both with suspicion. “Certainly,” he said, smiling broadly. “What is it?”


    “As I’m sure you know, Mr. Phipps, Healthy Planet Week is coming up next month.”


    “Indeed,” Phipps answered, even though it was news to him.


    “So my class has been working on some projects for it. The others are doing kid stuff, of course, like recycling cans and bottles and plastics.” The boy scowled. “You know, useless things that does nobody any real good. But not me,” said Morris, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “I’ve been thinking bigger!”


    “That sounds wonderful,” replied Phipps, fighting the urge to look at his watch.


    “Yeah. For instance, what do you think of this for an idea whose time has come: Instead of recycling a bunch of garbage, why not recycle whole buildings? I mean, take some totally useless dump and transform it into something totally amazing!”


    “We call that process ‘gentrification,’” explained Phipps. “And it’s a fine idea, except that here in Darlington, the whole place already came gentrified right out of the box. . . .”


    “I wasn’t thinking about down here,” replied Morris, his face twisting in horror at the very idea. “I was thinking about up in Spooking.”


    “That’s been one of my primary goals since joining the MacBrayne administration,” Phipps admitted irritably. “The problem is where to begin. The whole place could do with being knocked down, Morris, but there is no interest in building it back up. Without investors, the greatest idea in the world is worth nothing,” he explained dourly.


    “I know! That’s why you get the ball rolling with something good!” exclaimed Morris. “You pick a place that doesn’t need too much work but gets everyone thinking that they want to get in on the action too!”


    Phipps laughed. The boy, though bright, had clearly been watching too many home renovation shows lately. “Quite,” he told the boy, smiling thinly. “If only such an opportunity existed.”


    “What about the old mental hospital?”


    At the mention of the strange and mysterious facility that had remained hidden behind its high stone walls for as long as he could remember, Phipps found himself taken aback. “Spooking Asylum?” he replied with a frown. “And what would you ever know about it?”


    “Plenty,” the boy told him, shrugging. “I’ve been inside.”


    Instantly, Phipps felt his impatience at the boy’s endless chattering vanish. Stepping up onto the porch, he bent himself into a black-suited question mark. “How on earth did you ever get inside there?” he demanded in a lowered voice.


    “My father,” explained Morris. “He was a plumber before he disappeared, and he used to work up there sometimes.”


    Phipps listened carefully as the boy explained how one time while his mother was away visiting her sister, Mr. Mealey got called up to the asylum for an emergency. Not knowing the phone numbers of any babysitters, his father had been forced to take Morris along.


    “I was pretty scared,” he recalled. “I remember driving up the hill, past that horrible cemetery. But then when we got there, I remember the gates opening and our driving through this really high wall onto these huge grounds with lots of hedges and trees and fountains. There was a nurse pushing an old guy in a wheelchair across the grass, and I remember thinking how everything looked peaceful and beautiful.


    “Then this doctor met us. He told my father how some of the sinks had been acting up, and asked if my father could take a look.


    “But the weird thing was there was nobody there. We walked around and around and didn’t see a single other person.


    “When we were finished, the doctor was waiting for us out front. The nurse was still pushing the old man across the lawn. The doctor paid my father and that was it. We left.


    “But I kept thinking as we drove away how nice the place was, unlike the rest of Spooking, which I saw was run-down and ugly. I was even going to ask my father to take me there again, and it could be our little secret, and we could tell scary stories to my mother and laugh . . . but then he left, like I said.”


    The sudden intensity of his Caring Chum’s gaze made Morris shyly glance down at his feet. “Anyway,” he finished, “when I was doing my project in class, I kept thinking about that place, about what a waste it is. How somebody should take the thing over and, you know, recycle it.”


    “That does sound like an interesting project,” Phipps agreed. “And I most certainly appreciate your sharing it with me.”


    “You’re most welcome, Mr. Phipps.”


    “Morris, can I ask you a personal question?”


    “Sure. Fire.”


    “What was your father’s name?”


    “Douglas. Well, his friends called him Doogie.”


    “And do you know if your father came from Spooking, by any chance?”


    “Not a chance,” said Morris, making a face. “He was born in Darlington and lived here when it was still mostly fields and stuff.”


    “Ah,” said Phipps.


    “But my grandfather came from Spooking,” the boy admitted sheepishly. “He was a plumber too. I think that’s why my father got the job at the asylum.”


    Out of the corner of his eye, Phipps saw the curtains suddenly swing shut.


    “I think your mother is getting anxious,” he told Morris, ringing the doorbell. “Let’s talk more about this another time.”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 5


    Saturday night after dinner the Wells family retired to their cavernous sitting room to digest. There was a wintry chill about the house, and after much begging from the children, Mr. Wells pronounced it a suitable night to use up the remaining logs.


    The final fire of the season had become somewhat of a tradition around the household, always involving a game of some sort and the consumption of the expensive chocolate Mr. Wells received each Christmas at the office, kept out of reach in the cupboard above the fridge. Joy, pitting her considerable word-wits against her parents, sat rapt at the coffee table while Byron, rendered uncompetitive by his smaller vocabulary, lay by the fire drawing instead.


    “Is there such thing as a condo-million?” Byron asked, the left side of his face turning bright red from the heat of the flames as a forgotten piece of chocolate sweated on a plate beside him.


    “Don’t you mean ‘condominium’?” replied Mr. Wells, sitting back to admire the point value of his last play.


    “I don’t know. Whatever it is, Gustave says his family just moved into one.” While Byron didn’t want to doubt his friend’s word, he had also heard that back home Gustave’s family had lived in a giant hollowed-out tree and had a fox for a pet.


    “I’m sure your friend meant condominium, Byron, also known as a condo for short.”


    “Okay, but what is it?”


    “A condo is just a unit in a building, really, like an apartment,” explained Mr. Wells. “Each condo is owned by someone different, but the common parts, things like the yard and garden and stairwell, are all shared and maintained by everyone together.”


    “Sharing a yard and a stairwell?” replied Joy, squinting to read her tiles in the firelight. “Blech,” she said, both at the very idea and the rather uninspiring turn she’d just played.


    “Oh, I wouldn’t judge condos so hastily, Joy. What they might lack in privacy, they more than make up for in comfort and luxury. What would you say to having your own pool, for example? Or a hot tub perhaps?”


    “If I had to share it with half-naked neighbors, I’d say no thanks,” insisted Joy.


    “Well, I think you’re being a bit snobbish, really,” said Mr. Wells. “It actually might surprise you to know that you very nearly grew up in a condo. Your mother and I browsed quite a few before buying this house.”


    “Don’t listen to your father,” said Mrs. Wells. Having finished scoring Joy’s word, it was now her turn. “Condominiums are nothing more than overpriced little boxes. We were never seriously considering one.”


    “You are entitled to that opinion now, Helen, however I do think your memory is a bit fuzzy,” Mr. Wells said peevishly. “I, on the other hand, happen to agree with the view of many people these days: that a nicely appointed condominium is a great living space and is usually unequaled in both design and energy efficiency.”


    “Nonsense, Edward,” scoffed Mrs. Wells, her hand poised over the board as she considered her move. “Nowadays they don’t even try to match the quality of older houses. They just slap them up as fast as possible, using the cheapest materials available, and sell them off to suckers for maximum profit.”


    To judge by his glower, it was clear that Mr. Wells considered himself one such potential sucker. “Well, perhaps sometimes,” he conceded, “but there are many condos out there developed in reconditioned historic buildings that enjoy the best of both worlds.”


    “Historic buildings—in Darlington?” Mrs. Wells asked incredulously. She began shuffling her tiles again, to Joy’s annoyance. “Surely you’re joking. Besides the university, name a single building more than forty years old!”


    “I wasn’t referring to Darlington specifically.”


    “Well, you’re surely not referring to Spooking,” replied Mrs. Wells. “There’s not a single condo up here—thankfully, I might add.”


    “And what a shame that is,” Mr. Wells responded, irately shifting forward in his seat. “Because at least with co-ownership, there would be an actual budget available for sprucing up these tired old properties.”


    “If you’re talking about this house, Edward, there’s nothing wrong that a little plaster and paint can’t fix.”


    “Really. Shall I paint the leaky roof then? And plaster the noisy plumbing? And what about the flickering lights—perhaps some light sanding is in order?”


    “Is anyone still playing this game?” cried Joy.


    “All right, all right,” said Mrs. Wells, turning her attention back to the board.


    Joy, happy to put a pause to the ongoing argument, had to admit to being on her mother’s side on this. The so-called condo life did not appeal to her in the slightest, no matter how luxurious and energy efficient one could be. In fact, the very idea of having to share one’s home with a bunch of strangers sounded insane to her. Wasn’t it already hard enough to get along with people without co-owning property? How would anything ever get done, she wondered, simple things, like picking a color to paint the railing or figuring out whose turn it was to mow the lawn?


    Fortunately, those issues never came up at Number 9 Ravenwood Avenue, where most of the railing had fallen right off and now lay hidden in the unmowed lawn. But were those things ever undertaken, no consensus would be required.


    Nevertheless, hearing her parents continually argue over the house was becoming worrisome to Joy. Although tending to side with her mother on most home topics, Joy couldn’t help noticing the increasing number of deficiencies plaguing the house lately—little things, like how operating the microwave and a blow-dryer simultaneously caused all the lightbulbs in the dining room to explode. And how, against the law of gravity, the downstairs lavatory sometimes flushed directly into the upstairs bath. Could her father be right? she fretted. Without repair, could their house eventually become uninhabitable?


    Making Joy even more uneasy was what had happened to a house at the end of the street over Christmas: With a terrifying roar, the luckily vacant property had simply collapsed in on itself. Looking as if it had gotten on the wrong side of a giant monster from Japanese cinema, all that remained was a pile of bricks standing behind a SUN-BLEACHED FOR SALE sign.


    The incident had given Joy a new perspective on her beloved hometown. Previously, she had supported a hands-off approach to the management of Spooking, allowing the town’s character to flourish naturally without obstruction. But clearly things could go on this way for only so long. There was apparently a limit to pleasant decrepitude, beyond which complete and utter devastation licked its frothing chops. With the town now literally falling down around her, she realized that some sort of action would have to be taken to stop the place from becoming a pile of wood and rubble. But what? From what she’d seen down in Darlington, the usual remedy began with a bulldozer and ended with a monstrously ugly new condo development of the very sort both she and her mother so loathed.


    It was with this in mind that Joy found herself thinking about Miss Keener’s hometown of Blackport. Could it be true that an entire village could be preserved in tribute to a famous author who’d once lived there? Although usually disinclined to believe anything that came out of her teacher’s mouth, Joy couldn’t help seizing on her description of a town frozen in time to honor a celebrated old resident. Joy found herself daydreaming of a place where Peugeot fans could finally come together in celebration of the man’s wondrously dark imagination. There could be spooky tours and insightful museum exhibits; gift shops selling books, stationery, even T-shirts and mugs emblazoned with choice quotes from the master. But of course, everything would be classy and respectful in order to best attract his discerning fans.


    It was only too easy to imagine a similar status being granted to Spooking, where any changes not in keeping with its established character would become strictly forbidden. All that remained was to prove once and for all that Peugeot had haunted the streets of Spooking—a fact of which she was certain—and that the mysterious town was the major inspiration for his work.


    But for that to ever happen, Joy would need the right support. She would need to first convince her fellows at the E. A. Peugeot Society once and for all that Spooking was the long-lost home of Ethan Alvin Peugeot. And although she knew it would be a difficult task, it was a plan at least, and much better than sitting around waiting for the wrecking balls to come.


    With this vision for the future clear in her mind, Joy had decided to get straight to work that very weekend. But if her previous correspondence with the Society was anything to go by, she knew it would take more than just a few idle assertions scribbled on loose-leaf sheets to convince them.


    No, this time she would have to get serious. She would have to really build a case, accompanied by thorough and careful research—the very sort of research Joy was traditionally used to blowing off whenever it was required as part of a school assignment. But this was different, she told herself. This was to save Spooking.


    As the fire sputtered and popped, the Wells family played out the remainder of their game. On the floor, Byron nodded off over his drawing. With Mrs. Wells once again victorious, they packed away the pieces and headed off to bed. Joy lay awake, tossing and turning as she planned the bright future ahead for her cherished town. As the black tide of sleep lapped teasingly at her toes, her mind raced at the possibilities. The image of a statue of Peugeot materialized, his piercing gaze and sharp features cast forever in bronze, standing heroically outside a visitor center chronicling his legacy through a series of interactive exhibits not recommended for children under twelve. She pictured throngs of fans attending an annual Peugeot festival, complete with screenings and readings and treasure hunts in the park, and an army of gaunt men competing in the yearly look-alike contest. And finally, she saw a big parade, with people dressing up as creatures and monsters from his various works, tracing a route from the center of town, down the Boulevard, and along to the cemetery, where fireworks would light up the night, shaking the windows of sleepless Darlings with thunderous bangs.


    The next morning, Joy woke up feeling a bit groggy but nonetheless ready to start. There was no point including Byron, she decided, given his lack of apparent interest in hearing the end of “The Legend of the Ghost Cannons.” Like other visionaries, her endeavors would be solitary from now on.


    Finally feeling at peace with this reality, Joy got down to work. First, she began the laborious process of recording every setting in The Compleat and Collected Works. From festering bog to sprawling cemetery, from menacing mansion to dreadful asylum, Joy tightly crammed them all in tiny script onto a single sheet of paper.


    With the list securely fastened to a clipboard, Joy then began pounding the streets, matching up as many fictional places as possible to actual locations in and around the limits of Spooking. The buzzing swamp to “The Bog Fiend.” The crooked barn to “The Testimony of Wilbur Smyth.” The gloomy burial grounds to “What Crawled from the Crypt,” “The Hulking Terror,” and “Gravedigger’s Refrain.” And of course the terrifying psychiatric hospital featured in “The Asylum.”


    Of the many settings Joy cataloged that day, none left her quite so tremulous as Spooking Asylum, behind whose walls stood an unseen institution dripping with mystery and hideous possibility. In fact, were it not for its puffing chimneys and the chiming clock tower just visible from high atop the monkey bars opposite, Joy would have considered the property derelict.


    Joy’s only insight into the workings of mental asylums came courtesy of beloved author E. A. Peugeot, who’d written many stories set on their grounds. He wrote of a grim facility whose dark hours were counted by a clock tower suspiciously similar to the one in Spooking and where patients roamed white halls as brutish orderlies enforced their compliance by means of clubs and confinement. A place where callous doctors ruled, arrogant and inhuman, performing their barbaric treatments without the slightest regard for the unfortunate subjects in their care.


    And how amid the shrieks and cackles and cries, a stream of dark secrets issued—strange truths not spoken with sane tongues. It was these utterances that Dr. Ingram, Peugeot’s hero, sought within the high walls of the asylum. There on the wards, he dutifully recorded testimonies that the rest of the right-minded world dismissed as lunatic ravings, in the hopes of unraveling the terrifying puzzles that were his life’s obsession.


    That is, until the episode when he finally found himself among the wretched ranks of the inmates.


    “The Asylum” was one of Peugeot’s most famous stories, having been written shortly before the author himself vanished under mysterious circumstances. In the story, Dr. Ingram’s transformation from a tweed-suited paranormal investigator into a pajama-wearing patient came unexpectedly when he awoke to find himself strapped to a table. It was a scene that struck Joy with uncommon horror, as the bright eyes of other similarly restrained souls pored over his stricken form with open fascination.


    How she’d squirmed to imagine the previously unstoppable Dr. Ingram rendered so helpless in the grips of mere mortal men. Had he not repelled a horde of giant crazed rodents by the sole means of sheer grit and a stout cricket bat only the story before? How could such a thing have happened? she wondered. Like so many before him, had his mind finally snapped in the face of some unspeakable monstrosity?


    Desperate to find out, Joy had read on, but whatever presumed horrors had unhinged him were left entirely to the reader’s imagination. And few symptoms were detailed other than a sudden inability to speak and a facial tic.


    It was with some relief that she read of Dr. Ingram mercifully regaining his senses. Gradually over the course of the story, he uncovered a deplorable plot by the administration to perform some sort of surgical procedure on the patients’ brains, rendering them dull automatons used to supplement the asylum’s dwindling staff. In the fleeting seconds before his own skull was scheduled to be invaded, Dr. Ingram managed to free himself and stab one of his captors square in the eye with a syringe.


    Peugeot’s great hero then slipped off into the night, his adventures at an end owing to his author’s subsequent vanishing.


    Finished with her task, Joy stood above the very sewer grate through which her hero would have made his escape. The long cataloging process had revealed another unfortunate deficiency with Ms. Melody Huxley’s riding boots: they caused crippling heel blisters. Even with wads of tissues stuffed down them, it wasn’t long before Joy had found herself lurching around town like some survey-taking zombie. Ignoring both the pain and the obvious sense of going home to change into a pair of sneakers, Joy had pressed on stoically, taking her notes and photographs as each match was uncovered.


    Now, with the exhausting legwork finished, Joy began limping home. On the way, she passed Poppy, a little mouse of a girl almost always to be found in the park, awaiting playmates. Joy returned her enthusiastic waves before pressing on guiltily, too desperate for the merciful release of slippers to even think about stopping for a chat.


    Arriving home, Joy kicked off her boots and retired upstairs to begin compiling the staggering evidence she’d amassed. Using the ancient computer in the library, she printed her photos, which came out in pleasingly eerie amber tones owing to a malfunctioning ink cartridge. Then, with two furious fingers, she carefully typed up her notes.


    All that remained was to assemble it all into one heck of an eye-catching package. For this, Joy decided to take inspiration directly from a recent science assignment. Though the lightly researched work—“Planetary Apocalypse: Much Closer Than We Realize?”—had earned her only a C minus, Joy recalled how her choice of binder had been singled out for praise. With its faux-crocodile-skin cover, it was hard not to see why. So with the kind of sigh that always accompanied trashing the result of forty-five minutes of effort, Joy tossed the original contents, freeing up the three-ringer for its new purpose.


    Once the laborious process of hole-punching was complete and the sheets were assembled in the binder, the handsome document was ready to be sent. Jam-packed with proof, its contents included numerous photos and illustrations appended with informative callouts carefully printed in capital letters. Slipping it into the largest padded envelope pulled free from her father’s stationery cupboard, Joy wrote out the name of its distinguished recipient in large block capitals.


    
      
        
          MR. RICHARD STRANG

          PRESIDENT AND TREASURER

          E. A. PEUGEOT SOCIETY

        

      

    


    Her project complete, Joy’s satisfaction was only equaled by her mother’s suspicion as she regarded the hefty package her daughter insisted she mail off posthaste.


    “What on earth is in here?”


    “Oh, it’s just a study on the life and times of Ethan Alvin Peugeot,” she explained with a shrug. “Pictures, drawings, stories, that kind of thing. I’m submitting it to the Society.”


    “Really? Are you sure they welcome that sort of thing?” her mother said dubiously.


    “Why not?” answered Joy, feeling suddenly miffed. “The E. A. Peugeot Society is an organization whose mandate is both the study and celebration of the author’s work. It says so right at the top of every newsletter.”


    “I realize that, dear.”


    “Then what’s the problem?”


    “I just wish you hadn’t sealed it,” said Mrs. Wells. “I would have liked to have had a look at it first before you sent it off, that’s all.”


    “When it gets published, I’ll make sure you get an autographed copy,” Joy promised. Struggling to contain her rising fury at her mother’s line of inquiry, she went on the attack. “If it’s the postage you’re worried about, I can pay for it myself, you know. So what’s the big deal?”


    Mrs. Wells made a face. “I suppose I just wish you put as much effort into your schoolwork as you do with these little fancies of yours. If you did, I’m sure you’d be right at the top of your class. You’re a bright girl, Joy. I sometimes wish you’d show it off to the world instead of to some obscure literary society. . . .”


    Obscure? Joy thought angrily. This from the woman who regularly quoted the words of Xenophon and Aristophanes?


    However, after declining Joy’s pocket money, Mrs. Wells agreed to mail the package during her lunch break the next day. But the exchange had poured a stinking glass of bog water over Joy’s previously high spirits. Feeling sullen and miserable, Joy returned to her room, plucking her slumbering frog out of his aquarium for comfort. Fizz began jumping up at her to play, but Joy was in no mood. Joy kept him pinned by stroking him firmly across his clammy back, and he eventually settled down and fell asleep again.


    How dare her mother criticize her like that, Joy thought angrily. Especially her efforts at school. Her mother had no idea what it was like there, and obviously hadn’t listened to a single word Joy had said this past year. It didn’t matter how much work she put in, Miss Keener considered anything Joy touched a waste of her time. Or worse, that it was simply another sad attempt to get some attention from people. Making an effort wasn’t only pointless, it was downright humiliating.


    But what got on her nerves more than anything was the insinuation that she had no ambition in life. How utterly unfair—not to mention completely untrue!


    In fact, Joy had invested countless hours of classroom inattention into figuring out a pretty detailed plan for herself. For instance, much like her mother, she would take a faculty position at the university when she grew up. But unlike her mother, instead of plumbing the modest depths of an already exhausted field of study, she would pursue an entirely new and exciting discipline! As founder and chairwoman, Joy planned to head up what would become known as the Institute of the Unexplained. Along with a crack team of investigators—and Byron, if he had apologized by then—she would jet around the globe, fearlessly delving into supernatural phenomena wherever they occurred. And rake in an absolute fortune in speaking fees!


    Oh, and she’d probably teach a few classes, she supposed.


    Closing her eyes, Joy could already see herself sitting comfortably in her wood-paneled office, cluttered and book-strewn, poring over thick volumes with her glasses perched on the end of her nose. With long, painted fingernails, she’d flick through the stacks of data produced by specialized instruments of her own design, until the hovering presence of her waiting daughter began annoying her to the point where she’d proclaim that she could no longer work. Didn’t the kid have some homework to do or something?


    The image was suddenly more chilling than anything spawned from the diabolical imagination of E. A. Peugeot. It was one thing to aspire to the same things as her mother, but it was quite another to actually become her. The prospect filled Joy with dread unlike anything else she’d experienced.


    And yet she was not sure why.


    After all, she loved her mother. Mrs. Wells was the smartest person she’d ever met, and almost certainly the most beautiful. Joy fairly burst with pride just sitting in her mother’s paneled office on campus, poring over the various certificates and diplomas that adorned her walls. But despite Joy’s admiration, despite the undying affection for the woman who’d given her life, who had soothed her fevers and kissed her forehead, most days she now felt like they were enemies, forced into an uneasy cease-fire that could dissolve into all-out war at any moment.


    Once such a thing had started, Joy wondered, was it possible to reverse it? To turn things around before it was too late? She had no idea.


    Joy picked up Fizz, who—no doubt dreaming of flies— twitched before snapping at the air with a snort. Gently placing him back in his aquarium, she leaped onto her bed. Sitting cross-legged, she opened The Compleat and Collected Works to its red ribbon marker and began to read.


    
      
        
          
            The easy victory was clearly disappointing for the mercenaries. Foaming with unspent violence, they bound the men of the garrison and dragged them to the walls. With pointed teeth, they cackled, wheeling their cannons into position and aiming their blackened muzzles at the poor wretches’ heads.


            Rushing forward, we begged them to show mercy, but our pleas were drowned in laughter as we were dragged back. Black powder was packed as the heavy iron balls were stacked at the ready. Our cowardice gave us wing, and like a flock of panicking pigeons, we turned, ready to effect our escape.


            Except for Fairfax, who paused beside a lantern burning bright in the darkened fort.


            Furious, I shouted at him: “Hurry, you fool! Otherwise they will bring us to the wall and kill us too as traitors!”


            The overturned lantern smashed and the straw burst into flame, burning straight toward the strewn powder kegs. But even as we shut the tall gates behind us, the sickening game continued to distract the brutes.


            There came a blast, and within an instant, others in quick succession as the kegs of powder exploded. Their despicable mirth was silenced, and the cries of terror redoubled. Within a minute the entire fort was in flames.


            We turned to flee.

          

        

      

    


    Joy paused. What a shame it was that she’d not been able to find any harder evidence in Spooking surrounding “The Legend of the Ghost Cannons”—referencing such an important and notable story would have almost certainly secured the Society’s interest. Perhaps she should have waited to try to record the sound of their blasts, at the very least. If she got lucky, perhaps she could simply forward them on as an addendum?


    Thinking again about the package, Joy suddenly felt uncertain. Would a few blurry photographs and scribbled notes really be enough to convince the Society of her theory? After all, she seemed hardly able to even convince her own brother, much less an association of serious literary scholars.


    Feeling a flutter in her stomach, Joy returned to the story.


    
      
        
          
            Blocking our path was the mysterious stranger, the one who’d overcome his mortal injuries. He now sat high upon a cart pulled by a restless team of ash black horses. Our deed flaming behind us, we cringed in fear, expecting him to level a pistol and murder us.


            But instead he just smiled evilly in the fiirelight. Well done, he told us, showing us our payment: great heaps of gold, in such quantity as none of us had ever seen. Coins and bars, gleaming in the tower of flames.


            All of it was ours to spend, but for one sack of coins.


            This was for the mercenaries, the man explained, of whom we were now in command. It held ten years pay, which he was advancing—in thanks, he said, for relieving him of his terrible burden. But after this period, they would require a retainer of two pieces of gold, each year on this day. Fail, he warned grimly, and run afoul of their cannons like the fallen friends we had so easily betrayed.


            At his words, the fort’s great timber wall gave way, crashing down in an explosion of sparks. Startled, we turned, our questions still unanswered. The horses began to whinny awfully, chilling us to the bone even as burning ash began raining down upon us.

          

        

      

    


    Frantically chewing a length of her sunny blond hair, Joy stopped reading. Just then, she heard a noise outside her window—an animal noise, high-pitched and terrifying.


    Despite her thudding heart, Joy quickly turned out her light. She then slipped off her bed and began creeping across the darkened room to her window.


    Under the amber streetlight stood the source of the mewling.


    “Stupid cat,” Joy growled before heading, disappointed, back to her bed.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 6


    It was a bright afternoon. Beneath the clear blue sky Phipps waited. The black car’s engine growled as he glared through the windshield at the ironwork lettering above the gates.


    SPOOKING ASYLUM FOR THE INSANE.


    It was a distastefully demeaning name, he knew, dating back to days when the mentally ill were shunted out of sight and indefinitely imprisoned. Then they had been called lunatics, in the belief that their behavior was somehow influenced by the moon.


    Still, even with the notion discredited today, Phipps had to admit to having more than once felt the moon’s unhinging effects as Spooking Cemetery was bathed in its pale blue light. But what was sanity these days, anyway, he wondered? It seemed to be the willingness to follow a few basic rules: Avoid making a public nuisance of oneself; never laugh loudly at things no one else can see; never enter into heated debate with an invisible partner; never sit and sob when things seem perfectly fine.


    Otherwise anything goes, he thought.


    A private psychiatric hospital, Spooking Asylum had remained hidden behind its tall walls for as long as Phipps could remember. He recalled as a boy how he’d burned to know what went on inside a place where terrible shrieks and bawls broke the silence of night. He’d once even managed to climb the wall, finding a section with a few handholds in the otherwise smoothly laid stone. But his vision had been obscured by the thick hedges beyond, backlit and black in the moonlight, and any further entrance was deterred by a line of cruel-looking spikes whose inward curl would have prevented exit.


    Otherwise, he had seen inside the asylum walls on only one other occasion—from the very position in front of the gates where he now sat in his monstrous black car. It had been some twenty-five years earlier. Then he’d been acting in a professional capacity—picking up a body as part of his job at Spooking Funeral Services. It had struck him as odd that he had never been called out to the asylum before. Surely a facility like a mental asylum would produce more than its fair share of lifeless vessels bound for the ground.


    But any questions remained unanswered. The burial crew had not been allowed entry to the grounds. Instead a doctor had opened the gates to reveal an unvarnished coffin that had been left sitting just inside on the gravel drive. As the doctor stood tapping his stethoscope impatiently against his palm, Phipps and the others had carried the coffin around to the back of the waiting hearse. Then, without a word, the doctor had closed the gates. They had driven the short journey to the cemetery, and there, with neither service nor mourners, they’d buried the remains of Archibald Fairfax, date of birth unknown, or so it said on the modest granite marker.


    Mounted on a post was an intercom box with a numbered keypad below. Rolling down the window, Phipps pressed the red button below the speaker. After a couple of minutes had passed, he pressed it again.


    “Who is it?” someone responded finally, the speaker crackling with the sharp tone.


    “My name is Mr. Octavio Phipps,” he answered, the car’s snarls causing him to shout. “I work for the mayor’s office.”


    “You’re who, from where?” a woman’s voice answered with undisguised suspicion.


    Switching off the ignition, he shouted again at the box. “Mr. Phipps, from the mayor’s office! City of Darlington!”


    There was a pause—long enough for Phipps to begin wondering if he would receive a response at all.


    “What do you want?”


    “I would like to meet with the administrator, if I may,” he replied.


    “This is a psychiatric hospital, sir, home to dangerous patients. We can’t just open the gate to anyone. You need an appointment.”


    “I appreciate that. However, I’ve been calling your main number all week and there is never any answer.” Phipps stared at the box, waiting for a response. “Hello?” he finally called out.


    There was a sudden bang as if the telephone on the other end had been dropped. Thinking he’d been hung up on, Phipps cursed in frustration and reached for the ignition. Just before he turned the key, the speaker crackled to life again.


    “Hello?” It was a man’s voice. “This is Dr. Warshaw, the hospital administrator, speaking. How can I help you?”


    “My name is Mr. Phipps. I work for Darlington City Council, in the mayor’s office.”


    “Ah.”


    “I realize I don’t have an appointment, Doctor, however I was wondering if I could come in and have a word with you.”


    “From the mayor’s office, you say?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “One moment,” the man said. There was another brief silence. “We usually insist on an appointment,” the voice continued, “however, as our phone has been out of order, perhaps we can make an exception. If you could just please stand by for a few minutes while we make sure the facility is properly secured, then we will open the gate.”


    “Certainly,” replied Phipps, relieved to have finally spoken to someone of authority. He sat in the car, unconsciously reproducing a familiar beat as he drummed impatiently on the dashboard. Annoyed to recognize it as one of his own numbers from the Black Tongs, he folded his arms and waited.


    About five minutes later came the groan of ancient mechanics. Seeing the gates begin to tremble, Phipps started up the car, watching as the thick steel barrier swung open to reveal an expanse of lush, inviting greenery beyond.


    Phipps rolled up the broad drive, marveling at the hedgerows and trees and wildflower gardens. He passed an intricately carved cedar pergola, a gigantic pond, and a menagerie of topiaries trimmed into animal shapes.


    Then the institution itself appeared, a huge complex with a tall central building and lower wings that extended off each side. Its dark red bricks appeared to be in perfect condition, as if the very ravages of time itself had a somehow diminished effect within the walls.


    In short, Spooking Asylum was the most stunning property Phipps had ever seen. His head swimming at its potential, he fought to keep on the road as he craned his neck, taking it all in.


    Out front, a small group awaited him on the steps. Seeing no other vehicles, Phipps pulled up into what looked like a suitable parking area nestled alongside a set of outbuildings. He got out, giving an appreciative glance at an ornate fountain that bubbled and spouted merrily as he crossed the immaculate pebbled approach to the main building.


    There were three people, Phipps now noted. The first was a nurse, it appeared, judging from the triangular hat and outdated uniform. She wore heavy cat’s-eye glasses and her salt-and-pepper-colored hair was pinned into a shape that resembled a hornet’s nest. In front of her, an old man sat in a wheelchair with a terrycloth bathrobe wrapped around his checked pajamas.


    The third person struck Phipps as uncannily familiar—a man in a white coat with a stethoscope dangling around his neck, his hair snow white, wearing wire-rimmed sunglasses with square black lenses. Phipps was instantly certain it was the same man he’d met at the gates so many years ago, looking not a day older than he remembered.


    “Hello there!” the man called to Phipps. “I’m Dr. Warshaw, administrator of the facility. What did you say was your name again?”


    “Mr. Phipps.” He shook the doctor’s outstretched hand, staring incredulously. “We’ve met before, I think.”


    “I shouldn’t think so,” Dr. Warshaw answered.


    “It would have been a very long time ago,” Phipps clarified.


    “Hmm, I still doubt it,” replied the doctor. “To be honest, my work has kept me confined to these grounds for what feels like an eternity. This is my assistant, Nurse Pinch,” he said, changing the subject, “to whom you were speaking earlier.”


    “How do you do?” asked Phipps.


    The nurse did not answer but instead smirked as if prodded to do so by spear point.


    “And this is Mr. Crozier,” said Dr. Warshaw, gesturing to the figure in the wheelchair.


    The old man turned from admiring a robin to look at Phipps. His lap was covered by a woolen blanket, on which he clutched a leather satchel containing an object about the size of a football.


    With a thin smile, Phipps returned the man’s inquiring gaze. “Hello there,” he said as if to a child. “What’s inside the bag?”


    “My friend’s face,” he snapped bitterly, “if you must know.”


    “Now there, Mr. Crozier,” chided the doctor. “We were just about to take our friend here out for some air, actually,” he explained. “This stuffy old hospital can make one sleep one’s whole life away. . . . Won’t you join us? We could give you a tour of the grounds, and have a chat.”


    “I don’t see why not.”


    As they began walking, Phipps craned to look up at the clock tower, whose tall shadow fell across their path.


    “Isn’t she glorious?” the doctor asked. “She runs a bit slow these days, but we tend not to obsess over time here at Spooking Asylum.”


    “Most impressive,” agreed Phipps. “As is the whole property.”


    “We do our best to maintain it. The institution has operated from these grounds for some hundred and fifty years. It would be a shame to let it go to seed now. These lower buildings are our two functioning wards,” said the doctor. “That’s the men’s ward, and the women’s ward is over there, although at present we have no female patients. To the rear are our hothouse, gymnasium, and the swimming pool.”


    “It has a pool too?” replied Phipps gleefully, unable to contain himself.


    “Off-limits, I’m afraid, as it is currently undergoing maintenance. But yes, otherwise our facility has everything to keep our patients fit, both physically and mentally. It is our belief that patients can be cured only if offered the highest quality of life along with the most private of settings, away from the judgments and prejudices of the outside world. That’s why we are generally so reluctant to open the gates, as you discovered. Except for a few delivery people and tradesmen, we remain pretty much closed to the outside world.”


    “What about the patients?” asked Phipps, looking around for any sign of one. “Surely they must get visitors. Family, friends . . .”


    “With diminishing frequency, I’m afraid,” the doctor replied gravely. “As I’m sure you know, society tends to fear those of unwell mind. The afflicted are seen as burdens, their condition viewed with suspicion and shame. No, for most of our guests, the staff are now their sole remaining friends and family.”


    “But you do welcome new patients, I assume. If they pay your fee, of course.”


    Phipps could not help noticing that there was something in his statement that made even the old man in the wheelchair bristle.


    “That depends, of course,” replied the doctor after a slight pause.


    Phipps was about to press the doctor on the subject but was distracted by an outbuilding that came into view. Hidden in the trees, it looked ancient, half-consumed by fire. “What on earth happened there?” asked Phipps, staring at the burned-out shell.


    “Oh, long ago we used to house our more seriously disturbed patients in that ward. It was gutted in a calamity and unfortunately we’ve never repaired it.”


    “Really? How long ago was that?” asked Phipps, noting the considerable overgrowth.


    “Over a century ago, I should think.”


    Phipps stopped. “Oh, when you said you’d once housed patients there, I thought you meant during your administration.”


    “No, no, no—of course not,” replied the doctor as the nurse flashed him a look. “When I said we, I of course was referring to Spooking Asylum, which has a long, storied history of which we feel very much a part. That is all. Perhaps you would like to see something a bit more modern, with a tour of the interior?”


    They returned to the main building, where the nurse separated from them briefly to push Mr. Crozier up a ramp. Inside, Phipps marveled at the stunning entranceway before being led into an area known as the Men’s Ward West. Painted in crisp whites and mint greens, the ward was flooded with sunlight, an important feature, Dr. Warshaw pointed out, for cultivating a sense of well-being.


    “And here we have an examination room where we can provide day-to-day medical care,” said the doctor.


    “What’s that for?” Phipps inquired, pointing to a large, ominous-looking metal table atop which a system of thick belts and heavy white mesh appeared to be attached.


    “That’s a restraining device for patients who become too excitable,” explained Dr. Warshaw. “Though I must insist we have little cause to use it these days, sometimes it is a necessary measure to stop an individual from injuring themselves.”


    “I see.”


    “This way,” said the doctor, continuing down the hall. The group then returned to the lobby before Phipps was directed out onto the front steps.


    “Now, is there anything else we can help you with?” asked the doctor. “I don’t wish to appear rude, but with our small staff, we’re kept quite busy, as you might imagine.”


    “Of course you are,” agreed Phipps. “However, as a matter of fact you can help me. You see, I have a cousin who has been rather unwell lately, and as it happens I’m currently looking for a suitable facility to treat him.”


    “Ah,” replied the doctor, frowning. “Unfortunately—”


    “And I’ve seen quite enough frankly!” Phipps interrupted. “It’s obvious you are doing remarkable work here. Simply remarkable! How inspiring to know such care is available in this day and age!”


    “We appreciate the praise, however—”


    “Now, when can I admit him? Hold on—I will first need to consult with my aunt and uncle. But not to worry! I’m certain they will be most pleased with the quality of care offered. They are quite wealthy, I should mention, and more than able to cover whatever sort of fees are involved. The important thing is my poor cousin’s health, you understand. Sometimes all it takes is just somewhere to rest for a while away from the stresses of society. Wouldn’t you agree, Doctor?”


    “I—”


    “So let’s leave it there for the moment. And please don’t worry about the city inspection. My report will be glowing, I assure you. Shut you down? I wouldn’t think of it! I’m more than happy to overlook a few silly code violations when such admirable work is being done.”


    “Thank you,” the doctor replied stiffly. “And we look forward to meeting your cousin, of course!” he added, contorting his white lips into a smile.


    “Of course,” agreed Phipps. He turned and headed toward his car.


    “Please pass on my regards to Mayor Adams,” the doctor called after him. “I presume the old salt is still running the show down at City Hall?”


    Phipps shot the man a look over his shoulder. “Pardon me?” He unlocked the car. “Our administration is currently headed up by Mayor Mungo MacBrayne. . . .”


    “Ah, of course it is,” replied the doctor hurriedly. “A good man, I hear—nice to know the town is in competent hands. Now, if you would just wait down by the front gates, we will let you out. Good day to you, sir.”


    “Good day.”


    Phipps drove the length of the sun-dappled drive to the gates, once again taking in the breathtaking grounds. It was even better than described. Good work, young Morris, he thought, remembering how he’d arranged to meet his young charge in the park in less than an hour. For once, he was even looking forward to it.


    Phipps drew up to the gates. Again, he admired how beautifully the facility’s name had been rendered in ironwork, from this side reading:


    ENASNI EHT ROF MULYSA GNIKOOPS


    It was then the name came to him.


    Darlington Heights Luxury Spa and Resort.


    The only obstacles standing in its way were three bumbling fossils stupidly operating the place like a lunatic asylum.


    With a whir, the gates began drawing back. He pulled out onto the broken pavement of the Boulevard. There should be no problem getting rid of them, he thought. Not if he could plant a spy in there, someone he could not only trust but who was familiar with the inside of a mental institution.


    And he already had the perfect candidate.
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    Joy and Byron stood outside the school among the small group of puzzled Spookys.


    “Where’s the bus?” Byron finally asked.


    It was a good question. Except for the day after it smashed into Mr. Phipps’s car last November, the corroded yellow bus had never failed to appear. “I don’t know,” replied Joy, jostled by the rush of students exiting the side door of the school. “Cutbacks?”


    Just then Principal Crawley emerged. “Can I have the attention of everyone waiting for the Spooking bus?” he called over their heads. “Due to circumstances beyond my control, I’m afraid it won’t be picking you up today.”


    There was a gasp from the small throng.


    “Those of you who can make other arrangements are free to do so; however, all other students must accompany me to the gymnasium, where we will try to work out some sort of alternative transport.”


    Joy’s blood turned to crimson slush. The gym? Why, she’d only just left it, having suffered through a painful hour of vaulting under the direction of the sadistic Mr. Hardy. There was no way she could go back!


    Byron turned in shock as Joy snatched a mobile phone from the hands of a passing Darling.


    “Hey, that’s my phone!” cried the boy, who was no more than seven.


    “It’s an emergency,” said Joy. “Plus, don’t you know radio waves aren’t good for developing brains?”


    “Give it back!” the boy shouted, leaping up at her.


    Fending him off with one hand, Joy attempted to work the tiny buttons with the other. After a short struggle, she successfully connected herself to the university.


    “Professor Wells, please,” she said.


    “Hello?” came the reply.


    “Mom, the bus broke down or something—we’re stranded at school!” she shouted.


    “Don’t get all hysterical,” her mother replied. “I’m just finishing up here and I can pick you up in a half hour. Okay?”


    Joy sighed with relief. “Great. But can you meet us by the bridge in front of the park? Otherwise they’re going to stick us in the gym.”


    “Wherever you want, dear.”


    Smiling, Joy hung up. She handed the phone back to the red-faced boy, who glared at her as if she’d returned his pet mouse dead. “It’s covered in Spooky germs!” he seethed before stomping away.


    “Now let’s get out of here,” Joy said, pulling Byron by the loop on his backpack.


    A pristine sea of cut grass, the park sat just by a bridge spanning the mighty Wiskatempic. It featured a baseball diamond and a soccer field, as well as tennis courts and tall plastic play structures surrounded by sweet-smelling cedar mulch.


    “Look, there’s Gustave!” cried Byron at the distant sight of Gustave’s white hair flaring like a match in the afternoon sun. “Can I go play with him?”


    “I don’t know,” said Joy. “I told Mom we’d wait for her near the bridge.”


    “C’mon, Joy, you know she’s always late. . . . Besides, I never get to play in this park. It looks cool.”


    “Oh, all right. Just don’t leave the play area.”


    “I won’t, I promise.”


    Byron tore off to surprise his friend, leaving Joy standing alone by the road. It was still hot out, she noticed, wiping sweat from her forehead. She spotted a nearby bench and sat down to wait for the unmistakable sound of screeching tires that signaled her mother’s approach.


    Joy watched Byron sneaking around the base of a giant plastic structure, waiting for a moment to attack the unsuspecting Gustave. Besides a few obvious slides and rings, most of the play area’s other climbing equipment were completely foreign to her. Compared to the edged metal and splintered boards of Spooking Park, everything about these attractions looked safe, as if the only way to hurt yourself was by running the course with a pair of scissors in your fist.


    Joy yawned, turning back to the road.


    Just then a person came into view, a short figure backlit by the bright sun. A boy was walking toward her in a pair of white shorts and a cable-knit white cardigan. His oiled black hair sprang out from under a terrycloth headband. The enormous racket tucked under his arm threatened to trip him as he attempted to carry five tennis balls without a tube. It was with some surprise that Joy suddenly recognized him just as a few of the balls escaped his grasp and came bouncing toward her.


    “Stop those!” shrieked Morris. “They’re professional quality!”


    Joy did nothing, instead watching with amusement as the three balls bounced into the road and rolled into a sewer drain as if sucked in by some high-powered vacuum.


    “For crying out loud!” cried Morris, whirling to face her. “Oh, it’s you,” he sneered. “Shouldn’t you be back at the circus, getting ready for the show with the rest of the freaks?” He threw his remaining balls and racket onto the grass before getting down on all fours to examine the drain.


    “And miss seeing a shrimpy-pants like you playing tennis?” Joy snorted. “I don’t think so.”


    “You’ve got a smart mouth,” he said, his words echoing back from the fetid depths of the sewer. “I forgot. I wonder what kind of smart stuff you’ll have to say once the city’s newest plan for your stupid town gets going. . . .”


    The smirk vanished from Joy’s face. In spite of his unpleasant qualities, Morris did not seem like a liar. “And what plan might that be?” she asked flatly, in the hopes of hiding her rising alarm.


    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” replied Morris, suddenly popping up. Grinning, he held up a smeared tennis ball as if it were a giant ruby produced from a treasure chest. His white cardigan sleeve was now streaked with black filth. “It got stuck on some sticks,” he explained.


    “Oh yeah?” snarled Joy, picking up the boy’s racket. “Well, either you tell me what’s planned for Spooking, or your racket is getting stuck on some sticks at the top of that maple tree.”


    “Hey-hey-hey!” shouted Morris. “Put that down!”


    “No, you little fink. Not until you tell me.”


    “It’s not mine! Put it down!”


    “Tell me!”


    As Morris began shrieking, a car roared up—a long black car whose gigantic engine rattled Joy’s molars and caused birds to take flight. The sun glinted off its chrome grille and Joy stumbled back, blinded by the glare. Nevertheless, as the engine ground angrily to a halt, she had absolutely no doubt who would get out.


    “Morris,” boomed Mr. Phipps, “I thought I told you not to lend that racket to anyone.”


    The long, lean frame of Joy’s mortal enemy suddenly blocked the piercing light and her vision returned. But instead of the dark suit that loomed so clearly in her nightmares, the man was dressed in white like the little toady jumping up at his hip. Below his shorts, two bony knees jutted from a pair of sickly white legs, as above a pair of tattooed arms dangled, one carrying a gym bag. Joy stepped back, raising the racket instinctually in defense.


    “I didn’t lend it to her!” protested Morris shrilly. “She stole it and was threatening to throw it into a tree!”


    Phipps leaned forward and snatched the racket away. “Now, my little Spooking friend, you’ve always been a bit meddlesome, but I never figured you for a bully.” Phipps noticed Joy eyeing him in disbelief. “Is there something amusing about my outfit, young lady?”


    “No.” Joy gulped. “I guess I just never pictured you—”


    “As a tennis player?” asked Phipps, raising an eyebrow haughtily. “I have many better secrets. Next time you’re up on the Boulevard, have a look at that square of concrete just off the playground in Spooking Park. That was a full hard court once upon a time, one on which my partner Audrey and I never met our equals.”


    Joy shivered to think how often she and Byron had played their own innocent ball games on the very spot, never once suspecting that such evil had once occupied the same space, playing mixed doubles.


    “Now, tell me: Why on earth would a girl of your age pick on a harmless little boy and nearly lose me a piece of valuable sports equipment?”


    “She was threatening me,” Morris explained. “She was trying to make me tell her.”


    “Tell her what?” asked Mr. Phipps.


    A look of fear washed over Morris. His eyes flicked to Joy and back at Mr. Phipps. “Nothing,” he answered quickly. “It wasn’t important.”


    “Whatever it was, I’m sure it was none of the young lady’s business,” said the tall man, adjusting his white knit vest. He gave Joy a final glare before a sudden screeching sound interrupted them. At the sound of crunching metal, everyone whirled around in fright.


    Mrs. Wells climbed out of the family station wagon, which was now buried in the trunk of Mr. Phipps’s black car. “My bad!” she called out to the man in tennis whites. “I must have hit an oil patch or something,” she added, fluttering a pair of mascara-coated eyelashes.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 7


    Despite a quick repair involving the experienced application of plastic zip ties by Mrs. Wells, the hurtling station wagon was dragging its front bumper as it roared up the crooked road toward Spooking.


    “What a nice man,” hollered Mrs. Wells over the screeching. “The last time I hit an oil patch like that, I practically got my head screamed off. But what can you do? Like the nice man said, accidents happen.”


    “The nice man?” cried Joy from the passenger seat. She’d been staring out the window at the cloud of sparks, wondering if there was any way they could possibly ignite the gas tank. But now, hearing her mother sing Mr. Phipps’s praises, she almost welcomed the possibility. “You have got to be kidding me!” Joy shouted over the noise at her beaming mother. “Mother, he is a total jerk!”


    Something tore off the car with a metallic snap and the interior suddenly fell into relative quiet.


    “Now, that’s rather harsh,” said Mrs. Wells, her voice remaining loud. Turning to look at her daughter rather than the hairpin turn they were rapidly approaching, she scoffed. “You don’t even know the person. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s your complete prejudice against anyone athletic showing through.”


    Hearing her own mother come to the defense of her nemesis was too disturbing for words, Joy thought. But even creepier was how easily her mother had disarmed him using an onslaught of shameless flirtation. Flashing perfect white teeth and ruby red lips, Mrs. Wells had not only instantly neutralized his anger but had somehow transformed him into a groveling idiot who began inexplicably blaming himself.


    “No, no, it’s completely my fault,” Mr. Phipps had insisted, bounding up to Mrs. Wells like a puppy with a slobbery slipper. “I shouldn’t have parked there in the shade. It was both reckless and stupid.”


    “Well, I suppose it is a bit of a blind spot,” Mrs. Wells had agreed. Looking at the damage, she’d sighed. “Still, I feel awful,” she’d told him, smoothing out her pencil skirt and tossing back her hair.


    “Never mind. I happen to know a great body. A great body shop, I mean.”


    Joy had stared in horror as Mr. Phipps, introducing himself as the mayor’s assistant, promised to immediately erect a no parking sign to prevent any future such incidents. He’d then handed Mrs. Wells a fancy-looking card embossed with the despicable City of Darlington logo, which Mrs. Wells had cheerfully deposited into her handbag.


    “I do too know him, Mother,” Joy corrected, queasily remembering how the contaminated object was now accompanying them home. “I know plenty about him.” She shot a disgusted glance down at her mother’s bag lying at her feet under the dash. Weren’t some kinds of insanity infectious? Joy wondered, imagining the bag writhing with dreadful germs. She wasn’t sure.


    “You know him? Really?” replied Mrs. Wells, turning for a moment before narrowly avoiding a plummet down a rocky chasm. “How did you ever meet someone that important?”


    “He visited our school once last year,” Joy explained. “With his fat goof of a boss.”


    “Oh, how lucky for you.”


    “Lucky?” cried Joy. She winced as they just missed a cavernous pothole at the crest of the hill. “Mother, you’re acting like you have a crush on him!”


    “A crush? On Mr. Phipps? How ridiculous, Joy, I’m a married woman!”


    “Then knock it off!” shouted Joy. “Please!”


    “He did have a nice smile, though,” observed Mrs. Wells. “And he did look a bit like Teddy Danger.”


    “Teddy who?”


    “Teddy Danger. You don’t know him? I guess he was a bit before your time. He was a singer all the girls were in love with during high school. He was a punker . . .”


    “A punker?” repeated Joy.


    “Well, yeah. Or punky, at least. Like your friend Mr. Phipps.”


    Joy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Mother, he is not my friend! And punky? Please! He wears a suit and tie every day—when he isn’t wearing skimpy white tennis shorts, apparently,” added Joy, rolling down the window to gulp air.


    “I don’t know, it’s his hair, I guess. And his attitude. By the way, why do you keep calling me ‘Mother’ lately?” asked Mrs. Wells. “You make me feel like I am sixty-five or something.”


    “What do you mean?” replied Joy. “I call you Mom.”


    “Not very often these days.”


    Joy frowned, unsure if she should argue the point.


    “But back to Mr. Phipps,” Mrs. Wells continued. “Why are you being so hard on the man? You saw for yourself how I caused at least a thousand dollars of damage to that beautiful car. Yet look how good he was about it! If he is so awful, how come he let me off without even taking my insurance details?”


    Once again, Joy didn’t have a ready answer. Why had he been so good about it? Still, she couldn’t go on without putting a comparable dent in her mother’s impression of him.


    “He was also at Lucy Primrose’s birthday party,” Joy said. “At Kiddy Kingdom, remember?”


    “Oh, is that so?” replied Mrs. Wells. “Is he a friend of their family or something?”


    “Actually, no,” said Joy, smirking evilly. “If you must know, Mr. Cool Pants there was dressed up in a jester’s costume singing ‘Happy Birthday.’”


    “Okay, now you’re just making up stories.”


    “It’s true! Isn’t it, Byron?”


    In the backseat, her brother struggled to recall anything about the party apart from the haunting vision of his beloved Lucy holding court. “I can’t really remember,” he admitted.


    “Thanks a lot,” said Joy, sitting back fuming. “Anyway, I do know him, Mother. He lives right there, in that old music shop,” she said, pointing as they passed the grim little building.


    “In that rundown old place?” asked Mrs. Wells, craning to catch a glimpse of it. “Surely not.”


    “I saw him moving in. He even spoke to me.” Joy shivered remembering the incident, when she’d stumbled across him unloading boxes. He’d confronted her, she remembered, delivering a threatening speech about his plans for Spooking. What was worse, Joy was certain he’d then visited her house, leaving a lost bag of Halloween candy on her doorstep—the very one Joy had left by the road after the terror in the bog. How could he have known it was hers? Had he been creeping around the bog that night—or worse, been involved in the terrible events?


    “You know, I thought that black car was familiar,” Mrs. Wells remarked. “What a small world it is! Still, what a sad little place, that old store. I wonder if he means to renovate it. . . .”


    “Mother—Mom—the guy isn’t a home decorator! He’s a complete psycho who wants to destroy Spooking!”


    “Destroy Spooking?” repeated her mother with a laugh. “Why on earth would anyone want to do that?”


    “How should I know? He hates it for some reason. Something to do with his legacy.”


    “His legacy? Really, I don’t know what you heard, but I can assure you you’ve misunderstood. Seriously, sweet pea, why would someone want to destroy a whole town? And even if they did, how could they?”


    “By changing it into something else,” replied Joy. “It’s exactly what he tried to do with Spooking Bog, building a water park over it. Don’t you get it? Who knows what he has planned now, and what he could do up here!”


    “Honestly, your imagination is running away with you again.”


    At the familiar refrain, Joy became instantly furious. “No, it isn’t!” she snapped.


    Joy threw herself back in her seat, glaring out the window at the passing homes. How disgraceful to make eyes at such a man, she thought, even if just to get out of an embarrassing fender bender. Her mother was a married woman with a handsome man waiting for her at home!


    Shortly thereafter they skidded to a stop at Number 9 Ravenwood Avenue. Snatching a few more plastic zip ties from the glove compartment, Mrs. Wells got out and headed around to the front of the station wagon.


    “It’s not that bad,” she declared, lifting up the sagging bumper. “Your father probably won’t even notice. . . .”


    Joy stomped off toward the front door as Byron followed at a safe distance.


    As soon as they entered, Mr. Wells appeared at the kitchen door. “Hello, kids,” he said. “Where’s your mother?”


    Joy’s father was wearing a bright yellow apron, his pointy beard dusted with flour. On one hand he wore a pink rubber glove, while his feet were stuffed into a pair of gigantic sheepskin slippers that Joy instantly recognized as her mother’s.


    “In the driveway.” Joy sighed. “She smashed the car again.”
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    Morris lay on the gold sofa in the Mealey living room with a folded tea towel held up to one side of his face.


    “I should have never let you go!” wailed Mrs. Mealey. “My dear child—my only child! I knew something like this would happen!”


    “It’s just a black eye, Mother,” snapped Morris. “It will be fine,” he insisted, lowering the towel from his swollen face.


    “For heaven’s sake, keep that ice pressed against the injury!” she shrieked. “How do you know it’s only a black eye? Are you some sort of doctor now? There could be complications, Morris.”


    “Like what?”


    “Well, your eyeball could die in the night, and you could wake up with it all white and milky for the rest of your life!”


    Morris’s uncovered eye went wide. “Mother! Are you trying to scare me? I already told you, Mr. Phipps took me to the hospital. They had a look and said it is fine. It’s just a bruise and some broken blood vessels, that’s all.”


    “Okay, but what about Dr. Daisy? She’ll think I’ve started beating you!” With the thought, Mrs. Mealey began sobbing uncontrollably. “If only your father were here,” she finally gasped. “He’d have given that Mr. Phipps a black eye of his own!”


    “It wasn’t Mr. Phipps’s fault!” cried Morris. But that wasn’t completely true. Despite his unshakable belief in his Caring Chum’s intentions, even Morris couldn’t help wondering if blasting serve after serve at an unskilled pupil was the most effective method of teaching the rudiments of the game. But tennis was like life, Mr. Phipps had informed him—no matter how hard the shots, you had to man up and return them. “Besides, what makes you think Dad would have had the guts to stand up to someone like Mr. Phipps, anyway?”


    Mrs. Mealey’s sobs gave way to what appeared to be pure glee. “Why, your father weighed almost two hundred and fifty pounds, Morris. He could have snapped that skinny creep like a twig!”


    “Mother!” shouted Morris at his mother stormed off to the kitchen. But she was gone. With a sigh, he lay back on the couch and began nursing his aching eye.


    It was true what Mrs. Mealey had said, Morris had to admit—Mr. Phipps probably would have stood no chance against his father, who had resembled a mountain wearing a pair of plumber’s overalls. Even a twenty-four-inch pipe wrench had looked like little more than a toy in his hands. Through his one good eye, Morris regarded his own body: squat and short, with a pair of spindly legs sticking out of his shorts. How he wished he was his father’s size.


    “Mother?” Morris finally called toward the kitchen.


    “Yes, dear?” sputtered Mrs. Mealey with a pointed sniff.


    “I have a question. If Dad was so big, why am I so small?”


    “Because of your illness,” she answered, emerging with a tray of cheese-and-pickle sandwiches carefully sliced into small triangles. She put them down on the coffee table before fussing with Morris’s ice pack. “Don’t you remember?”


    “Not really.” In truth, a fog hung over most of Morris’s earliest recollections.


    “When you were born, you weren’t much bigger than my hand,” his mother told him. “My little bullfrog, I used to call you. You were green! Well, maybe more of a pinkish green. Anyway, the doctors said you were too early and would never survive because none of your organs were developed enough. Oh, how I cried and cried!” recalled Mrs. Mealey, shuddering on her perch on the edge of the couch. “But your father wouldn’t hear any of it. Without telling me, or anyone else for that matter, he secretly started giving you medicine with a little eyedropper. I know, how completely irresponsible it seems now! But he must have known something that the doctors didn’t, because after a few months, you were well enough to come home!”


    “Medicine? Where did he get medicine from?”


    “He wouldn’t tell me,” said Mrs. Mealey, tutting her disapproval. “Which means he stole it, of course.”


    “Stole it? From where?”


    “Who knows? That man and his secrets! But he did do a lot of plumbing work for hospitals, if you remember. I’m sure he just helped himself to something! But how could I possibly judge him for it, when he did save my little bullfrog? If you could only have seen how tiny and frail you were, and how sensitive to lights and sounds! And then how slowly you grew, even at home. You were like a little bonsai tree, I used to tell people—full and beautiful and perfect, but just seriously stunted.”


    Morris made a face at the comparison between himself and a dwarfed ornamental shrub but decided not to make a comment. His mother didn’t often talk about his early childhood and he didn’t want to stop her.


    “But what you lacked in stature, you soon made up for with your active mind. Did you know you learned to read with hardly anyone’s help? You couldn’t have been much bigger than a loaf of bread when you started reading your grandfather’s old encyclopedias, churning through them like they were a pile of comic books. With your being so smart, I didn’t personally see the need to send you to school—ever. But your father eventually insisted, saying he didn’t want you to become some little weirdo, and so we sent you off to Winsome with the other children. But what a mistake it was! Just look what it has brought you: pain and suffering. And crazy mentors who’d sooner poke out your eye as look at you! Oh, if I could take it all back, I would, Morris. In a second, believe you me . . . Now, do you want a glass of milk with your sandwiches?”


    “Can I have some hot chocolate?” asked Morris.


    “Of course you can, sweetheart. Just wait here and I’ll be back in a jiff. Now, you keep that ice pack pressed tight, do you hear me?”


    Morris watched as his mother headed back to the kitchen. Looking over at the pile of sandwiches, he decided he wasn’t hungry. Instead, he closed his good eye and stretched out on the couch. In an instant, he was back at the asylum with his father.


    It seemed there was a problem in the kitchen with one of the large stainless-steel sinks. His father wasted no time in sliding under it with his wrench, and within a minute had popped out again with the culprit clenched between his thick fingers.


    “Lookie here,” he said, holding up a pale gray length with a ball on the end. “A bone. Now who would be stupid enough to stick a bone down a plug hole?”


    Morris wrinkled his brow, disgusted. “I dunno,” he answered. “A stupid idiot?”


    “That’s right. You’re learning, kid. Anyway, she’s as good as new now. But listen, in my business you never want to make these things that easy. So let’s have a little look around to waste some time. There’s something I want to show you.”


    “Okay,” Morris answered uncertainly before following his father out of the kitchen. The asylum was dead quiet as they skulked down the empty hall. Before long they’d arrived at an indoor pool—a disgusting reddish pool that smelled like eggs and looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in years.


    “What do you think?” Mr. Mealey asked in a low voice that suddenly made Morris feel very nervous, like they weren’t supposed to be there.


    “It looks yucky,” he whispered back.


    His father laughed, a quiet cackle that made the hairs on Morris’s neck stand up. “Yucky? Well, you never complained before. . . .” Just then he produced a flask from his pocket. Getting down on a knee, he filled it with the foul-looking water. “This stuff,” he declared, waving a hand at the pool, “is worth more than its weight in gold. Ten times—a hundred times, even. If people knew about this, they would kill over it, believe me.”


    “Really?” asked Morris, staring uncertainly into the dark depths of the pool. “Kill over it?”


    In reply, his father made a strange sound, a sort of incoherent babble that made Morris look up in alarm.


    There, in place of his father’s face, was a featureless white mask.


    Morris screamed.


    “Are you okay?” said Mrs. Mealey, jumping up from her easy chair.


    “What’s going on?” he cried as the tea towel fell from his face, scattering half-melted cubes of ice across the couch. “Where am I?”


    “You’re at home, sweetheart, in the living room. You fell asleep.”


    “Asleep?” asked Morris. “For how long?”


    “For a little while,” answered his mother. “Long enough for your hot chocolate to get stone cold, I think.”
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    Things were chilly inside Number 9 Ravenwood Avenue.


    For once, the cause of the frosty atmosphere wasn’t the home’s ancient heating system but, rather, a testy exchange that had occurred outside shortly before dinner.


    Upon hearing about the accident, Mr. Wells had stormed out to the driveway to assess the damage that his wife was still busily trying to conceal. Shouting had ensued before Mrs. Wells stormed inside, followed soon after by her blazing-eyed husband, whose yellow apron was now streaked with road grime.


    From that moment on, they hadn’t spoken to each other, or so Joy and Byron determined.


    Having suffered through an exceptionally awkward and joyless meal, the children had uncharacteristically volunteered to do the dishes, allowing their parents to retire to the sitting room. But if Joy and Byron thought that a little alone time would soothe any aggravated emotions, they were wrong. Instead, the pair sat in continued silence, frowning at competing stacks of paperwork, each in apparent testament to their personal contributions to the household.


    Joy finally dared to brave the unbearable hush with an utterance. “Ahem,” she coughed from the doorway. “Does anyone mind if I take Fizz out for a walk?”


    “If you’re quick about it,” replied Mrs. Wells without looking up from the paper she was brutally grading. “Remember, I don’t want you out after dark.”


    Joy grunted. Why even bother saying it? Ever since last Halloween’s transgressions against good sense, her mother had imposed conditions on Joy’s so-called liberty. Now every nightfall, as bats flitted black against the orangey streetlights and owls hooted from secret roosts, she was stuck in the house—a prisoner, free only to imagine what might shift in the shadows and what strange lights burned within darkened houses.


    Seeing the diminishing light outside, Joy shot upstairs to collect Fizz. As usual, the hefty creature was unconscious. After much manhandling, she slipped a collar around the yawning frog and headed off.


    Outside, Joy looked up at the watery sun diving toward the horizon. It would be a short walk for sure, she realized. But even before they’d reached the end of the block, Fizz had had enough.


    “Oh, come on,” she chided, dragging the immobile frog down the sidewalk. “You are getting seriously out of shape, you know. Look at your back legs: They’re like something you’d find in a bucket of drumsticks!” With a groan, she tucked him under her arm and continued on, walking briskly into the eerie twilight. Near the park she grumpily decided to turn back.


    “Hello there, bambina!” called Madame Portia from across the street. “Are you hiding from the scary old woman these days? Come see me!”


    Hoping to make it quick, Joy crossed over, looking both ways along the deserted Boulevard. The old fortune-teller sat in a rocking chair on the long porch, drinking hot tea that steamed up around her carefully painted features. With her gray hair tied up in a neat bun, she looked happy and radiant. Looking at her now, Joy could hardly remember the grimy old witch she had appeared to be when Joy first met her, living in a rat-infested submarine sitting on stilts in the middle of the bog.


    True to her word, Madame Portia had used the considerable inheritance left by her late husband, biologist Ludwig Zweig, to open Spooking’s first rest home. Catering to eccentric, reasonably ambulatory old folks, Happy Fates Retirement Estates had been up and running for months. And from the look of things, it appeared to be bustling.


    “So what do you think, bambina?” called Madame Portia in her heavy accent as Joy drew up the path. “Was I right or was I right?”


    “Right about what?” she answered brightly.


    “About Happy Fates, of course!” the old woman cried, now standing steadily on the two legs she had only six months ago broken in the bog. “You haven’t forgotten my plan already, have you? To save as many seniors as I can from suffocating down in depressing old Darlington, where the only view is on television.”


    “I thought you liked TV,” replied Joy, glancing up at the huge satellite dish jutting out from the gable above her head.


    “Well, sure, but it still doesn’t beat a good old-fashioned window in the middle of the afternoon.”


    “True,” agreed Joy. “How are things going anyway?”


    “Well, you tell me. You’ve seen them—they look happy, no?”


    Joy had once spotted a few of the residents, among them a skeletal man in a bright red fez, twin sisters who might or might not have been conjoined at the waist, and a creature of indeterminate gender whose nose and whiskers uncannily resembled those of a mole. From what she could tell, they had seemed happy, she agreed. But as she looked into the front room, she saw that the overstuffed couches were empty. “Where is everybody?”


    “Oh, they’re all up in their rooms, conked out,” Madame Portia confessed. “I needed a break—badly. So I served up a big roast floating in gravy and then turned up the heat a few notches. Clever, no? They were asleep before it was even dark!”


    “I see,” said Joy.


    “Between you and me, this venture is a lot of work for an old gypsy. Thank heavens I have another nurse coming to help out, and Hamilton to take care of the grounds. Who knew the old and the mildly infirm were so much effort?”


    “Not me, that’s for sure.” Joy shrugged.


    “I do miss the simple life of a fortune-teller sometimes. Back then, all I had to do at the end of each day was polish the crystal ball and chuck out some tea leaves. Now I spend most evenings reteaching the same person how to work the remote control. Still, I suppose I shouldn’t complain. They’re wonderful, my residents—demanding and infuriating, but wonderful.”


    Joy remembered that Madame Portia had once run a palm-reading salon in the town’s center, thus becoming a repository for all the town’s gossip. “That reminds me, I wanted to ask you something,” Joy said. “I was wondering what you know about Mr. Phipps from the music shop.”


    “Mr. Phipps! What a wonderful man,” the old woman cried as Joy blinked in surprise. “So sweet and kind and caring. He was one of the town’s greatest treasures. How we all cried when he finally left us! Such a terrible, terrible blow to the community.”


    “Well, I don’t know when he left,” Joy replied uncertainly, “but I do know he’s back.”


    Madame Portia recoiled, grabbing her throat as if a ghost had suddenly jumped out to throttle her. “But that’s impossible!” she cried. “How could Lorenzo possibly have returned?”


    Joy’s brow wrinkled doubtfully. “His name isn’t Lorenzo,” she said, remembering her glimpse of the card he’d given her mother that afternoon. “I can’t remember it exactly, but it made me think of an octopus. . . .”


    “Oh,” the old woman replied flatly. “You mean Octavio.”


    “That’s it!”


    “Scratch that about being sweet and kind, then. I thought you meant his poor father, which is why I was so alarmed. . . .”


    “His father?” asked Joy. “What happened to his father?”


    Madame Portia took a sudden, sharp intake of breath as if unable to bear the horror of the memory. “The poor man vanished,” she said finally, eyes flicking toward the silent lobby of the rest home. “He turned into smoke and drifted away—”


    Although by now pretty accustomed to her friend’s rambling, Joy was truly not following. “Wait a second,” she interrupted. “What do you mean he turned into smoke?”


    “Smoke, vapor, dust—who knows? All I know is what poor Veronique told me shortly after her dear husband vanished before her eyes. One moment he was cooking dinner in the kitchen, she told me, and the next he was sucked straight up the range hood. . . .”


    “What the heck?” exclaimed Joy. “What could do something like that?”


    “You mean who,” corrected the old woman. “It was a gypsy,” she then admitted guiltily. “But not the nice kind like me—this one was dark and spiteful, living in Spooking long before any of us were even born. What a cruel and awful thing to do—cursing an entire family for generations to come! And over what? A few hurt feelings? How appalling!


    “Which is why Lorenzo and Veronique finally came to me, hoping I could help them—hoping I knew how to undo her evil hex somehow. But there was nothing I could do. Absolutely nothing.”


    Joy stood dumbfounded, feeling like her head was about to explode. She had so many questions, she didn’t even know where to begin. Besides Madame Portia, the only other gypsy she knew about was Esmeralda Twain, a character from The Compleat and Collected Works whose beauty and charms were described at considerable length. But had she ever cursed anyone? Joy could not remember.


    “So Mr. Phipps—Octavio, I mean—is he supposed to vanish too?” she finally asked.


    “Yes, I’m afraid so,” confirmed Madame Portia. “Unless he can find a means of breaking the curse, of course. But please don’t think we are all so terrible. Today’s gypsies are much more moderate, you know—we find an itchy rash is usually enough to get our point across.”


    “So that’s why he hates Spooking,” Joy declared triumphantly. “The curse!”


    Madame Portia shook her head. “No,” she said. “His family’s curse only worsened his original injury—a wound to the heart which now boils with bitterness. . . .”


    “His heart?” Joy interrupted. “Wait, I don’t understand. What wounded his heart?”


    “You mean who,” corrected the old woman. “You mean who.”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 8


    Her name was Audrey.


    She was a haunting beauty. Her hair was long, straight, and blue-black, like something you could have painted a snarling tiger on and sold in a frame at a county fair. Her smooth white skin made people suddenly crave wedding cake.


    Tennis partners, she and young Octavio were constant companions. There had not existed a single person in Spooking uncertain that one day they would marry.


    “So what happened?” asked Joy.


    “What happened?” Madame Portia shook a bony fist at the sky. “The same thing that happens to all small-town beauties, my sweet innocent child. She hooked up with some rich financial guy and took off to the city. Even as we speak, I’m sure she is trying on shoes and wearing sunglasses as big as dinner plates.”


    Which was the moment Octavio turned, the old gypsy explained. Turned from the loving son of the music-shop owner into a monster.


    “Joy Louise Wells!” a voice suddenly barked from the bottom of the path. “Come home this instant!”


    Whirling around, Joy saw the streetlights blazing against a black sky. Below, her mother stood, her face a taut mask of fury. Joy was in trouble all right. Nevertheless, she turned back to the old gypsy in the hopes of prying a few last bits of information out of her.


    “Oh, I think that is enough for tonight, bambina,” Madame Portia said softly. “Your mother is calling you.”


    Joy said a quick good night, then stormed down the path, hot with embarrassment.


    “I thought you said you’d be home before dark!” her mother scolded, grabbing her by the wrist and dragging her toward home. “Wasn’t that our deal?”


    “I was being polite, Mother,” protested Joy through gritted teeth until they were finally out of earshot. “I was on my way home when she called me over!”


    “And who was that anyway?” Mrs. Wells demanded. “You can’t just go talking to strangers, you know!”


    “She isn’t a stranger,” Joy snapped, yanking herself free. “Her name is Madame Portia, and she’s my good friend, actually.” For a moment, she considered adding how they had once nearly drowned in the bog together as her house was attacked by something that splintered the stilts it sat upon as if they were matchsticks. Instead, she bit her lip and stomped ahead.


    Using her keen skills at making her silences resonate like thunder, Joy raced along the Boulevard, fighting not to break into an actual run for fear that she would only appear more childish and pathetic in her mother’s eyes. Her quickest pace, however, was no match for the long strides of a grown woman and she found herself short of breath as they finally reached the dark abodes of Ravenwood Avenue. Finding herself unable to hold back any longer once they reached the flagstone path of Number 9, Joy sprinted the final length to the front door.


    Once inside, Joy wasted no time. After kicking her boots against the closet door, she tore upstairs, almost colliding with her father as he came out of the sitting room. Within seconds, the house shook with her exploding fury as she slammed her bedroom door.


    Dumping her frog into the aquarium, Joy flung herself on her bed and buried her face in her pillow. From downstairs came the sound of renewed argument. Clamping her hands over her ears, Joy closed her eyes.


    For once, she couldn’t wait for school.
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    The carpet in the living room featured among Phipps’s earliest memories of the apartment above the old music shop. He could remember playing on its riotous floral pattern, first with cars and trucks, and then later with toy soldiers, listening to his father play sorrowful tunes on the violin, phrases and tempos constantly shifting elusively, ringing out across the dark room until suddenly and unexpectedly coming to an end.


    But that was years ago. Now, along with his father’s armchair and the lime green sofa set, the carpet was simply an ugly monstrosity with no value or interest to anyone anymore. And shortly they would be thrown off the balcony to plummet down the cliff, as soon as his sore back and tennis elbow were up to it. They could spend the rest of eternity hidden in the scrubby bushes below, for all he cared.


    Sitting on the bare floor, Phipps felt unusually content if somewhat uncomfortable. Even with its lingering mustiness, the empty room felt like a fresh start. At his side, a foil container held the cold remainders of his take-out dinner, as beside it lay his phone, still warm from his ear.


    If Lix had been surprised at getting a call from his long-lost bandmate, he certainly hadn’t let on. “Octo!” he shouted into the phone. “It’s so great to hear your voice!” He was out of the hospital again, he’d relayed without shame, discharged under his own supervision for the past year. But he was tired of the dump he was living in and, yes, could use both a trip and some paid work, now that his friend was asking.


    So it had been settled. There was no need to take a bus down, Phipps had told him; he would swing by the city and pick him up himself. It would be nice to get out for a drive.


    Phipps suddenly remembered his car, sitting in the driveway with its folded bumper, but even that couldn’t spoil his mood. He found himself instead trying to recollect the face of the woman who had crashed into him, the Spooking girl’s mother, with her ink-black hair and fair skin. It had been a while, he considered, since he had last met someone whose beauty made his tongue feel like a sock full of quarters and made words tumble sideways from his mouth. How had he never noticed her before? The town wasn’t that big, after all.


    He would be keeping an eye out for her now, he knew.


    Phipps crawled on all fours to the television, the one furnishing left in the room. Pulling out the taped-up knob, he heard its familiar hum and watched as its fishbowl screen changed color from swampy green to the black of a bottomless abyss. Returning to his seat against the wall, he waited for the hulking old thing to come to life.


    The picture that appeared was painfully blurry and everyone had orange skin, as usual. Nevertheless, Phipps immediately recognized the show—a weekly singing competition during which young hopefuls paraded themselves in front of a panel of celebrities who praised and debased them before one by one being eliminated as if in some bloodless murder-mystery. The program was immensely popular, obliging Phipps to watch it with microscopic attention. And while he found the terrible songs and showy vocals unbelievably agonizing, there was something about watching starry-eyed youngsters get their dreams crushed that he found strangely soothing.


    Fortunately, it was still the middle of the show, he noted, so the moment of teary anguish had yet to come. But first it seemed he would have to suffer through yet another half-time musical performance by some washed-up old artist hoping to make a comeback. It was then that in a phantasmagoric spray of light someone emerged from the yawning stage set, striding forth through the dry-ice smoke like a lost god come to claim his rightful mantle. As the smoke cleared, the camera zoomed in and the performer’s curled lip came into the sharpest focus the ancient television could manage.


    It was Teddy Danger again, this time wearing a red leather suit and looking as if an albino porcupine had perched itself on his head.


    Phipps reeled. What was going on? After years of sweet silence, the guy was suddenly everywhere again! Cringing, Phipps listened as the cacophonous intro swelled into the opening lick of Teddy’s best-known hit. The studio audience cheered in anticipation as he produced a glitter-covered microphone and began growling like a dog.


    How could anyone ever think he resembled that clown, Phipps demanded to know? People used to mistake them for brothers!


    Back then, Phipps had known him as Teddy Wannamaker. A fan of the Tongs, he had been one of the many insufferable insects constantly buzzing around. They had tolerated him only because he’d helped carry their heavy gear. Then one day he had made an announcement.


    “Hey, by the way, I started my own band!” he’d declared, chest puffing with pride.


    Stifling their snickers, the Tongs had congratulated him. “What are you called?”


    “I decided to name it after myself,” he’d told them, completely straight-faced. “The Teddy Danger Band!”


    Sitting there, twenty years later, watching Teddy swagger across the TV screen, Phipps remembered how much they’d laughed at him. He was an idiot, a fool—and obviously completely delusional.


    And then he remembered how silent they’d fallen only a few months later when Teddy was signed to a major music label. And how, not long after that, critics began hailing him as a genius, “the most dangerous man in show business,” and “the artist finally putting the teeth back into rock and roll.”


    And how within a year, the former Ted Wannamaker was rich beyond belief.


    And finally, Phipps remembered as the show mercifully went to a commercial, how the Tongs had completely fallen apart.
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    The next day at school, Joy discovered that the girl’s washroom on the top floor was flooded for the fourth time that week. Which meant once again she was forced to go down two floors and risk a possible detention for lingering outside class for too long. With such a thought too terrifying to even consider, she bolted to the stairwell and headed down.


    Hurrying past the office on the main floor, she was surprised to find her brother outside, sitting miserably in the little chair reserved for misbehavers awaiting their comeuppance.


    “Byron,” she said, skidding to a stop. “What happened?”


    “I’m in trouble,” he began before Principal Crawley suddenly emerged with a grinning Gustave. “Young man, take a seat in my office,” the principal ordered Byron. “Gustave, head back to Mr. Star’s class. And no more nonsense.”


    “I for not to understand,” replied the blond boy, putting on a thicker accent. “Go to outside, lunch eating time?”


    “Back to class, Gustave, back to class!” With a wink, Gustave took off as the principal shouted after him. “And no running in the halls!”


    “Not have worry, sir, I am too good to fall!”


    Exasperated, the principal turned to Byron, frowning darkly as Joy hurried off at a speed that surely could only be considered a brisk walk.


    Later, on the bus, she learned that it was the second time he and Gustave had been ejected from Mr. Star’s class. Luckily, he had been made to stay in for lunch and staple photocopies as a punishment, instead of being kept after school.


    “You won’t tell Mom and Dad, will you?”


    “Of course not!” Joy replied, insulted.


    Once home, Joy went up to her room and flopped down amid a week’s worth of cast-off clothes, where she hoped to uncover the enthusiasm to start her homework.


    Unsettled and aimless, Joy felt incapable of concentrating on even the simplest of tasks these days. With her package to the EAP Society having surely arrived by now, the anticipation of their upcoming reaction weighed constantly on her mind. Were senior members of the Society at that very minute perusing its contents in startled wonder, or dismissing it as the work of some crank and feeding it into a cross-cut shredder? Not knowing was maddening.


    Fizz leaped at the sides of his aquarium, seeking parole from his glassy prison. Joy scratched manically at a piece of a paper with a ballpoint pen until it became saturated with ink. At a knock on the door, she turned her attention back to a neglected problem in her math workbook.


    “Come in,” Joy called.


    It was her mother. “Sorry to disturb you if you’re working,” she said. “How was school today?”


    Joy shrugged. “What do you expect?” she replied. “It was Winsome.”


    Her mother sighed. “I know you don’t like your school, but I do hope you understand that we really didn’t have much choice.”


    Joy grunted, wondering if she would ever send her own kids to that same prison of prissy little cliques and sniggering tormentors. But her mother was right—raising a family in Spooking, what choice would she have?


    Private school, she remembered bitterly.


    St. Ignatius Academy currently occupied a building that once housed Wiskatempic University’s botanical sciences faculty. To her, the beautiful ivy-covered school was a mystery, which was no small part of its appeal. Seeing its students’ gray wool uniforms, Joy became convinced these were her type of people.


    “Do you have any idea how much the tuition fee is?” her ashen-faced father had responded when she had begged to go. Joy had admitted that she had no idea. In fact, it had never occurred to her that there was any cost, other than a willingness to wear a sweater vest even in hot weather.


    Joy had become resigned to the fact that the school was out of her family’s reach. And the truth was, unless she won the lottery or invented something better than peanut butter or Velcro, none of Joy’s own children would likely stride the hallowed halls of St. Ignatius Academy either. With a shiver, she began imagining the future generations of Wellses suffering their way through Winsome.


    Then she remembered Poppy.


    With her plain dresses and pointed black ankle boots, Poppy rivaled even Joy with her outdated fashion sense. About Byron’s age, her brown hair hung perfectly straight and she had enormous watery eyes as if she’d just finished crying. Nevertheless, she had a cheerful nature, and was always to be found in the park, singing on the merry-go-round.


    But what was most intriguing about Poppy was the strange lifestyle she appeared to lead. Free of schedule and supervision, she lived in the old schoolhouse, a single-story building that had many years ago served as the local school. Its tarnished bell still hung at the top of the simple white structure, with gusts of wind ringing out tributes to an era before speeding buses and crackling intercoms. Its yard, thick with stunted weeds that had managed to find purchase among the pebbles, was home to a relic of a swing set and a vaulting horse that had disintegrated into a pile of woodchips.


    With high windows designed to discourage the idle gazing of students, whatever renovations might have been performed on the inside of the schoolhouse remained a mystery. Whether the tiny classroom had been left as it was or somehow divided up to accommodate Poppy’s family was a question Joy never felt comfortable enough to ask. In fact, neither she nor Byron had ever actually set eyes on a single other family member, having only ever seen Poppy at the park.


    Compounding the oddness was the response Joy had received upon asking if Poppy went to St. Ignatius, since she obviously didn’t go to Winsome.


    “I study at the schoolhouse,” she’d answered matter-of-factly.


    Joy looked at the girl in disbelief. She studied at home? It was like someone saying they had never been bitten by a mosquito or caught a stomach flu—it sounded great, but who could really believe it? “What do you mean? How is that even possible?”


    Poppy had just shrugged.


    “She must be homeschooled,” her father had guessed later when Joy had brought the matter up.


    Homeschooling—Joy’s mouth fell open in shock.


    “Is that even legal?” she’d demanded.


    “Of course.”


    “But who actually teaches you?”


    “A parent or guardian usually—whoever isn’t busy working, I suppose.”


    The thought of Poppy studying all alone in her own private schoolhouse instantly made Joy feel horribly jealous. Imagine studying in the drafty comfort of Ravenwood Avenue! It would never happen, she realized bitterly. Her parents were just too busy. What a shame, considering her mother was already a professional educator and that comparing her mother’s intellect to Miss Keener’s was like pitting a grizzly bear against a goldfish.


    “Something came for you in the mail today,” said Mrs. Wells, dropping a yellow envelope atop a balled-up pair of pajama bottoms.


    Seeing the unmistakable seal of the E. A. Peugeot Society, Joy jumped up, sending a lapful of pens scattering across the floor. “Yes!” she cried. “Finally!”


    Mrs. Wells left the room as Joy studied her precious correspondence. The heavy envelope appeared heftier than usual. Finally finding a legitimate use for her protractor, she tore at the end of the envelope murderously until she had made a hole large enough to pull out the crumpled cover letter of the Society president and scholar, Mr. Richard Strang.


    
      
        
          Greetings and Salutations, Fans of the Freakish!


          We apologize for the delay in publishing our latest newsletter. However, as you may already know or no doubt will learn momentarily, a significant and stunning revelation has been made about the life and work of our beloved author, Ethan Alvin Peugeot, which resulted in our “stopping the presses,” as it were.


          This development, brought to light thanks to the extraordinary efforts of one of our very own members, has ignited the literary world by casting significant doubt on several widely held beliefs about the mysterious life of the elusive scribe.


          Please see the enclosed newsletter for more details. These are exciting times for Peugeot fans everywhere!


          Yours Sincerely,


          Richard Strang


          President and Treasurer, EAP Society


          P.S. Keep the phantasmal flames alight!

        

      

    


    Having studied the work of the intrepid Dr. Ingram, Joy knew the importance of never leaping to conclusions. However, as the doctor himself had once demonstrated, sometimes it was better to take a running jump straight through a closed window, showering whatever was grunting on the other side in shards of broken glass.


    An Ethan Alvin Peugeot mouse pad—the long-promised free gift accompanying Joy’s society membership—went flying across the room as Joy ripped the envelope apart, desperate to free the copy of the newsletter which would surely contain acknowledgment of her claims. Shaking, Joy read the headline running along the top:


    NEW HOME FOR E. A. PEUGEOT?


    With her expectations already running high, she found herself unable to properly breathe, wheezing instead like a beached porpoise cooking under the noonday sun. Pinning the words in place under her thumbs, she pressed her nose against the headline to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. She read on:


    
      
        
          Literary historians are abuzz this month with a new revelation concerning the life and times of our beloved author Ethan Alvin Peugeot. With this fresh evidence uncovered, scholars are now asking: Did the mysterious and secretive scribe once live in an entirely different community than originally suspected? Having seen the exciting materials firsthand, the Society believes this to be the case!


          Doubt was cast on the previous belief that the author lived in Holetown after the recent discovery of a box of personal letters and an unpublished manuscript in the basement of a condemned property. Located in the once thriving coal-mining community of Steadford Mines, the Victorian-era cottage was slated for demolition to make room for a condominium complex project.


          Penned in the author’s own handwriting, the letters and manuscript have scholars now convinced that Mr. Peugeot was indeed once a resident of the town. Due to these incredible revelations, development has now been halted as local authorities discuss designating the house as an official heritage site, with plans to convert the building into a museum already in discussion.
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    Downstairs, Mr. Wells was making his much-enjoyed spaghetti for dinner, a lengthy process that invariably left the white tiled walls of the kitchen splattered with sauce.


    “Can’t you turn the heat down just a bit, darling?” begged Mrs. Wells as she joined her husband. “It looks like an axe murder was committed in here.”


    At that moment, a bloodcurdling scream rang out.


    “Was that Joy?” Mr. Wells asked, unnerved.


    Mrs. Wells looked less unsettled and shook her head wearily. “Is there anyone else in the house prone to sudden, inexplicable outbursts I should know about?” Above, the ceiling began shaking from furious stomping. “I can’t even begin to imagine what is up with her.” Mrs. Wells reached for the open bottle of wine and poured herself a large glass. “She seemed perfectly fine only a minute ago.”


    “Perhaps we should go see what’s the matter.”


    “And give her the attention she’s obviously craving? I don’t think so.”


    “Now, Helen—”


    “Please don’t stop me, Edward. I’ve had quite enough lately, thank you very much. She acts like she is the only one in the world with problems.”


    “I’m sure you were the same at her age.”


    “Edward, how can you say such a thing? On my life, I was never like that!”


    “Really?” he answered.


    “Moody, angry, self-centered? Never,” she insisted.


    Mr. Wells chewed his lip, stirring his sauce, which, he had to admit, was now sticking to the bottom of the pan. Turning down the heat, he couldn’t help recalling how his late mother-in-law had attributed those very qualities to young Helen, using the same words in that precise order.


    However, he proceeded with caution. “I just think it’s pretty common behavior for girls her age,” he answered cheerfully. “That’s all I’m saying.”


    “They’re called warning signs, Edward,” countered Mrs. Wells. “And as responsible parents, we should do our best to heed them. Have you forgotten the whole episode in the graveyard?”


    “No, dear,” replied Mr. Wells, remembering only too well how his wife had discovered Joy in the middle of the cemetery a few weeks back, trying to dig up a grave with a six-foot spade. “But I thought we’d already talked to Joy about that.”


    “And what was her response? That she was only searching it for clues to some mystery she’d dreamed up?”


    “Having an active imagination is not such a terrible thing, Helen.”


    “You speak like she is seeing unicorns in clouds!” cried Mrs. Wells. “Our daughter digs up graves, Edward!”


    Mr. Wells hung his head and began frowning at the kitchen floor. “Once,” he replied.


    “That we know of!” shouted Mrs. Wells. “She has no friends at school,” she continued. “And she’s getting terrible grades. What’s going to happen to her next year when she heads off to junior high school and her whole future is at stake? Joy needs professional help, Edward. A therapist. Now.”


    Mr. Wells nervously drummed the counter with the spoon, coating the nearby kettle in tomato sauce. “I’m just not sure what Joy will think of that idea,” he said uncertainly. They both looked up as the kitchen light began rattling from a new round of stomping.


    “It doesn’t matter what she thinks,” said Mrs. Wells. “A colleague of mine who works in the psychology department gave me the name of someone down at Darlington General. I’m going to call right now to make an appointment.”


    “Yes, dear.”
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    After throwing herself around the room for a sustained fifteen minutes, Joy finally collapsed on her bed, exhausted. Through one narrowed eye, she peered hatefully at the newsletter crumpled on the floor, next to the mouse pad featuring the accusing face of Ethan Alvin Peugeot.


    Was it true? Had they found the place that Peugeot had really been writing about?


    The proof seemed undeniable.


    What a fool she must now seem to the Society! She could only imagine their eyes rolling as they opened her binder and leafed through the pages, laughing at her childish script and ridiculous assumptions.


    Suddenly tears sprang to Joy’s eyes before a great heaving sob racked her. It was time to face the truth. Spooking was not home to the great Ethan Alvin Peugeot, or anyone else of note for that matter. It was just a nowhere little town, like thousands of others where nothing exciting ever happened—as special as any other to people who’d never known anywhere else.


    But Joy had been so certain it was Spooking! She’d pored over every line in The Compleat and Collected Works and everything had added up!


    Except the part where a box of Peugeot’s letters and a manuscript had turned up in some town she’d never even heard of.


    Her heart was broken.


    There was a knock at the door.


    “May we come in?” Mr. Wells asked as both her parents entered.


    Joy glowered, wondering why they even bothered asking if they weren’t going to wait for an answer. She sat up, her face swollen and red. “What?” she demanded ungraciously.


    “We need to talk to you,” began Mrs. Wells. “Your father and I are concerned about you. What was all that screaming about?”


    “I just banged my toe,” she answered semihonestly, having in fact accidentally kicked her bedpost while flailing about. “What? Am I the only person not allowed to scream in this house?”


    “It’s not just the screaming, dear,” said Mr. Wells. “It’s everything lately. Your overall happiness.”


    “Your black moods, your constant tantrums,” added Mrs. Wells less delicately. “And your strange behavior in general.”


    “What strange behavior?” asked Joy, offended.


    Mrs. Wells looked almost gleeful, as if spoiled for choice. “Let’s see,” she began. “To begin with, there’s the whole business in the graveyard. . . .”


    “Graveyard?” interrupted Joy, puzzled. “What graveyard?”


    “Why, the one I found you digging up, of course!”


    “Oh, the cemetery.”


    “Pardon me?”


    “You mean the cemetery. Graveyards are different. They are always beside a church.”


    “Really?” replied Mr. Wells. “I never knew that. Did you, Helen?”


    “Edward!” cried Mrs. Wells. “We are trying to have a serious talk with your daughter, not engage in pedantic argument!”


    “Sorry, darling.”


    “Thank you.” Mrs. Wells continued: “Now, we appreciate that you have strong interests and a great imagination. And that you’re a very smart girl. Indeed, how many children do know the difference between a cemetery and a graveyard?”


    Joy shrugged.


    “And you love reading, which is a very admirable quality for a young person,” added Mr. Wells.


    “That said, over the past couple of years, your interests have taken a bit of a disturbing turn,” said Mrs. Wells, bringing the sudden outpouring of praise to an abrupt end.


    “What do you mean?” asked Joy.


    “Well, you’ve become extremely morbid, to be honest.”


    “Morbid?” cried Joy. “How?”


    “Well, for starters, you hang around places that most children would be afraid of, like swamps and cemeteries.”


    “What’s wrong with that?”


    “Come on, now, Joy. Can’t you admit it is a bit odd for a girl your age? Look around you. Everyone else is involved with things like soccer and ballet and going horseback riding on the weekend. Meanwhile, you’re stealing shovels and digging up graves!”


    “That’s not fair,” objected Joy. “I never stole that shovel. I took it from the cellar where I get all my stuff.”


    “Which is another thing,” said Mrs. Wells. “Those outfits you wear. While most girls are out picking out nice things at the mall, you’re in the basement dressing up in a dead woman’s old clothes.”


    Now this was going too far. It was one thing to suggest that digging up a grave wasn’t the most becoming of activities, but it was another to attack her fashion sense. What was wrong with her clothes? Except for a few moth holes, they were in perfect condition and all quality vintage items. Was it her fault she didn’t like wearing cheap sparkly rags with moronic slogans on them?


    “That’s not fair!” shouted Joy. “Just because I don’t want to walk around with rhinestones on my butt or ‘Superstar’ on my chest doesn’t mean you can call me a freak!”


    “No one’s calling you anything, Joy,” said Mrs. Wells. “You are so defensive these days! We’re just trying to tell you that we’ve been observing a lot of antisocial behavior with you lately, as well as a growing habit of acting out, sometimes dangerously. And we think that it’s a good idea if you talk to someone about it.”


    “Well, we’ve talked about it,” Joy answered. “And I get it—you think I’m a weirdo. . . .”


    “What your mother means,” Mr. Wells said soothingly, “is that we’d like you to see someone outside of the family who can help.”


    “What do you mean?” demanded Joy. “What are you talking about?”
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    Playing on the floor of his cramped room, Byron had heard everything up until the moment his parents finally left Joy alone in her room. Behind her closed door, an eerie silence had now descended.


    Called down to dinner, Byron headed down and took his place at the table. A few minutes later Joy arrived with a pair of red-rimmed eyes. She took her seat without a word and began staring at the large meatball in the center of her plate as if it were a glowing meteor from outer space.


    He then remembered the word that had repeatedly issued from his sister’s room.


    Therapy.


    It was the second time Byron had heard the word. The first had been after Joy had broken her arm that awful night when Madame Portia’s submarine-like house had gone rolling through the bog with him, his sister, and the crazy old fortune-teller trapped inside. After her heavy cast was finally removed, Joy had complained that her arm still wouldn’t straighten properly. The doctor had suggested therapy—a long, drawn-out process in which Joy was forced to go to the hospital twice a week for a month.


    It had proved painful.


    As the family ate wordlessly, Byron felt gripped with worry, wondering if it was possible that his sister’s mind was now bent and in need of some sort of straightening out.


  

    
       
    


    CHAPTER 9


    Phipps waited outside the mayor’s office, clutching his churning stomach. He had been looking forward to this meeting, eager to relay his new plans for Spooking. But, watching the clock, he was becoming more and more uncertain about his presentation. Would the mayor really care about his proposal for the asylum? After all, there already was a spa in Darlington where his wife was currently bankrupting him with her battery of mud baths and chemical peels.


    Although their meeting had been scheduled for 4 p.m., it was now half past the hour, and the office door remained firmly shut. From inside, Phipps heard regular bouts of raucous laughter.


    “Did you tell the mayor that I’m here?” Phipps asked the receptionist again, who nodded without looking up. This is ridiculous, he thought irritably, snatching up a magazine from the coffee table.


    Teddy Danger, it spelled out in large letters. Still Not Playing Safe.


    Phipps bared his teeth at the despicable face staring out at him, this time in close-up. How he longed to fatten that famously snarling lip, to break that beaky nose on the back of a shovel. Still, he couldn’t help noticing how much younger than himself Teddy now looked, free of the wrinkles and jowls appearing in his own mirror. Looking closely, he noticed how Teddy’s skin somehow looked too tight, as if his entire face had been shrunk and then pulled back over his skull.


    He’s had plastic surgery! Phipps realized.


    Hurling the magazine in disgust, he reached for another, a glossy architecture journal. The center spread fell open, showing the inside of a mansion overflowing with leather couches and leopard prints.


    Living Dangerously, he read. At Home with Punk Legend Teddy Danger.


    Leaping to his feet, Phipps whipped the magazine across the waiting area.


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said the mayor, opening the door of his office. “What the heck is going on out here?” The mayor toed the crumpled magazine in disbelief as a man appeared in the doorway behind him.


    “I’m sorry, sir.” Phipps coughed. “I read something a bit upsetting in there.”


    “Something upsetting? In Posh Pad Monthly?”


    “A fine publication,” said the unknown man strolling into the reception area, his cream-colored suit swishing as he retrieved the ruined copy. “I brought it to show you a project I just finished, Mungo, but forgot it here on the table.”


    “Oh, for the love of Pete,” said the mayor, glaring at Phipps. “My old bud from university blows into town and what does he get? My nut-bar assistant tearing up his work!”


    “Sir, I must apologize,” said Phipps, seizing the magazine and making a futile attempt to reassemble its pages. “I don’t know what came over me.”


    “This is Mr. Phipps,” said the mayor, still glaring at him.


    “Octavio Phipps. At your service.”


    “Kenny Styles,” he said, offering his hand.


    “Always a pleasure to meet any friend of the mayor’s,” gushed Phipps. “So you’re an interior designer?”


    “Interior designer?” bellowed the mayor. “You don’t get into Posh Pad Monthly just by slapping beige paint on some dump! Kenny is a luxury property developer, my man, and don’t you forget it!”


    Phipps grimaced. Was this the day he would finally get fired? From the table, Teddy Danger’s plastic face grinned up at him mockingly.


    It was at that moment that he had a sudden inspiration.


    “A luxury property developer—how impressive,” Phipps began, struggling to bring dignity to his groveling demeanor. “Actually, our crossing of paths could prove mutually beneficial.”


    “Really?” Mr. Styles replied doubtfully. “How so?”


    “I have a meeting scheduled with the mayor that I wonder if you might consider attending. It concerns a tremendous local development opportunity that has arisen.”


    “An opportunity in Darlington?” sniffed Styles. “Oh, I don’t know. No disrespect to my old friend Mungo here, but my business is a bit more upscale. A semisuburban location like Darlington isn’t quite my market. . . .”


    “Understood,” said Phipps. “But let’s consider the facts. As a luxury property developer, you’re in the business of providing indulgence, are you not? Supplying comforts, things desired rather than required?”


    “That is true,” agreed Styles. “We like to call them emotions, which we sell at a premium to our clients.”


    “Emotions,” repeated Phipps, beaming as if the very word itself infused him with joy. “Which is your problem with Darlington, isn’t it? That places like this are—how shall we put it?—emotionally fulfilled.


    “You look around this happy little city and you see a comfortable place where citizens appear to want for nothing. Luxuries? Why would they want luxuries when every possible desire has already been anticipated and carefully provided for?”


    The mayor twitched, uncertain where his assistant was going with this. Still, he remained silent, watching Mr. Styles’s intent expression.


    “So how could you possibly sell them luxuries, you ask?” continued Phipps. “What is left when a person wants for nothing? What do they think about?


    “There can be only one thing, in my experience. That one day it will end. That one day, they will die and all will be taken from them. Each day, they see the evidence mounting in the mirror. Their skin cracks. Their hair grays. Their teeth yellow and fall out.


    “They look in the mirror and see,” whispered Phipps with a crazed look, “that they are hurtling toward the end.”


    Mr. Styles and the mayor traded glances. “Okay,” said the developer. “But what does that have to do with me?”


    “Because this is where the smart money comes in,” said Phipps at full volume again. “The glorious and infinite business of distracting them from it. Not with new bowling alleys or multiplexes or a drive-through dry cleaner, if such a thing even exists. No, they need something else.


    “They need the greatest upscale product ever invented: the illusion of staying young forever. This, my friends, is a luxury people will happily pay anything for.”


    “Your assistant is quite a morbid fellow, Mungo,” said Mr. Styles. “Mr. Phipps, you tell a good story. But unfortunately, I am in the real-estate development business.”


    “Of course,” said Phipps. “Which is precisely the expertise required. You see, there is an old sanitarium just up the hill in Spooking—a gorgeous heritage property comprising a redbrick hospital complex in almost flawless condition set among six stunning acres of private property. It’s my proposal to transform this location into not just a spa resort but a fully functional cosmetic clinic. There, using the latest techniques and technologies, people can come from all over the country to be completely made over—nipped and tucked, lifted and chiseled, peeled and plucked. And then heal not in bandages in front of gawking neighbors but with dignity, enjoying complete luxury and privacy. A service completely unique to the area, I think you’ll find.”


    Mr. Styles stared back in rapt attention.


    “Darlington Heights,” finished Phipps, placing the words in the air with his hands. “Giving happiness a new face.”
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    Tailgating a speeding ambulance, Mrs. Wells headed to Darlington General Hospital. In the passenger seat, Joy sat horrified.


    “Slow down, Mom!” she cried. “I’m just out of my mind, remember, not mortally injured.”


    “Oh, shush,” said Mrs. Wells. “But if you are ever mortally injured, I’ll remember never to call an ambulance— because we’d be quicker walking!” Mrs. Wells laid on the horn. Mortified, Joy hid her face until they finally turned off into a parking lot, the back tires screeching as the station wagon went into a skid.


    Darlington General was a massive hospital complex. Unable to find the main entrance, Mrs. Wells marched her daughter toward the emergency room entrance. Glaring at the ambulance driver, she headed through the automatic doors as Joy trailed behind.


    Inside, a waiting area was packed with people milling around, operating drinks dispensers and fidgeting on the uncomfortable plastic seats that hung like bean pods from long metal frames bolted to the floor.


    “I just need to figure out which way we’re supposed to go,” said Mrs. Wells. “This place is a nightmare.”


    “Excuse me,” she called loudly to the security guard leaning against a vending machine. “Can you tell me which way to the psychology department?”


    It was a question apparently weighing on a lot of minds, Joy noticed, seeing how pretty much everyone in the waiting room turned around for the answer.


    “Adult or children’s?” he answered, unable to stop yawning long enough to even finish the question.


    “Children’s,” Mrs. Wells answered, sounding ever so slightly offended. Joy looked down at the polished floor, cringing as various eyes began examining her as if she were some sort of sideshow exhibit.


    “Follow the marked yellow path to the kids’ pavilion,” the guard replied, pointing at the floor. “Then follow the signs.” He yawned for the final time.


    “Thank you,” said Mrs. Wells.


    “And thank you for letting the whole waiting room know you think your daughter is a whack job,” exploded Joy once they were out of earshot.


    “No one was listening, Joy,” her mother assured her. “And that’s not fair. I don’t think you’re a whack job.”


    “Then why are we here?”


    “We’re here for a professional opinion, that’s all,” Mrs. Wells explained. “To find out what’s troubling you so much.”


    “What’s troubling me is that my parents think I’m crazy!”


    “See? Here we are again in one of our endless discussion loops. Which is a perfect example of why we need to speak to someone with experience in this sort of thing.”


    Joy clenched her teeth and walked on. The sudden plastering of the walls with smiling suns and happy trees signaled they had finally arrived at the children’s pavilion.


    “Come on, Joy, it’s this way,” said her mother. They turned left and headed down a hall, through a set of doors. To the right, Joy saw a sign: CHILDREN’S PSYCHOLOGICAL SERVICES.


    They approached a high reception desk where the top of a young man’s head was just visible.


    “Hello,” called Mrs. Wells over the tall coral-colored desk. “My daughter, Joy, has an appointment.”


    Joy stood on her toes to see him trace a finger down a list of appointments. “Joy, is it? If you could have a seat over there, we’re running a few minutes late today. Madame, if you could fill out these forms while you wait, that would be greatly appreciated.”


    Joy miserably flopped down on the couch beside her mother. Across the room another person was waiting, his face hidden behind the business section of a newspaper.


    “Morris?” said a woman in a thick caramel-colored sweater, entering the waiting room. Getting no response, she walked over and touched his shoulder.


    “Oh, sorry,” said Morris M. Mealey, pulling a pair of headphones from his ears.


    Snatching up a copy of Teen Patrol, Joy hid her face.


    “I was listening to a great motivational CD I just got from the library,” he said. “Have you ever heard anything from the How to Get It All and Then Some series?”


    “No, Morris, I’m afraid I haven’t,” replied the woman.


    “You should. Excellent stuff. Really helps you visualize what you want out of life. And then some.”


    The door closed behind them.


    “Mother!” Joy whispered urgently. “We have to get out of here!”


    “Joy,” her mother said gently as her pen scratched out their address. “You said you wouldn’t do this.”


    “But that boy—he’s in Byron’s class!”


    Mrs. Wells glanced at the now empty seat with a vacant expression. “That’s funny, I thought he was a little man for some reason. Why didn’t you say hi?”


    “Are you out of your mind?” Joy hissed. “People at school already think I’m crazy—I don’t want anyone to see me here. And least of all Morris! He’d just love to have something like that to hold over my head!”


    “Don’t be ridiculous, Joy,” replied her mother. “By telling on you, he’d be telling on himself. But actually, that’s another thing I was hoping you’d discuss with the therapist—your constant feeling that your fellow students are all out to get you.”


    “That’s because they are, Mother!” cried Joy. “And nobody more than Morris. He was the kid who came up with the idea for that water park they were going to build over Spooking Bog, and he knows I was the one who sabotaged the whole plan! He hates me and wants nothing more than to see me suffer!”


    “Sabotaged the whole plan?” Mrs. Wells repeated, looking querulously at Joy. “What on earth are you talking about, Joy?”


    “Er, I don’t know . . . made fun of it, I mean,” she replied, realizing that telling her mother what really happened would only confirm Joy’s insanity to her. “Whatever. Trust me— that kid wants to get even with me, in a big way.”


    “Well, you’d better just keep hiding behind your magazine, then, because there’s nothing I can do about it now.”


    Joy slunk down in her chair. Burning with shame, she cringed to think about how the world thought she was just as weird as a kid who wore neckties in the third grade.


    A half hour later, Morris emerged cheerily.


    “Nice talking to you, Dr. Daisy. I’ll see you next Tuesday.”


    “Have a nice evening, Morris.”


    Joy peered through a small slit in the spine of the magazine, left by a torn-out staple, as Morris strode out of the reception area.


    “Joy Wells.”


    With a sigh, Joy stepped forward as if she had been correctly identified in a police lineup.


    “Hi there, Joy,” said the pleasant-looking blond woman. “I’m Dr. Daisy.”


    “Hi,” Joy said flatly.


    “Should I come in?” asked Mrs. Wells, standing.


    “You can just wait here, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Wells,” said Dr. Daisy. “Come this way, Joy.”


    Following Dr. Daisy into a cramped little room with brightly painted walls, Joy saw a large plastic box overflowing with toys and an enormous pink beanbag chair. In the center was a table and two chairs. Dr. Daisy invited Joy to sit down.


    “So, Joy, I see you’ve just turned twelve,” began Dr. Daisy, consulting a folder. “Tell me about yourself. Are you in junior high school yet?”


    “Next year,” replied Joy.


    “And how’s school right now? Do you like it?”


    Joy had a pretty good idea how this game went. This was the part where she was supposed to shrug awkwardly, whereupon Dr. Daisy would begin asking gentle but increasingly personal questions, probing at her until Joy started admitting how she hated school, how the kids hated her, and how even her teacher couldn’t stand the sight of her. How in a school full of healthy and happy kids, she was the complete and utter misfit—which was, of course, why she was coming for therapy.


    Well, she wasn’t playing along.


    “School is great,” Joy burst out. “I love it there!”


    “Wow, you know, I don’t hear many people say that,” admitted Dr. Daisy. “What do you love about it?”


    “Oh gosh, let’s see,” Joy said, twiddling her fingers as if musing over the infinite answers. “Well, for one, I’ve got a ton of friends,” she told her. “We pass notes, share clothes, and pretty much spend most of our after-school time instant-messaging each other.”


    “That sounds nice. Anything else?”


    “Where to start? This year my teacher is amazing, for one. She even knows magic tricks—I’m not making this up! But she’s more than just fun. I’ve actually learned so much from her, it’s almost painful. You know, like your head is so full it’s going to explode? That’s what Miss Keener’s class feels like—like your head is about to explode.”


    “Do you get good marks?”


    “I wouldn’t call them good marks,” Joy said. “I would call them great marks. Miss Keener often says that it’s too bad that because of school policy she can only legally give me a hundred percent when I am so obviously giving, like, a hundred and ten percent all the time.”


    “That’s quite a compliment,” said Dr. Daisy.


    “I don’t know,” replied Joy, lowering her head in a display of humility. “I think it’s a bit silly, to be honest. Because really, a good thirty percent of my total effort goes into helping kids in class who are having problems, so really I should get only an eighty, if you do the math. Did I mention I’m great in math?”


    “No.”


    Joy couldn’t help delighting in describing her life to Dr. Daisy, who sat nodding at each fresh fantasy Joy concocted. When she was finally out of ideas, Joy began wrapping things up. “So yeah, really, that’s pretty much me in a nutshell. To be honest, I don’t even know why I’m here.”


    “Well, you’ve told me a lot about school, but what about your home life?” asked Dr. Daisy. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”


    “A brother. Byron.”


    “Older? Younger?”


    “Three years younger.”


    “And how do you get along?”


    “Pretty good,” said Joy. “Well, we used to be closer, actually,” she found herself admitting. “We used to hang out all the time at home and at school, but now that he’s made a friend, I’m left pretty much on my own.”


    “But what about all your friends?” asked Dr. Daisy. “Like Cindy and Wendy and Trudy?”


    “They’re still there for me, of course,” replied Joy. “Like I said, they’re a bunch of BFFs . . .”


    “Okay, what about your parents? Do you get along with your father?”


    “Yeah, sure.” Joy shrugged. Then, in the same way that in gym class she could tell when a softball was bound for her head, Joy felt the next question coming.


    “And what about your mother?”


    “Haw-haw-haw.” Joy laughed, waving her hand. “We get along famously.”


    Instantly, Joy knew she’d pushed her routine too far. For the first time, Dr. Daisy’s seemingly clueless demeanor disappeared, replaced instead by a shrewd and calculating countenance. She reached over to her desk for a spiral notepad. Joy sat squirming in her seat as the woman scribbled something down. When she was finally done, she folded it closed and put it on her lap. “Well, I think that’s enough for today,” she announced. “Let’s talk more next week.”


    “That’s it?” replied Joy, stunned. “That only took five minutes.”


    “Actually, we’ve gone over our half hour,” Dr. Daisy told her. “But that’s all right, we had a lot to cover.”


    Joy got up to go. Just before she left, she noticed a bunch of piled-up boxes. “Are you moving or something?”


    “Yes,” Dr. Daisy answered. “The whole department is moving. They’re throwing us out so they can set up another new plastic surgery clinic.”


    “Really?” cried Joy.


    “Yes, really. It’s the way things are going around here. More and more people think they can solve their problems by buying themselves a new face rather than working on having a healthier outlook on life. It’s sad, quite honestly.”


    Joy had to agree. What kinds of people could possibly think a plastic surgery clinic was more important than a place that at the very least was trying to help kids with their problems?


    Together, Joy and Dr. Daisy entered the waiting area.


    “Ah, hello, dear,” said Mrs. Wells, tossing the magazine back on the table. “How did things go?”


    “Fine,” said Joy.


    Mrs. Wells turned to Dr. Daisy with a smile. “So when would you like to see her again?”


    “Actually, Mrs. Wells, I’d like to sit down with you first, if possible. Are you free this Friday afternoon at 3 p.m.? I have a cancellation.”


    “I’m free, but I’ll first have to check what time my husband finishes work.”


    “That all right,” replied Dr. Daisy. “I’d like to meet with you alone.”


    “Alone?” replied Mrs. Wells, her smile suddenly vanishing. “In your office?”


    “Is there somewhere else you’d be more comfortable?”


    Flustered, Mrs. Wells shook her head. “No, no—that’s fine. Friday at 3 p.m..”


    “Great. I’ll see you then.”


    Out in the hallway, Mrs. Wells frowned as they tried to figure out which colored path they had to follow to get back to the car. “I can’t think why on earth she wants to see me without your father,” Joy’s mother said. “Did you talk about me at all?”


    “She just asked if we got along.”


    Mrs. Wells came to a screeching halt in the middle of the busy corridor, causing the collision of a gurney and a laundry cart. “And what did you say?” she demanded.


    “I said,” Joy replied smugly, “that we got along great.”


    “Good girl.” Her mother sighed. “Because it is important that you always tell these kinds of people the truth. Now where on earth is the exit?”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 10


    Crossing the bridge above the steel-colored river, Phipps admired the familiar skyline, an expanse of steel and glass glittering in the afternoon sun. Now, this was a real city, he marveled. In comparison, Darlington looked like a children’s plaything, like something made out of foam, free of choking hazards.


    Lix had given an address in one of the suburbs just past the city, so Phipps stayed on the highway, bypassing the traffic-choked chasms where he had spent his years after leaving Spooking. Even so, he whipped by the abandoned old factory down by the water where the Black Tongs used to both live and practice, and the dingy street corners where he remembered putting up posters.


    Reaching onto the passenger seat, he picked up the crumpled piece of paper to check the directions again. He was heading somewhere unfamiliar, one of many anonymous-looking suburbs ringing the city. He drove on uncertainly for twenty minutes, crossing a filthy-looking river into a depressing industrial district before finally coming to the turnoff.


    Entering the neighborhood, Phipps had half expected to find the same pristine but characterless dwellings as in Darlington—square boxes that could have been drawn by a child but for the missing squiggle of crayoned smoke coming from their chimneys. But instead he discovered what seemed like a graveyard for such properties, tired-looking houses with litter blowing across their bleak front yards. With no hint of past grandeur, it was a neighborhood aged beyond its years, grim to the point of making Spooking appear like a holiday resort.


    Referring to his directions once again, Phipps saw with relief that he was almost there. Rolling slowly past the lifeless homes, he finally stopped at the saddest sight of all: an apartment building, sticking out like a submarine in the middle of a desert.


    This was the place.


    A man with a scraggly beard emerged. He carried an old army duffel bag over one shoulder and held a boxy looking guitar amp in his hand. Incredibly tall, he had to duck under the door frame to avoid braining himself as he exited.


    The two old friends greeted each other awkwardly.


    “I’d prefer if you’d call me Felix now,” he corrected Phipps, loading his meager possessions into the cavernous trunk of the black car. “Nobody calls me Lix anymore.”


    “Felix. All right, you got it.”


    In the passenger seat, Felix stared out the window as they pulled away from the apartment building. Now in his early forties, he had the same long, unruly hair and bright boyish eyes that Phipps remembered, but his face was now ravaged by what appeared to be a wrinkled road map of emotion.


    “Oh, cool—you still have a cassette player,” he noted. Producing a tape from his jean jacket, Felix immediately popped in some music as if they were back in their old guitar player Vince’s van, heading out on some tour in the hinterlands. As the music blasted, he promptly fell asleep and didn’t awake until they arrived in Darlington.


    “Hey, you seen anything of Vince lately?” Felix asked with a yawn.


    Phipps shuddered, gripping the wheel. He remembered exactly what he’d last seen of Vince: a ragged piece of arm floating in a creek. It was the first mention of anything to do with the band since he’d picked up Felix.


    “I just ran into him once,” Phipps lied. As far as he knew, no one was aware of their recent association, when he’d brought in Vince to help flush that crazy old lady out of the bog. And given the incriminating results, he wanted to keep it that way. “He said he was passing through town and hit me up for some cash he said I owed him.”


    “Everyone always owes him something,” Felix agreed. “Some people never change. Did you give him anything?”


    Phipps laughed. “Well, I had to get rid of him. As I said on the phone, I’ve got a good job now, and I couldn’t have a lowlife like Vince hanging around.”


    “I can imagine.”


    “Anyway, as you can see, Darlington isn’t his kind of place. Once I gave him some cash, he was on the next bus out of here.”


    “Right. So what’s your new job, anyway?” Felix asked him. “You were kinda vague on the phone.”


    “Well, it’s complicated,” replied Phipps. “Officially I’m the assistant to the mayor of Darlington.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially until it was just barely audible over the roaring engine. “But I also work for someone else.”


    “Who?”


    “Let’s just say it’s another agency.”


    “The government?”


    “No,” answered Phipps, adding with a wink, “not officially.”


    Felix sat looking confused for a moment. Then his face lit up. “Octo, are you some kind of spy, dude?”


    “I don’t know if I’d go that far,” said Phipps, smirking. “Let’s just say I work for the good guys. The important thing is that we need your help.”


    “My help?” Felix cried incredulously. “What do you need my help for?”


    “We need somebody to go undercover—and I mean deep cover,” Phipps told him, repeating a line he’d heard on a cop show recently. “You’re the only guy I know who can pull it off.”


    “Me!” Felix laughed, shaking his head. “Why me?”


    “Because you’ve already been inside the system. You know how it works: the ins, the outs, the whatchamacallits.”


    “The whatchamacallits?” Felix repeated. “Of what?”


    “Of the mental health system.”


    Getting no response, Phipps took a sidelong glance at his friend but could not make out his expression through the tangle of hair.


    “Stop the car,” Felix demanded.


    “Huh?”


    “Stop the car now!”


    Startled, Phipps braked hard, coming to a stop on the shoulder. Felix threw open the door and got out.


    “I want my stuff!” ordered a wild-eyed Felix, heading around to the back of the car as his friend followed on the other side. “Open it!” he insisted, frantically prying at the trunk with his fingernails.


    “Okay, okay—just relax, man!”


    It was at that moment that Phipps finally realized where they had pulled over.


    Spooking Bog had already made some progress reclaiming what would have become the vast parking lot of the Misty Mermaid Water Park. By now the muddy patch should have been completely blacktopped, Phipps bemoaned to himself silently, with major construction in full swing. But then came the cascade of calamities at the ribbon-cutting ceremony.


    Even after an entire winter, angry black tire marks and sparkling pieces of brake lights still marked the spot where that infernal Spooking school bus had smashed into his car. Deep gouges showed where the vehicle had been sent flying off the road, landing in the creek that trickled like spilled coffee from the heart of the deathly forest. It was there that, stumbling from the wreck, Phipps had set eyes on Vince for the first time since that terrible night when they had sabotaged the old gypsy woman’s home in the bog—or rather a piece of his tattooed flesh, floating in the brackish water.


    “Felix, I can’t unlock it—the keys are in the ignition,” Phipps told him, eyes snapping to the shifting shadows in the bog. “But please get back in the car.”


    “No way. I want my stuff.”


    “Seriously,” he insisted. “It’s not safe to stand out here.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    Phipps paused, unable to provide a plausible explanation. “You could get hit by a car or something,” he told him finally.


    Felix looked back along the deserted road. “What are you, my grandmother now? Give me a break, Octo. . . .”


    “Please, Felix,” Phipps persisted. “My parents’ place is just at the top of the hill. Can’t we stop off and talk about things there?”


    “Your parents’ place? I thought you said they were dead.”


    “They are. I’m just staying there at the moment while I clear it out, so I can sell it as soon as the Spooking market picks up.”


    “Right,” said Felix. “So that’s Spooking, huh? Where you used to dig graves and stuff?”


    “That’s it,” replied Phipps, joining Felix in gazing up at the hill, its craggy face looking gray and grim in the watery light of the afternoon.


    “It looks even creepier than you described it,” Felix declared with a smile. “Okay, then. But I’m not promising you anything, Octo.”


    “Just get back in the car,” replied Phipps. “Please.”
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    Had anyone in the Wells family expected a big change in Joy’s miserable demeanor after a single therapy session, they were sorely disappointed as soon as she stepped through the front door. Ignoring the cheerful greetings of both brother and father, she headed upstairs. Closing her bedroom door as a decoy, she then snuck up to the attic, quickly raising the stairs behind her.


    The pleasure of solitude proved fleeting, however. Sitting on a dusty rug, Joy shuddered to recall Dr. Daisy’s penetrating questions. Clearly the woman had not believed a single one of her lies, Joy realized. And what had she been writing so furiously on that little pad of hers?


    
      
        
          The patient appears incapable of responding with anything but appalling fantasies. Still, I find something compelling in the testimony—a delusion so powerful that it seems forgivable to believe that somewhere within such demented ramblings lies a hidden truth, scuttling toward the light of legitimacy.

        

      

    


    So Dr. Ingram had observed while interviewing a troubled patient in a dank asylum cell. But until now, she had never given any thought to how the poor wretch himself had felt, being probed by the imperious doctor and having his mind-bending recollections dispassionately recorded. And as a Spooky bobbing around in a sea of Darlings, being treated like a raving freak was as much a part of Joy’s daily routine as anyone’s. And now even her own family thought she was nuts.


    And what if they were right? What if she had lost her mind? Joy recalled the past couple of years, poking around Spooking’s gloomy corners, looking for whatever monsters she’d been certain had somehow leaped off the pages of an old book. Well, none of it was true, she now knew. There were no secret histories, no slumbering truths. It was all just a fantasy she’d concocted to fill the empty hours of her life.


    Drawing her knees to her chest, Joy felt ready to cry. But a few minutes passed, and nothing came. No sobs, so sniffles, no quivering lip. She touched the corners of her eyes and found them dry. In the center of her chest where such sadness had welled moments ago, she now felt nothing but a yawning emptiness.


    It was from this abyss that an unexpected emotion began rising, a giddiness floating up through her body as though tethered to a bunch of little balloons. Thinking back to her therapist appointment, she had to laugh at the hilarious responses she had given. All at once she had the answer to her problems, a recipe for happiness now and into the future. It was time, she decided, time to embrace her inner madwoman.


    Getting to her feet, Joy began gazing out the window to the east. From here, she could just make out the wall of the asylum casting a shadow on the distant Boulevard. Her future home, she thought, cackling to herself. Well at least it was within walking distance.


    To Joy’s surprise, a vehicle suddenly pulled up to the gate. Low and black, it idled there, waiting to be admitted. Quickly, she fetched her binoculars off a nail where they hung at the ready. A trusty pair made of Bakelite, an ancestor to plastic that looked a lot like chocolate, the binoculars had once belonged to Ms. Melody Huxley, who appeared in a photo with them perched above her sunburned cheeks as she scanned the desert sand.


    Without a second to lose, Joy scoured the Boulevard, trying to get a fix on the car before it drove off. Through the grit-speckled lenses, she finally caught sight of it—an old black muscle car, its chrome details blinding in a sliver of evening sun.


    Though Joy couldn’t make out his face through the gleaming windows, she knew without a doubt that it was Mr. Phipps’s car. Even from there, she heard its familiar throaty engine as it slipped through the gates and out of view.


    What business did he have with the asylum? Was he heading to a therapy session of his own? It was pretty clear that he had a whole bunch of issues to work out, after all.


    No, Joy decided. When people like Mr. Phipps went to the madhouse, they went against their will, kicking and screaming in a straitjacket.


    He was most certainly up to something. But what?
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    Just look at these grounds,” said Phipps. “Stunning, aren’t they?”


    “I suppose so,” Felix answered.


    “‘I suppose so,’” Phipps mocked lightheartedly. “Listen to you, Lix. Look around—the place is a freaking country club, my man.”


    “No, it’s an asylum for the insane,” the man corrected humorlessly. “Didn’t you read what it said over the gates?”


    “Bah,” Phipps scoffed. “That’s just an old antique sign— it doesn’t mean anything.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Like I was saying, this is just a great way to earn some fast money, so you can start fresh. You don’t want to live in another neighborhood like the last one, do you?”


    “Not really.”


    “And it’s not like you’re an actual patient; you’re working undercover. If things get to be too much, you can leave anytime. This is going to be fun, I’m telling you.”


    “You seem to be forgetting that I was sent to a place like this before, one where I was locked up against my will with people who had serious problems. It’s not fun. It’s scary, actually.”


    “How can I forget about that? I was one of the people who came to see you,” Phipps reminded him.


    He remembered how Felix had looked that time he’d visited, sitting in a crowded lounge in a hospital gown, quietly rocking back and forth. Phipps had sat down opposite, calling out his friend’s name to no response.


    “So you had a bit of a breakdown,” Phipps remarked. “Who hasn’t? I’ve probably had three or four myself. The point is that it was sixteen years ago and you’re completely better now. Right?”


    “I guess so.”


    “There’s no guessing—it’s true. Besides, this is a such a different kind of place compared to that hellhole you got stuck in last time.”


    “How so?”


    “For one, I hear it’s got a pool.”


    “Whoop-dee-do . . .”


    “And you’ll have the place practically to yourself. Last time I was here, I didn’t see anybody. Which is one of the things I want you to look into. How can they keep a facility this big running without any patients? It just doesn’t make sense. . . .”


    “Hmm. Maybe being crazy is just going out of style.”


    “Seriously, Felix, I need your expertise on this one, man. You know the way these places work. You will know if something isn’t right!”


    “Okay, okay.”


    “Now, don’t worry, buddy. You saw where I live—I’m literally just around the corner. Keep that phone I gave you hidden, and if anything goes wrong, just call me on it. I’ll be around in ten minutes to get you.” Phipps clapped a reassuring hand on his friend’s shoulder. “All right, it’s showtime.”


    Phipps pulled the car in front of the main building. Dr. Warshaw and Nurse Pinch stood out front, the man in the wheelchair nowhere in sight.


    “Ah, Mr. Phipps,” said the doctor as they got out of the car. “So nice to see you again.”


    “Likewise, Doctor. This is my cousin Felix, of whom I spoke earlier.”


    “Hello there,” the white-haired man said, speaking rather loudly. “I am Dr. Warshaw, chief physician and administrator of Spooking Asylum. I’ll be looking after you during your stay.”


    Felix stared blankly back at the doctor.


    “You’ve been feeling unwell, I understand?”


    More silence.


    Phipps gave Felix an agitated look before suddenly catching on to his old bandmate’s game plan. “My cousin hasn’t been talking much these days,” Phipps explained. “Hopefully, in your care, we can coax him back out of his shell again.”


    Dr. Warshaw studied Felix. “We will certainly do our best. Now let’s get our guest settled in. Is there anything we can do for you, Mr. Phipps, before you go?”


    “No, thank you. I’m quite busy at work at the moment so I probably won’t be back until next week, when I come to take care of your fees. Once again, thanks for finding an extra bed for my dear cousin. It is very much appreciated.”


    “Not at all.”


    Turning toward his car, Phipps spotted a man emerging from a brick outbuilding. Pushing a wheelbarrow piled high with gravel, the man was tall and thin with a droopy gray mustache and was wearing a dirty collarless shirt under a muddy pair of striped overalls.


    “Who was that?” Phipps demanded once the strangely familiar man had disappeared with his load down the drive.


    “The gardener, of course,” replied Dr. Warshaw. “No cause for alarm. He’s a perfectly harmless fellow who’s been with us for many years. Hasn’t he, Nurse Pinch?”


    “For many years,” she confirmed.


    Phipps reddened, embarrassed by his inexplicable outburst. “Never mind. I just thought I recognized him from somewhere.”


    “I could not imagine that being likely,” the doctor insisted. “He is quite a famous recluse.”


    Phipps caught an exchange of furtive glances between the two asylum staff members. “I must be mistaken,” he nevertheless said. “Anyway, I will bid good day to you, then, Doctor. Get well soon, buddy,” he added, mussing up his friend’s scraggly hair.


    Felix watched expressionlessly as Phipps got into his car and drove off. When the black car finally rolled out of sight, the doctor turned to his new patient.


    “Now, Felix, this is Nurse Pinch,” he said. “She will show you to your room, which we hope you will find as comfortable and welcoming as home. As an added treat, we’ve put you on our quietest ward, so you won’t be disturbed by anyone. Isn’t that wonderful?”


    Felix did not answer. Instead he continued staring at the fountain. A statue of a bearded man wearing tall boots, puffy sleeves, and a heavy-looking breastplate stood at the center. Drenched, he seemed almost unhinged with giddiness as the innumerable fonts gushed water over him, his hands thrust out to capture the streams while his lips strained against a toothy grin.


    “Admiring our fountain, are we?” asked the doctor. “It is called The Conquistador’s Prize, commissioned years ago as a tribute to our facility’s contributions to the pursuit of eternal well-being. Have you ever seen anything quite as sublime?”


    Felix said nothing, switching his gaze to an overflight of cawing crows.


    “Of course, one requires a taste for allegory to truly appreciate it,” sneered the doctor. “Now, if you will come this way, please. . . .”


    The nurse seized Felix’s arm and led him into the building.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 11


    It was Friday morning. Joy sat with her head balanced atop a fist while Miss Keener wrote on the board. Beside her, Murray yawned from his position perched upon a small chair. Before long the yawn had spread like an infectious disease until the entire class looked like a choir singing with the volume turned off.


    “Are we boring you, kids?” Miss Keener chided. “Why are you all yawning?”


    Joy watched as her teacher turned, fluttering a pair of newly elongated eyelashes at her assistant. Though she could only guess what effect the woman would have on the poor aspiring teacher’s craft, the effect he was having on Miss Keener was rather more obvious. Gone were her homemade sweater-dresses and the shiny leggings of a speed skater. Miss Keener had reinvented herself in the image of a medieval barmaid, wearing puffy-sleeved shirts and high laced boots. She had even begun wearing perfume, an eye-burning fragrance that brought to mind rose petals soaking in toilet cleaner. So pungent was the smell that Silas Whelps, the school’s most allergic pupil, was immediately laid low and was now unable to respond to any question without sounding like a harp seal.


    “I’m sorry, Marsha, I think I am causing it,” Murray answered, opening wide with a repeat demonstration. “I have to work nights to pay for teacher college, and it is starting to really catch up to me.”


    “Moonlighting! You poor, poor dear! No wonder you’re looking so tired!”


    Even less bearable than her perfume was the recent change in Miss Keener’s demeanor. Her already excitable character had become impossibly effervescent, and like a shaken pop bottle, she seemed about ready to explode.


    Still, the news wasn’t all bad. Because Murray added an extra element of surveillance to the classroom, and a strange aura of menace, Joy’s usual tormentors were now somewhat limited as to what humiliations they could inflict on her undetected. Those who did persist were now subjected to Miss Keener’s new disciplinary policy, which amazingly resulted in even Tyler being banished from the room for sneezing a sun-ripened raisin onto Joy’s desk.


    “Okay, guys, we were listing out types of media,” said Miss Keener, finally continuing her lesson. “Let’s see what we’ve got written down: TV, radio, newspapers, magazines, the Internet . . . Great. Now, can anyone tell me what reporters do?”


    “Ask movie stars questions?” came the whooping voice of Silas.


    “Sometimes,” agreed the teacher. “Anything else, kids?”


    “They tell us about the bad stuff.”


    “Like murders.”


    “And earthquakes.”


    “And plane crashes!”


    “That’s right,” said Miss Keener. “These things are called news. Now, for this next assignment, you guys are going to be the reporters and write your own news stories. First, I’m going to partner you all up. One of you will be the reporter and the other will be the interview subject. Then we’ll get together as a group and see if we can’t turn the answers into some cool news stories!”


    “Miss,” called Tyler, holding up his hand.


    “Yes?”


    “What if you haven’t murdered anyone before?” he asked. Murray’s heavy eyelids suddenly snapped open.


    “Well, then you’ll just have to think of something else. For instance, do you have any pets?”


    “A dog.”


    “Then just answer questions about what it’s like to take care of a dog, for example. Everything is news if you tell it properly. But first, let’s get you all partnered up.”


    Partnering up—it was something that Joy dreaded above all else, and not just because it was an excuse for Miss Keener’s beloved magic top hat to make an appearance. For Joy, the stakes were serious. There were just too many combinations within the realm of possibility that she simply could not bear. And while she couldn’t predict exactly what she’d do, throwing a chair through the window and jumping the three floors to the ground seemed an appropriate option.


    Watching Miss Keener swish her hand around the hat, Joy felt ready to vomit.


    “Okay, let’s pick our first reporter,” read Miss Keener, producing a name slip. “Joy, you are interviewing . . .”


    The moment of uncertainty seemed to stretch out into eternity.


    “. . . Louden,” the teacher read.


    Having avoided Tyler or any other members of his greasy little gang, Joy breathed an immediate sigh of relief. But then she flushed to remember the name belonged to the boy who had stuck a bag of Halloween candy into the inkwell of her old desk.


    It wasn’t that Joy hadn’t thought about Louden since that incident. In fact, for a while, his inexplicable action had trumped even the life of Ethan Alvin Peugeot as the most tantalizing mystery in her life. Nevertheless, Joy had decided to avoid further contact, suspecting that it could be some sort of trap.


    Because even though Louden had seemed nice, there was just something about such boys that made Joy think of bumblebees. Although there was something endearing about their fuzzy, goofy cuteness, it was impossible to ever completely forget that they could at any second turn around and sting you in the eye.


    But here he was, buzzing around her desk.


    “Hey,” Louden said. “Do you want to work here?”


    “Okay,” replied Joy.


    “How’s it going, by the way?” he asked.


    “Peachy, I guess,” she heard herself answer. Peachy? When in her life had she ever described anything as peachy?


    “That’s good,” answered Louden. “So what do you want to ask me?” he asked, sitting back in a nearby vacated chair.


    Joy could think of only a single question—the one that had so completely vexed her since last November. “Why . . . ,” she began.


    Louden waited patiently for a while until no further utterance came from her lips. “Why what?”


    “Why do you like living in Darlington so much?” she asked before quickly rephrasing her question. “I mean, what kinds of things do you like about living here?”


    Louden laughed. “Who says I like anything about Darlington?”


    The response hung in the air like a toxic cloud as Joy recoiled. This sort of talk had consequences, she had always thought, possibly involving chains and leg irons.


    “I mean, it’s okay and everything, but it’s not exactly the center of the universe,” he continued. “We only moved here because my dad got a job at St. Ignatius Academy.”


    “Your dad works at St. Ignatius?” The mention of the school caused an immediate flutter in Joy’s stomach. “Really?


    “He’s a teacher there,” he answered. “History.”


    “Then why the heck do you go to school here?” Joy demanded.


    “Are you crazy? I’m not going anywhere my dad is a teacher!”


    Joy hadn’t thought about that. It made sense.


    “Besides, it’s too expensive and I hate uniforms.”


    “Where did you live before Darlington?”


    “A few places,” Louden replied. “My parents were archaeologists and met on a dig. They thought they could raise a family out in the field, but they changed their minds when I got stung by a scorpion and nearly died. So we ended up moving here. But I still remember some of it. Like how loud the jungle is at night . . .”


    Joy’s eyes lit up. “This is good stuff,” she said, picking up a sheet of paper. “Now tell me what it feels like to get stung by a scorpion!”
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    Byron had always hated gym, and not only because of his limited abilities at catching, throwing, and remembering his shorts. Mr. Hardy was the most feared teacher at Winsome, with bristly gray hair that looked like something you’d brush a horse with. The man was squat and solid, with calves like a pair of tree trunks someone had slipped tube socks over. From an impossibly square set of shoulders grew a pair of massive arms, his biceps protruding from his skin like pointy rocks as he ferociously guarded his pea whistle, a gleaming Acme Thunderer capable of approximately 140 decibels of attention-getting power.


    In addition to the benefits bestowed by a lifetime of pushups and leg presses, Mr. Hardy’s greatest talent was to suck the fun out of every physical activity imaginable, replacing it instead with pain and tedium. Every recreational game became a grim contest upon which life itself seemed to hang in the balance. Every fitness routine was a form of institutionalized torture through which endurance marks were somehow awarded. The only students who enjoyed these twice-weekly servings of suffering were the small group of athletically gifted children who delighted in the humiliation of others almost as much as the great Mr. Hardy himself.


    So it was with some surprise that Byron found himself enjoying gym lately. It was mainly thanks to Gustave, who with a mixture of comic buffoonery and amazing coordination managed to disrupt whatever joyless activity was on the menu. Thundering downstairs, Byron hoped it would be dodgeball. Although he himself was usually eliminated within seconds, his friend was so slippery that eventually Mr. Hardy would have to call time to prevent any more star athletes from blowing out their arms trying to nail him. It was priceless to watch.


    “Booyah!” shouted Byron at the sight of a bunch of the familiar salmon pink balls lolling around the center of the gymnasium. They were the only missiles officially approved for whipping at one another.


    But it was not to be. “Put that down, horse-face!” Mr. Hardy barked at the first boy bold enough to presume ownership over a ball. “Today we’re starting national fitness tests, which means the world gets to see firsthand just how weak and lazy all these video games are making you.”


    Tweet!


    “Make two lines: boys and girls!”


    For some reason, the sound of Mr. Hardy’s whistle always gave Byron’s inner ear an itch that only the immediate insertion of a pinkie finger could soothe. Worse, the blasts not only came by surprise, they often came without reason, with Mr. Hardy equally likely to blow for points as for fouls.


    “First we’ll test your upper-body strength using a method familiar to any of you who have already endured Marine Corps training: the flexed arm hang.” Mr. Hardy glared at Byron and Gustave for talking in line. “You three,” he continued, pointing to a few unfortunate boys at the front. “Climb up to the top bar. Come on, come on, we don’t have all day. That’s it. Now hold on to it, elbows in, keeping your chin above the bar. Good. All right, let’s see what you noodle-armed little babies can do.”


    Tweet!


    Mr. Hardy watched the shuddering pupils, chins glancing painfully against the wooden bars in front of them. “Pathetic,” he declared, his eyes flicking between the little trembling forms and his stopwatch. “What if you have to hang off the edge of a cliff someday? Come on, I want to see you dig deep!”


    But even the possibility of plunging to their deaths one day wasn’t enough to keep them up any longer. In rapid succession, the children fell to the hard floor a merciful six feet below.


    “All right, Mealey-mouth, Spooky, and Meatball—let’s see what you bunch of chatterboxes can do besides coming this close to getting sent to the office.”


    “But, sir,” protested Morris, “I didn’t say a thing!”


    “Mealey!” thundered Mr. Hardy. “Up the bars now or you’re getting another black eye!”


    The three boys scrambled up and got into position.


    Tweet!


    Immediately, Gustave began sniggering to himself.


    “What’s so funny, you albino idiot?” spat Morris.


    “It’s your gym pantaloons,” said Gustave. “They have fallen low and you are showing some spräck . . .”


    “Yeah right,” hissed Morris. Unable to lower his head to check, he could see Gustave now shaking with laughter out of the corner of his eye. The possibility was too much to bear. Taking a quick look, Morris lost his grip and fell, his chin hitting the bars like a stick being dragged along a picket fence.


    “Fifteen seconds, Mealey,” said Mr. Hardy to the stricken boy on the ground. “Not very impressive. Not very impressive at all!”


    Laughing hysterically, Byron fell too. His feet stinging from the landing, he limped to the back of the line.


    “What about you, Meatball?” Mr. Hardy shouted up at Gustave. “Had enough yet?”


    Without reply, Gustave hung there like a white-haired fruit bat. Below, Mr. Hardy kept count with his stopwatch, his facial veins becoming more and more protuberant until they began to visibly throb.


    “Enough!” the teacher shouted finally. “Come down at once!”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 12


    It was Saturday morning at the Wells home. With breakfast finished, the children were busy helping their parents clean up the substantial mess that followed making waffles. Joy was charged with mopping up splotches of batter from the countertop while Byron was assigned to recovering the numerous blueberries scattered across the kitchen floor.


    “Sweetheart,” Mrs. Wells called to Joy from the sink. “Why didn’t you tell me your therapist was a fraud and charlatan?”


    Joy had forgotten all about her mother’s appointment. Judging from the way Mrs. Wells was abusing her favorite mixing bowl, it obviously had not gone well.


    “Helen,” interrupted Mr. Wells, drying the same spatula Joy had recently used to try to remove bird poo from the attic floor. “I thought we’d agreed not to talk about this in front of the children.”


    “Well, I have to let Joy know that we’re not going back,” said Mrs. Wells. “I couldn’t believe the insinuations the woman made. She obviously got her psychology degree by mail order.”


    “I don’t think she meant that you have some sort of problem, Helen. I just think she wanted you to consider your own upbringing and how that might affect your relationship with your daughter. . . .”


    “I thought we weren’t talking about it!” snapped Mrs. Wells.


    With that, the matter appeared at a close. Stifling a cheer, Joy resumed cleaning with renewed vigor. Before long, the golden lakes of batter had vanished. “Finished,” she said triumphantly, stepping back from the gleaming Formica work surface. “Can Byron and I go to the park now?”


    “Of course you may, my dears,” answered Mrs. Wells. “Just make sure to bring your watch so you don’t come home too late for lunch.”


    Byron dumped a last handful of blueberries into the garbage and the two children headed off.


    Spooking Park sat just off the Boulevard, directly across from the asylum. In the shadow of the boarded-up old library, its warren of paths were somehow enshrouded in gloom even on the most cloudless of days thanks to the huge twisted trees that lined them. The thick canopy of leaves blotted out the sun, leaving it perpetually dark and damp below, dotted with coffee-colored puddles that disappeared only at the very height of summer.


    The children’s playground stood on a muddy stone-bordered oval. Unlike the safety-conscious play structures of Darlington, Spooking’s only surviving playground paid homage to a different era—a time when children presumably were considered expendable. Among its attractions were a rusty jungle gym whose creaking and groaning warned of imminent collapse, an enormous seesaw capable of lifting a child ten feet in the air as well as launching rocks like a medieval catapult, and a merry-go-round that despite its considerable age could achieve G-forces simulating those experienced in spaceflight. The slide was unusable, missing half the rungs on its ladder and packed with equal parts mud, stones, and broken glass.


    It was a cloudy afternoon as Joy arrived at the playground, ahead of Byron, who continually lagged behind searching for treasures under bushes. At her side, Fizz poked his head out of her bag, eager to get out and enjoy the spring.


    Reaching the park, Joy waved to the dark-haired girl sitting cross-legged in the center of the merry-go-round, spinning with no obvious means of propulsion.


    “Hi, Poppy,” she called cheerfully.


    “Hi there,” Poppy replied. Her skin was so white Joy sometimes felt like she could see right through her. “Where’s Byron?” she asked.


    Joy turned around. Her brother, who had been a few steps behind her only a moment ago, was gone. “Umm, he’s on the way, I think,” she answered. “Actually, I’m just going to take Fizz down to the water for a little swim, and then I’ll be back to hang out.”


    “Okay,” said Poppy with her sad little singsong voice. “I’ll stay here and wait for Byron, in case he comes by looking for you.”


    Joy walked between the black and gnarled trees, along the winding path that made its way to the center of the park. Wandering once again among the familiar trees, Joy felt as if the grand adventure of her childhood was gouged into the black bark, and she suddenly—awfully—felt it slipping away. Next year was junior high school, where everything would be different, she was told.


    “All the silly teasing that upsets you so much ends in junior high school,” Mrs. Wells had assured her confidently. “Junior high school is where everyone really starts applying themselves. Where everyone starts figuring out what they want to be in life.”


    Such a ridiculous statement had raised the question of whether her mother had even gone to junior high school, which, from what Joy could tell from both television and film, was pretty much Winsome Elementary on steroids. Not to mention the fact that all of her old tormentors would be there, such as Tyler White and his trailing gang of squealing piglets. No, junior high school would not be a picnic, she was certain.


    Still, there were a few upsides. For one, Miss Keener wouldn’t be there. And it was only junior high, which Joy thought was like the waiting room adjoining Hell proper, where you could at least get used to the heat before suffering full damnation. Best of all, the school was on the way to Wiskatempic University, which meant that instead of taking the Spooking school bus, Joy would be chauffeured to school by her mother. And while, sadly, Byron would have to endure the daily ritual of abuse of arriving on the Spooky Express alone, she would probably be able to slip into school relatively unnoticed.


    The only other bright spot was that junior high was a much bigger school than Winsome, with children coming in from all sorts of communities outside Darlington. Joy hoped that the influx of all these new students would not only lower her visibility as a Spooky but maybe even provide her with someone to hang out with.


    Because her mother was right—Joy had no friends. Not one. At school, she hardly ever spoke to anyone, not even to borrow a pencil or ruler. And in Spooking, the few children who remained were all much younger than her. While she told herself it didn’t matter—that she had more than enough company in the world of E. A. Peugeot—the truth was she felt kind of lonely. As other girls walked down the halls together, their heads pressed close and giggling, Joy wished she had someone to talk to.


    In the past, she’d had her brother’s company. But he had his own interests lately, and his own friend. Which left Fizz. Loyal and affectionate, he was certainly pleasant to be around and he was a very good listener. But the fact remained that he was a frog—and no amount of kissing was going to turn him into even a rudimentary conversationalist, much less a prince.


    Spooking Asylum was probably full of people who talked to frogs, Joy had thought as she’d passed along its thick stone outer wall. Which was one reason, she supposed, to feel lucky to have been born in this day and age. If the stories of E. A. Peugeot were to believed, such institutions were once operated with an open-door policy toward folks blabbing on about the existence of monsters. The problem was the door was then locked behind you.


    Joy arrived at a man-made waterway that had once meandered through the park, descending by means of a series of cascading pools and channels. It terminated at a little island, sparsely covered in grass and accessible only by a small concrete bridge, that was home to one of the park’s greatest treasures: an enormous and ancient willow tree. Bent almost completely over, the tree was popular with children, who ran up and down its spine as if it were a sedated dragon.


    It was at the top of the waterway, however, that Joy found Byron, by the large concrete storm drain jutting out from the steep, muddy bank. Once the main source of the waterway, the drain had been choked with rotting leaves and plastic bags for as long as anyone could remember, and these days only managed to output a dribble.


    Unblocking the drain had become a recent obsession for Byron, who poked through the rusted grate with a stick. Today he had coaxed out a steady flow of brown liquid, which poured noisily into the scum-laden pool below.


    “There you are,” said Joy, releasing Fizz from his leash. “I’ve been up and down the whole park looking for you. What’s with the disappearing act?”


    Byron grumbled something as Fizz headed down the slippery bank. Failing to engage his rear legs and send himself airborne, he rolled like a nubby green ball before landing with a splash in the pool. When at last he surfaced, he dog-paddled his way back to the shallows, where he then sat panting.


    Watching the ungainly display, Joy cringed. Fizz’s lack of amphibian ability was her fault, surely, since she was the one who had taken him into captivity. But what choice did she have? She remembered how she’d found him at the bottom of the hill, snoozing away in the middle of the road. She’d tried relocating him, placing him gently on a nice squelchy patch of moss in the bog, but had turned and found him following her like a lost puppy. If she’d left him, he would have been road pancake within the hour.


    So she’d taken him home. Warm and well-fed, Fizz lived in a sanctuary away from the dangers of the outside world—safe from swooping birds, snapping turtles, and giant carnivorous pitcher plants alike. And since bullfrogs are mostly solitary creatures, it wasn’t like he was lonely.


    Still, when had Fizz last enjoyed a fly fresh off the wing rather than dead and desiccated, plucked off a windowsill? Wasn’t it a bit cruel to deprive him of the thrill of hunting—and the excitement of being hunted? Perhaps the endurance of risk and the delight in reward were what life was all about.


    It was then that Joy began wondering if a pet wasn’t just a kind of prisoner—a prisoner that began loving its captor.


    The thought was too much to bear, so Joy turned back to Byron. “What are you doing, anyway?” she asked with sudden sharpness.


    “Busting up the dam.”


    “I don’t mean that. I mean hiding like this.”


    Byron shot his sister a guilty look. “I’m not hiding,” he protested.


    “Yeah, right,” Joy scoffed. “So what if Poppy has a crush on you?”


    Byron glowered, his cheeks instantly turning red. “Exactly,” he said. “So what?”


    “Well, she’s pretty cute.”


    “She’s a crybaby,” he replied.


    “Oh, c’mon, she is not! She just has what doctors would call overactive tear ducts. And for a medical problem, it’s pretty fetching, actually. . . .”


    “Well, I don’t care what she fetches,” he answered. “She gives me the creeps.”


    Joy glanced over her shoulder, suddenly fearing the poor girl might have followed her here. Thankfully, they were alone. Still, she had to admit that Poppy did have a bit of an eerie aura. But creepy? That was harsh. Wasn’t that exactly what those jerks in Darlington said about everybody from Spooking?


    “Byron, in case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t exactly a boatload of girls up here. But, like it or not, eventually you’re going to have to marry somebody. So here’s my advice: Make sure to snag a cute one as early as possible.”


    “That,” growled Byron, “is the stupidest thing I ever heard!”


    “Oh yeah?” said Joy. “Well, don’t come whining to me when you’re walking down the aisle with Wilma Van Hurkle!”


    The suggestion that he would ever marry someone without two distinct eyebrows sent Byron into a fury. “Who are you going to marry, then—Sherman Pickles?”


    Joy turned green, remembering the quivering boy’s sluglike lips pressed up against her face. Luckily, Sherman’s family had moved away, but that was beside the point. “Actually, I don’t have to get married to be happy,” she declared.


    “Says who?”


    “Melody Huxley, for one. She wasn’t married and look how happy she was.”


    Byron rolled his eyes at the mention of his sister’s idol. “Oh yeah? You don’t know anything about her. How do you know she was happy?”


    “Just look at her photo album. Doesn’t she look happy?”


    “When she’s drinking alcohol or killing some innocent creature, maybe,” answered Byron. “Anyway, boys my age aren’t interested in girls.”


    “Yeah right,” scoffed Joy. “What about Lucy Primrose?”


    “Lucy?” repeated Byron. “From school?”


    “C’mon, Byron,” said Joy, sighing with impatience. “Do you think I’m stupid, blind, or both?”


    “I just went to her birthday party,” said Byron, frowning.


    “Sure. And you just put gel in your hair for it—which is perfectly normal,” she added.


    Byron turned his back on Joy so she wouldn’t see his face reddening like a grape on a summer vine. “That doesn’t prove anything,” he answered, trying to free his stick, which had become wedged inside the rusted grate.


    “Okay, what about last Halloween, when you made Mom drop us off at Sunnyview Street? Which just happens to be where Lucy lives . . .”


    “So what? Everybody at school said they gave out the best candy there.”


    “And how about the way you follow her around the schoolyard, and stare out the window every time we pass her on the bus . . .”


    “You don’t know anything!” snapped Byron, whirling around. “And besides, it’s none of your business!”


    “Yes, it is,” Joy answered. “I’m your older sister and it’s my job to protect you. Even Mom and Dad said so.”


    “They were telling you to stop dragging me around a swamp at night, Joy, not to start spying on me!”


    “It’s the same difference. The world is a dangerous place, and there are all sorts of monsters out there. Sure, some of them live in bogs—my bad, I know. But there are other monsters out there, the kind who wear hair bands and skip rope, just as willing to rip out your heart and eat it. . . .”


    Byron turned back to the drain, where his stick was hopelessly lodged. Angry, he jumped on it, hoping to snap a bit off.


    With a series of pings, the rusted anchors tore free. To both their surprise, the entire grate came away, followed by a huge mass of debris that narrowly missed Byron. With a great whoosh, the storm drain emptied.


    For a moment, the siblings stood wide-eyed as the placid little pool became a black foaming lake, roaring over the edges, racing down toward the island in one great, irresistible flood.


    But then Joy let out a piercing scream.


    “Fizz!”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 13


    The old music shop was dark that afternoon. The black clouds that had been gathering over Spooking finally burst and a steady rain fell outside.


    Earlier Phipps had called in sick to work for the first time since he’d broken his arm upending the old gypsy’s house in the bog last Halloween. This time, however, it had been to avoid the possibility of further injury.


    “Gosh darn it, Phipps!” the mayor had bellowed over the phone. “Why today? You know it’s free-meat day!”


    “I’m sorry,” Phipps had rasped. “I couldn’t be more disappointed.”


    “But it’s the only thing I bothered to circle on my desk calendar this whole month!”


    Phipps had insisted the mayor go without him. It was, after all, a particularly important visit for the administration, and he didn’t want to appear disrespectful of the substantial economic contributions provided to the city by the meat industry.


    “All right, if you put it that way. But if any steaks start getting handed out, they’re all heading back to MacBrayne Manor, got it?”


    “Understood.”


    Hanging up, Phipps had felt miraculously better despite the annoying reminder that unlike his boss he did not yet live in an eight-thousand-square-foot Tudor-style mansion. He had considered heading down to the archives to continue his investigation into the official records of Spooking Asylum but had decided there was too much risk of being spotted. No, he would just have to play hooky today. Perhaps a day of rest was exactly what he needed.


    Feeling cramped, he decided to clean up the place, to strip it of the memories that accosted him from every corner, beginning with the vast shelves of his mother’s collectible figurines—depressing little things with moonlike faces, all engaged in some sort of horrible mischief. Suspecting that objects so studiedly hideous might be worth something, he resolved to try selling them on the Internet. But for now, he just wrapped them carefully in newspaper and put them in boxes, which he then stacked in the closet.


    Phipps then turned his attention to the clusters of framed photos perched on every other surface. Most were pictures of himself: gawky and pale, looking like the image of the good son. Here he was laughing, making a nuisance of himself as his mother made a pie. Here he was covered in dust sanding violins with his father.


    Then he came across another one, where he was hoisting a trophy alongside a slim athletic beauty. She had jet-black hair and a crooked little smile, as if she had some secret little joke planned.


    Remembering those days, Phipps supposed she very likely did.


    Staring at the photo, he found himself unable to continue. He flopped down on his father’s lumpy old leather armchair and sat there for a while, the frame on his chest. There were so many ways things could have gone, he thought. So many other choices that could have been made.


    That is, had his future not been already taken from him.


    It had been from this overstuffed old seat, in fact, that his father had revealed their awful history—a family history that pursued him to this day. It had been raining, and Phipps had been working in the cemetery, coming home tired and wet.


    “Son,” his father, Lorenzo Phipps, had called as Octavio headed to his room. “I need to talk to you.”


    “What is it now? It isn’t about the earring again, is it? Because I am not taking it out and that is final.”


    His father grunted and shook his head. “Sit down. Please”


    Over the past year, a chill had fallen over the household. Once close, Octavio and his father had become quiet enemies, uneasy in each other’s company. Mr. Phipps had begun criticizing everything about his son: his clothes, his taste in music, and even the smallest of his habits.


    But for Octavio, the true issue had been clear. His parents had wanted him to continue working in the shop, making and repairing instruments for others, while he had become determined to get out there and play them for the world.


    Octavio fell heavily onto the couch. Staring back sullenly, he put his muddy boots up on the coffee table. This time, however, the old man had nothing to say about it. “What’s wrong?” Octavio then asked, noticing his father’s grave expression.


    “Before you run off to this . . . music school of yours,” his father began, “your mother insists that I tell you something.”


    Octavio sighed. He had already heard about how he was making a mistake, how he was going off for all the wrong reasons, and how big cities were dangerous to small town boys like himself. Well, he had heard enough.


    Seeing Octavio’s scowl, his father threw up a hand, its fingers permanently stained with wood finish. “No, Octavio. It is not about you and your foolish choices this time,” he insisted through clenched teeth. “It is something far more important than that. It is about our family, and our legacy. . . .”


    Octavio sat back and listened as the old man began spinning his preposterous tale. It concerned a famous ancestor— an author—who, using an assumed name, had once lived in Spooking.


    Octavio rolled his eyes. He was supposed to buy this? The man who could talk for hours about how he once sold a harmonica to a guy from a toothpaste commercial had failed to ever mention some famous relative? It was beyond ridiculous.


    Ignoring his smirk, Lorenzo continued on. He explained how the author had arrived one day and begun drifting around town, spending hours in eerie places where others feared to linger. Ever scribbling in his notebook, he’d seemed smitten with everything about Spooking. In the quiet of his rented room, he would then write by lantern light until the break of dawn.


    His mysterious air eventually made him popular with the womenfolk, and rumors of his secret celebrity abounded. Happy to return the interest, he became involved with several local ladies, one of whom eventually gave him a son. To avoid scandal, he resolved to marry her at once, but the news soon reached the ears of another lover, a tempestuous and jealous gypsy feared by the community. Shortly after, the author disappeared, presumably to escape her wrath, but it was too late. The furious gypsy had put a hex upon him.


    Octavio heard how this was a terrible curse, bitterly aimed at rakes and cads who trifled with others’ hearts. Its ancient name forgotten, it had long been known as the vanishing sickness, an affliction that caused its victims to fade into nothingness. So potent was this curse that it spanned generations, seeking out male heirs until every likeness of the original transgressor was cleansed from the earth. With every mile traveled away from the arms of the spurned lover, its onset was only hastened.


    “So you see,” his father had told him. “This is why you cannot leave Spooking, my son, not for love or music school or any other reason. Otherwise you will vanish! I’ve left this hill for only a few hours in my life, and have yet suffered the curse’s ill effect. Don’t you see? It’s the only way!”


    Octavio regarded his father, now trembling in his chair. He had never seen him in such a state. For a moment, Octavio said nothing, but sat silently searching for words.


    “This,” he finally began, “coming from somebody who thinks I’m nuts because I pierced my ear!” Octavio kicked away the table and jabbed a finger toward his now terrified father. “Listen to me, old man. You’re out of your mind if you think I’m sticking around this crummy town my whole life. I’m leaving, do you hear me? No matter what stupid ghost stories you dream up!”


    “Octavio, please!” cried his father. “The man is your great-great-grandfather. You’ve read his stories—surely you can recognize your own flesh and blood from his work!”


    But young Octavio hadn’t been interested in hearing any more. In a rage, he had stormed off to his room. And within a matter of weeks, he had left Spooking behind for good.


    So he had thought, at least. Yet here he was again, sitting in his father’s chair. All of sudden, he felt that awful feeling return, and watched in horror as his hands lost their substance and became almost completely invisible. This was it, he thought. This was the moment he would vanish for good.


    But then an angry buzz as if from some enormous insect brought him back. “Hello?” said Phipps, retrieving the vibrating phone from his pocket. On the other end, a crackling signal replied. “Hello?” he repeated.


    “Octo—”


    The voice was barely discernible.


    “Felix, is that you? Speak up—I can hardly hear you.”


    “I don’t want to talk too loud,” his friend hissed into the receiver.


    “Felix, where are you?”


    “I’m outside, but I can’t talk long. I thought I saw the gardener creeping around here a minute ago.”


    “What’s wrong? Why are you calling? Have you found anything out?”


    “There’s something weird going on here, Octo,” replied Felix, still in a hushed voice. “I’m starting to get scared, man.”


    “Just calm down,” Phipps told him. “What do you mean?”


    “Well, for one, the patients.”


    “What’s wrong with them?”


    “That’s it, I have no idea, because I haven’t seen any.”


    “You’re telling me you’re the only patient in the entire facility?”


    “Who knows? I eat my meals in the cafeteria by myself and spend all day wandering around alone. . . .”


    “What about nighttime?”


    “Then they lock me in my room. That’s when I hear all sorts of weird things, like people shuffling up and down the hall. . . .”


    “What about the staff? Did you ask them about it?”


    “Duh!” Felix shot back. “I can’t ask them anything, remember?”


    Phipps then remembered. “Oh, that’s right, because your main symptom is muteness. Great choice, Felix. How am I supposed to get the evidence we need to shut these guys down when you can’t even ask them a single question?”


    “Don’t blame me!” his friend snapped back. “You put me on the spot. And I thought it was best to do what came most naturally, otherwise they would have figured out I was a fraud.”


    “All right, all right,” said Phipps, pulling at his hair. “Get back to what’s going on at night.”


    “I don’t know. I can hear people out there, shuffling down the halls. Muttering to themselves. Laughing.”


    “And you don’t have a keyhole or something?”


    “No, there’s a slot, but it closes from the outside. With the lights off, I did see someone outside my window, moving around in the dark. A big guy dressed in a white uniform, throwing garbage away.”


    “Sounds like an orderly to me.”


    “Yeah, no kidding, Octo,” replied Felix irritably. “Except that besides the doctor and the nurse, that’s the only other staff member I’ve seen. No kitchen staff, no cleaners, nothing. Trust me, it takes a lot of people to run one of these places. Where are they?”


    “Hmm, I don’t know.”


    “But there was something else—there was something really weird about him.”


    “What?”


    “He was wearing a mask, Octo. A white mask. I swear it, dude! Listen, there is something really weird going on in here! I’m starting to get freaked out!”


    “Calm down, Felix. Remember those spy novels you used to love so much? That’s how you’re supposed to feel—it gives you the edge you need to do your mission.”


    “I guess.”


    “Anyway, it won’t be too much longer, I promise. The important thing is to find out what they are doing at night. Are you sure there’s no way you can sneak out of your room?”


    “I don’t know, man. I’ll try. But I can’t promise anything.”


    “Good. Now, listen, you should go. You don’t want to run down the battery on that phone.”


    “Right.”


    “I’ll come visit at the end of the week. Hopefully we’ll have enough by then to pull you out.”


    “Okay,” replied Felix. “I’ll see what I can dig up in the meantime.”


    “Good man. I’ll see you soon.”


    Phipps closed the phone and slipped it back into his pocket. Turning the photo back over, he looked once more at his young companion. With a sigh, he then wrapped the frame in a sheet of newspaper and dropped it into an empty box.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 14


    “Breakfast, Joy!”


    When the fourth call went unanswered, the rest of the Wells family began eating their pancakes, now cold and saturated with syrup. Above their heads, the ceiling continued shaking as Joy turned her room upside down.


    “Should we go up?” asked Mr. Wells.


    “I don’t know,” said Mrs. Wells.


    “She’s still not speaking?”


    “Not a word since yesterday.” Mrs. Wells turned to Byron, who sat staring at the limp piece of pancake hanging from his fork. “You’re really sure Fizz is gone?”


    Byron nodded grimly, his appetite instantly leaving him as he replayed the terrible events in his memory.


    With Joy sobbing on the muddy bank, he’d continued searching, wading through the putrid water that had poured in such an unbelievable quantity from the storm drain. Working his way from top to bottom, he’d followed the waterway down to the island, where, despite his unease with heights, he’d raced up the trunk of the bent old willow, hoping against hope that he would spot the poor creature floundering somewhere amid the swirling currents. But even as the water began draining off into the unknown depths of the sewer below, there had been no sign of his sister’s pet.


    Upon returning home, Joy had run up to her room and thrown herself, howling, on her bed, leaving a soaking-wet Byron to provide his parents with an explanation as to what had transpired.


    “Well, I’m sure Joy doesn’t blame you, Byron,” his parents had assured him. But having already withered under her accusing glare, he knew they were wrong.


    “But it was my fault,” he’d sobbed. “I drowned Fizz. . . .”


    “Honey, Fizz didn’t drown,” Mrs. Wells had insisted, hugging him. “He’s a frog, remember, and frogs can swim pretty well last time I checked. In fact, I’m sure he’s found himself a nice pond and is having a fine time by now.”


    Byron doubted it. He’d seen Fizz in action and knew that his collection of warts was about the only quality he shared with his amphibian brethren.


    Upstairs, everything suddenly went quiet as Byron pushed away his plate. “I’m not hungry,” he said.


    “Why did I even bother?” asked Mr. Wells, gesturing at the pile of uneaten pancakes. “We could have just had cereal and saved a few eggs.”


    “Oh, shush, Edward.”


    [image: ]


    Joy finally emerged from her room midmorning. Red-eyed and puffy-faced, she clutched what appeared to be a handwritten poster. After making a few photocopies in her father’s office, she then headed back upstairs to her room, which she promptly began ransacking again.


    The object of her search was an antique whistle resembling a miniature telescope. She finally found the tarnished brass instrument in her desk drawer, lying in a tray among the piles of dried-up old pens she was for some reason hesitant to throw out. The whistle was another of Ms. Melody Huxley’s mysterious belongings. According to the evidence in one of her photo albums, its original purpose had been to call back a handsome retriever with her bloodied kills.


    Joy had first thought the whistle was broken, since no matter how hard she blew, it made no audible sound. Its effect on Fizz was unmistakable, however. When she blew the whistle he would hurl himself against the aquarium glass in a bid to reach her.


    It turned out that the whistle was adjustable, making anything from a high-pitched noise completely inaudible to humans to a horrible whine that could drive Byron screaming from the house. Her parents however were never affected in the slightest. After Joy had tired of torturing her brother, she began using it as a means of calling Fizz out of the bushes.


    Putting it around her neck, Joy waited until her family was occupied with their daily routines before sneaking off to the park to resume the search alone. Through the damp inner reaches, she sought Fizz out, hoping that at any second he might bound out onto the path, panting with excitement.


    But there was no sign of him.


    Having covered the entire park, Joy dejectedly crossed over the bridge onto the little island that was home to the bent old willow. Walking out to the water’s edge, she gave the whistle a final blow at its highest setting.


    “If you don’t mind, that is rather shrill,” said a voice.


    Startled, Joy whirled around to find an old man behind her, lounging up against the tree trunk. Wearing a collarless white shirt and suspenders, the man sat munching carrots, a few bright orange bits catching in his gray mustache, while beside him, on a thick woolen blanket, the remains of a picnic were laid out.


    “I didn’t know anyone was here,” answered Joy, the whistle falling around her neck. The truth was that, other than a dwindling number of local kids, Joy had rarely seen anyone venture this deep into the park, much less have lunch amid its damp and shadowy interior. With his creased complexion and features so sharp they looked like they could split pine, Joy was certain she’d never set eyes on him before. Yet there was something about him, something so familiar she wondered for a moment if he was wearing a fake mustache. But seeing how vigorously he brushed food from it, she decided she was mistaken. “And this is a dog whistle—I didn’t even know grown-ups could hear it.”


    “Well, my hearing’s pretty keen, young lady, and that infernal little instrument is painful to me.” The man said nothing further, instead turning his attention to a gleaming red apple he removed from the wicker basket nearby.


    Feeling embarrassed, Joy turned to go but then couldn’t help asking: “By the way, you didn’t happen to see a frog around here, did you?”


    With piercing eyes that were surprisingly youthful, the man looked up at Joy as he finished chewing. “A frog, you say?” he finally answered. “I’ve seen naught but a couple of squirrels and a few blackbirds, alas.”


    “Oh well, thanks anyway,” she said, shoulders sagging.


    “There’s salamanders that run around yonder rocks sometimes if your heart’s not completely set on a frog.”


    “No, no, I’m not looking for any frog. I’m trying to find my pet frog. His name is Fizz. You can’t miss him. He’s a bit overweight and does weird things for a frog. Like lifting his leg to pee, for example.”


    “Does he now?”


    “Yes. He thinks he’s a dog, you see. If you can keep an eye out, that would be great,” replied Joy. “So you live in the area, then?”


    “As the crow flies, not more than ten seconds away.”


    “Really? I’ve never seen you before,” said Joy, immediately regretting her suspicious-sounding tone. “It’s just that I thought I knew everyone in town. But maybe you know a friend of mine—Madame Portia, the fortune-teller?”


    The man shook his head. “Can’t say I’m familiar with her, but to be honest, I don’t get about much. Once or twice a year, for this picnic here. Speaking of which, excuse my manners, can I offer you something to eat?” he asked, pointing to his basket.


    “No, thank you,” Joy declined before an intense fragrance of greens wafted over. “Actually, do you have any more carrots?”


    “Certainly,” the man answered. Rummaging around his wicker basket, he eventually produced a stunning specimen the size of a rolling pin. “Does this one suit?”


    “Wow!” exclaimed Joy. “Thank you very much.” Taking a bite, she was immediately overcome by the incredible sweetness, wondering if she’d been handed a popsicle by mistake. “This is the best carrot ever!” she burst out, unable to contain herself.


    “I’m glad you approve,” he replied. “It came direct from my vegetable patch.”


    “Wow,” she said through orange teeth. “Are you a farmer or something?”


    “A groundskeeper. But these days, I spend almost as much time puttering about in the garden. I’m proud to say that with the exception of meat, my patch has fed our little community for years. But for the quality, I can’t take much credit. It’s all in the water, you see, and I have a pretty special supply.”


    “Well, it sure is good, whatever you’re doing,” replied Joy. Thinking it rude to continue hovering, she took a seat on the grass. It was then that she suddenly noticed the man staring at her in shock. “Is something the matter?” she asked, perturbed.


    “No,” the man answered quickly, holding up a hand to assure her. He then shook his head as if to dispel a vision. “I’m sorry—it’s just that your outfit looks so very much like that of an old friend of mine. She and I used to picnic on this very spot.”


    Joy laughed. “You must have some pretty cool friends,” she said, brushing bits of carrot from the front of her tweed coat. The old man smiled, but his eyes belied a tremendous sadness that Joy could not mistake. She could not help inquiring after the man’s companion, a woman who clearly shared her sense of fashion. “Whatever happened to her?” she asked, suddenly embarrassed at the bluntness of the question.


    “She got in her plane one day and flew off into the great blue beyond, never to return.”


    The old man turned his head, and Joy could see immediately that he didn’t want to continue. Instead, the pair sat unspeaking for a moment, with only the occasional crunch of carrot breaking the silence. Then the man coughed.


    “So how did you come to lose your frog, by the way?”


    “My younger brother accidentally unplugged the old storm drain up there, and he got washed away.”


    “He must feel terrible,” the man said.


    “Yeah,” said Joy. “And I’m probably making him feel worse.”


    “We all make mistakes,” the old man observed.


    “I know. And I suppose it was my fault,” Joy admitted. “After all, I was the one who kept him in an aquarium until he was too fat to even swim. I thought I was protecting him. Did you know a wild bullfrog lives for about eight years, but in captivity they can live up to sixteen?”


    The man lifted his eyebrows in amazement.


    “They can. But now I’m not sure that’s fair. He wasn’t living a normal life—it was more like a prison sentence.”


    “I’m sure he didn’t see it that way,” replied the man.


    “Maybe not, but that still doesn’t make it right. And I guess if he was going to die someday anyway, it’s better that it happened out in the wild where he belongs, instead of floating in some pond made out of Tupperware.”


    The man went silent again, his clear blue eyes suddenly bright. “I suppose I should return to my work,” he said. Rising to his feet, he retrieved his basket. “It was nice to meet you, young lady. I will make sure to keep an eye out for your frog.”


    “Thanks! I should let you know I’m offering a reward for his return,” said Joy, handing the man a photocopied sheet. He held it out to the sunlight and read:


    
      
        
          LOST:

          ONE BELOVED BULLFROG

          LARGE, GREEN & GRUMPY

          ANSWERS TO FIZZ

          CONTACT JOY WELLS

          9 RAVENWOOD AVENUE, SPOOKING

          REWARD: $24.88

        

      

    


    The old man’s eyebrows rose sharply.


    “It might not seem like much, but that’s all I have,” Joy said apologetically. “Honest, I just broke open my piggy bank. . . .”


    “No, it is a princely sum for the return of a pet,” insisted the old man, as the color drained from his face. Hands trembling, he folded the sheet and slipped it inside his jacket as if it were a warrant for his own death. “But if you’ll excuse me, I really must be going. . . .”


    Joy said good-bye. She watched as the old man hurried off toward the Boulevard. When he was finally gone, she unfolded another copy of her poster, wondering how on earth it could have provoked such a reaction. Besides the reward and contact details, she found nothing remarkable about the text. Still, she suddenly felt uncertain about taping them to poles as she’d planned.


    Arriving home a short while later, Joy found that a hush had fallen over the house in her absence. Mr. and Mrs. Wells were both catching up on their work, but her brother was nowhere to be found.


    “Where’s Byron?” Joy asked her mother.


    “I think he went to look for you in the park,” replied Mrs. Wells, relieved to hear her daughter talking again.


    “I didn’t see him there.” Joy then remembered how she’d cut around the back of the library to avoid the possibility of anyone seeing her in tears.


    “Well, I’m sure he’ll come back when he doesn’t find you,” her mother said. “He’s feeling pretty awful, you know, about what happened.”


    “I know,” Joy replied. “It was just an accident.”


    Mrs. Wells smiled, stroking her daughter’s hair. “You poor darling. I know you’re a good sister. But you should tell him you forgive him.”


    “Okay, Mom.”


    Joy headed upstairs to her room to wait. She lay down on her bed, staring at the dark and empty aquarium until her sobs subsided and she fell asleep.


    A little while later she awoke, startled to hear the sound of a doorbell.


    While a minor source of interest to most households, ringing doorbells were always intriguing at Number 9, Ravenwood Avenue. Intriguing because, except on the rare occasions when Mr. Wells managed to convince a new delivery guy to bring a pizza up the hill, the doorbell almost never rang. And even when visitors did end up on the porch, they almost always pounded the door with their knuckles, in disbelief that anyone actually lived inside.


    But what was most remarkable this time was that it sounded nothing like their doorbell.


    With the sound still resonating through the long halls like some Far Eastern gong, Joy leaped up. Her socks hanging off like a floppy pair of dog ears, Joy padded down the stairs to see who could possibly be at the door.


    “Poppy,” Joy said in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Is everything all right?”


    The teary-eyed little girl tried to speak but was choked with sobs. “It’s Byron,” she finally managed before being racked with another bout.


    Joy felt a sudden wave of sympathy for the poor girl, a love-struck soul who was just looking for playmates. “What about Byron?” she asked mildly, helplessly watching the puddle of tears forming at the top of Poppy’s pale cheeks. “Did he say something mean?”


    “No,” replied Poppy quizzically. “I just saw him at the park. He had his sword with him. So I started following him. . . . Joy, I’m so worried! It was so dark down there!” she sobbed.


    A prickly feeling began running up Joy’s back. “Poppy,” she said, the fear already rising in her voice, “where’s Byron?”


    “I don’t know,” she said. “He crawled down into the sewer and hasn’t come back up!”
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    The park was deserted when they arrived a few minutes later. Having sprinted the whole way, Joy collapsed against the bent willow tree, completely out of breath. Poppy stood waiting alongside, looking totally unaffected by the exertion.


    “Where did you last see him?” Joy finally panted.


    “Down there, just on the other side of the island,” said Poppy, pointing.


    Her legs feeling like rubber, Joy followed Poppy to the three-foot opening that Byron had squeezed through, one of several that the waterway would have normally drained off into. Without a water supply, it was now completely exposed. Joy got down on her stomach and stuck her head into the dark, foul-smelling mouth.


    “Byron!” she called, hearing her voice reverberate in the unknown depths below.


    There was no answer.


    “Stay here,” she told Poppy. “I’m going to go down and have a look.”


    “Do you want me to come with you?” she asked.


    “No,” Joy said firmly. “It’s too dangerous. If we both got lost, no one would ever come looking for us down there. You have to stay here and wait, just in case.”


    Poppy’s eyes widened with horror.


    “Here’s what I need you to do,” Joy continued, double-checking the contents of her side bag, which she’d made sure to grab before running down to the park. She removed her pocket watch and put it on the ground above the opening. “If I’m not back in an hour, tell my parents what happened. They’ll get someone to come and help. Understand?”


    “I can’t tell your parents!”


    “Yes, you can. Now, don’t worry, I’m pretty experienced with this sort of thing.”


    Realizing that most of her experience came courtesy of the flinty Dr. Ingram, Joy swallowed hard as she squeezed into the drain feetfirst. Giving Poppy an uncertain smile, she began lowering herself. Immediately, she felt herself losing purchase on the slimy sides of the shaft—and she slipped, banging her chin on the hard edge.


    Joy screamed as the darkness swallowed her up.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 15


    The inky black sewer swirled with stars as Joy slowly came to her senses. Her chin burned from her scraping it on the drain, and her tailbone ached from her landing hard on what felt like a stone floor.


    “Poppy!” Joy called up. “I’m okay!”


    Surprisingly, there was no response.


    “I’m going to go look for Byron now,” she shouted. “Keep an eye on that watch, and everything should be fine!”


    Her voice echoing unanswered, Joy was gripped by the creeping fear of broadcasting her whereabouts into the darkness. The sewers, she’d read in The Compleat and Collected Works, were home to the gibberings—a race of babbling troglodytes who fortunately feared the surface slightly more than they craved the human flesh offered there in such abundance.


    They did, however, happily take deliveries, Joy remembered.


    But wait—this wasn’t the real terrible town on the hideous hill, as the Society had recently determined. That was Steadford Mines, hundreds of miles away. And if there really were such things as gibberings teeming under every toilet in the world, wouldn’t somebody already have noticed?


    A more reasonable fear, she thought, should be what she might step in.


    Finding her bag, Joy soon illuminated her surroundings with her flashlight. She found herself in an old stone tunnel with a ceiling high enough to stand upright. Down its center ran a thick vein of sludgy-looking mud that she had been fortunate not to land in.


    “Byron!” she called ahead. “Can you hear me?”


    There was no reply.


    Examining the muddy floor, Joy soon located a set of fresh footprints heading off into the darkness. She followed them, but the tracks soon ran out as her brother had begun sticking to the edge of the tunnel. Joy continued on, looking for the occasional imprint of a rubber boot, but then despaired each time she came to a fork. With each turn, she panicked, thinking she was only getting farther away from her poor brother. And in the lightless underworld, she found herself quickly confused. How long had she been wandering? Time seemed unreal to her. Surely Poppy would have gone off to report them missing by now. Joy imagined her bemused parents opening the door to the strange, watery-eyed girl, and the terrible dawning horror that their children were lost somewhere below their feet.


    It most definitely wouldn’t go down well.


    Joy had let her brother down again. Like the time she’d dragged him into the bog and they had barely escaped with their lives, this too was all her fault. She had driven him to go looking for Fizz, bullied him with her silence. Fizz was only a frog, after all, and while she had loved him dearly, she’d loved him as a pet not a person, she realized. A deep shame filled her, thinking of how she’d blamed Byron and driven him underground with guilt. And now, he was almost certainly lost, wondering if he would ever see daylight again.


    Despite the terror gripping her, Joy began calling out Byron’s name as she made her way steadily down the cold, dark tunnel. But there was no answer. Worse, the beam of her flashlight was turning steadily orange, which meant one thing: the batteries were dying. Soon she would have no light at all, she realized, and would be trapped down here, fumbling helplessly in the dark.


    She was suddenly dazzled by a bright beam of light.


    “Joy!” cried Byron, lowering his flashlight. In his other hand he held his sword at the ready. “Was that you making that noise? You scared me half to death!”


    Joy rushed over to her brother, splashing through the sewer water as if it were a clear mountain brook. She grabbed him and hugged him.


    “What are you doing down here, anyway?” he demanded, squirming in her grip.


    She shoved him backward. “Looking for you, you idiot!” she yelled. “Are you out of your mind? You could have died down here!”


    “Shh,” he said, smiling. “Listen.”


    “No, you listen!” she shouted back at him, before noticing how he held his hand cupped to his ear. She stopped, straining to hear.


    It was then that she detected it. A steady raspy little voice, not quite like a frog’s, and not quite like a dog’s either.


    “Fizz?” Joy called. “Fizz!”


    “It’s coming from aboveground,” Byron told her with glee.


    “Oh, Byron!” Joy cried. “You found him! Thank you, thank you!”


    Her brother flushed with pride. “It looks like there’s a manhole cover up there,” he told her, “but I can’t reach the ladder.”


    Joy shined the flashlight up and saw a rusty ladder broken off well above her reach. “Hmm, maybe there’s another one somewhere nearby,” she suggested.


    Using Byron’s flashlight, they began searching for another exit, Joy carefully counting her steps as they sloshed back through the filth. Before long, they found another opening, this time with the ladder fully intact. Wasting no time, Joy began climbing.


    “It’s another manhole cover, all right,” Joy called down, reaching the top. “But it’s so heavy I can hardly even budge it!”


    “Hold on!” shouted Byron, climbing up behind her. He squeezed in beside his sister until the two of them were wedged in like a cork in a wine bottle. “On the count of three, we’ll both push. One, two, three!”


    Groaning with the effort, the two children pushed with all their might. To their relief, the heavy iron cover suddenly flew off, clattering to the side. Joy managed to clamber out first, greedily gulping the air as she pulled Byron out behind her.


    “We’re alive!” Joy laughed. “And according to my count, we didn’t go that far. Fizz should only be about fifty paces back that way!” she said excitedly before turning.


    Byron squinted at the unbelievable brightness of daylight. Slowly, the world came into focus again, and with some surprise he saw his sister standing with a horrified look on her face. Above them loomed the high wall of Spooking Asylum. And Fizz was on the other side.


    “Oh no. What do we do now?” Byron asked.


    “There’s no choice,” said Joy. “He needs to be rescued.”


    “From the asylum?” cried Byron, turning white. “Joy, there are crazy people in there!”


    “Well, it’s now or never,” said Joy, straining to push the manhole cover back in place. “Besides, I’m sure the place is deserted. Why else would Mr. Phipps have gone sniffing around inside? He’s got some sort of plan for the property, I know it.”


    “Or maybe he’s just visiting some of his crazier relatives.”


    Joy hadn’t thought of that. The more she considered the possibility, the more she could picture a whole brood of his criminally insane relations. But it didn’t matter. Fizz was in there, and she was going to get him out.


    “Listen, you don’t have to come with me if you’re too afraid,” said Joy, instantly regretting it. She knew what guilt her brother had suffered, a shame so great that it had driven him, alone, down into the dark underbelly of Spooking. As he hung his head, she felt once again like a terrible sister. “I mean afraid of being caught,” she added quickly. “By Mom and Dad.”


    “I’ll go,” Byron said wearily.


    “Really, it’s no big deal. I can do it by myself.”


    “I said I’ll go!”


    As the two siblings stood in the street, a crow landed atop the high asylum wall. From its perch among the perilous-looking ironwork, it began cawing as if unable to bear their awkward silence any longer.


    “Byron, what time is it?”


    “How should I know? You’re the one with the watch. . . .”


    “That’s the problem!” said Joy, quickly explaining how she’d left it with Poppy, who would be rushing off to tell their parents if they didn’t make it back in an hour.


    “You’ve gotta be kidding!” cried Byron. “We’re so dead!”


    Joy and Byron tore off toward the park, hoping they still had time to intercept her. With shouts of relief, they saw Poppy spinning on the merry-go-round, softly sobbing.


    “Poppy!” cried Joy. “You’re still here!”


    “I told you, I couldn’t go and get your parents,” she sniffed. “I was so scared! I thought I would never see you two again.”


    “Well, we’re here and we’re fine,” replied Joy. “You did a great job. Now, where’s my watch?”


    “It’s where you left it, of course,” said Poppy. “What about your frog?” she sniffed. “Did you find him?”


    “Well, we didn’t get him back,” Joy told her. “But we did figure out where he is.”


    “Where?”


    “Somehow he got stuck inside Spooking Asylum,” explained Joy.


    Poppy looked over toward the towering gates. “That’s a bad place,” she said. “What will you do?”


    “The only thing we can do: break him out. Tonight.”


    “Can I help?” asked Poppy, her eyes growing impossibly wide.


    “Well, I suppose you can come with us, if you want to.”


    “Can I?” squeaked Poppy. “Really?”


    “Sure,” said Joy, ignoring a sly kick from Byron’s rubber boot. “But only if you can sneak out late at night,” she added.


    Poppy waved her hand. “That’s easy. I can stay out all night if I want.”


    “Great. We’ll head home so I can start working on a plan. We’ll meet you here at eleven o’clock?”


    “I’ll be waiting!” cried Poppy, grinning. With that, she began gleefully spinning away again on the merry-go-round.


    “Come on, Byron, let’s go get my watch,” said Joy as they walked off. “You’d think she could have brought it back with her,” she added under her breath, slightly miffed to imagine one of her most precious possessions sitting unattended in the dirt. Shooting a look to Byron, she suddenly noticed he was fuming. “What’s wrong with you?”


    “That was a stupid idea,” he said. “The last thing we need is a little crybaby tagging along.”


    “Hey, if it weren’t for Poppy, we could have been g rounded for life! I think she’s earned herself a little adventure, don’t you?”


    Byron grunted, folding his arms. “She better not slow us down.”


    “She won’t,” Joy assured him, “because you’ll be holding her hand the whole time.”


    Byron whirled around, a look of unbridled terror on his face.


    “It was only a joke,” said Joy, bursting out laughing. “Now, come on—let’s get my watch and get home so we can get out of these disgusting clothes.”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 16


    Dr. Warshaw hovered nearby as the two orderlies, eyes black behind their smooth white masks, tossed the soaking-wet figure onto the bed of the simply furnished room.


    “Be careful!” the doctor shouted. Still unconscious, Felix began coughing up water as the masked figures backed away timidly. “You found him in the pool, you say?”


    Dripping wet, Nurse Pinch cinched a towel around her old-fashioned woolen swimsuit, gray with white stripes and featuring a billowing pair of pantaloons. Atop the tight rubber bathing cap that had somehow managed to swallow her hairdo, a pair of large goggles were perched. “I was going for a dip and found him floating in the deep end,” she explained. “It looks like he fell in and hit his head.”


    “So it would seem,” agreed the doctor, glancing at the bruise on Felix’s brow as he checked the man’s pulse. “The deep end? How were you able to rescue him with your limited swimming skills?” he asked.


    “I called for help, and we were able to pull him to the side with a net.”


    “Good work.”


    “Thank you, doctor.”


    “But I am at a loss to understand how he was able to escape. I thought his door was locked at night.”


    “I bolted him in myself just after dinner,” the nurse replied. “He must have gone out the window.”


    Frowning, the doctor walked over to examine the sash. “The lock is broken, as if struck with something hard,” he said, looking down at the drop to the grass below. “You there, Douglas, go fetch me a hammer and some nails for this window right away. Oh, and a dry gown and a restraining jacket for our patient here.”


    The larger of the two figures nodded in agreement before shuffling out of the room.


    “Interesting. If memory serves, this is the third time we’ve successfully resuscitated a victim of an accident in the pool. Or is it the fourth?”


    “It’s been so many years, Harlan, I can’t possibly remember.”


    “No matter, the facts will be in my notes somewhere. For it would appear that in addition to the invigorating action caused by the well water, some unknown property may even delay the onset of death by drowning.”


    “Do you think so, Doctor?”


    “Yes. My current theory is that there is some sort of supersaturation of oxygen occurring at the source deep in the earth’s crust, which might also explain the unusual tactile qualities of the liquid. Perhaps with such oxygenation, the water is able to nourish the blood when inhaled, just like air.”


    “But what about that army captain?” asked the nurse. “The one with all those horrible stories of fighting in the trenches during that other war. He drowned in the pool.”


    “I’ve considered that,” replied the doctor. “Perhaps the good captain simply succumbed to cardiac arrest—he had some shrapnel in his chest, if I recall. At any rate, I shall reconcile my uncertain memory by consulting my notes and comparing the various cases. Were you able to determine how long the patient was in the water?”


    “I have no idea, Harlan,” said the nurse, sighing with impatience. “He coughed up a good lungful, if that’s what you mean.”


    “Fine,” said the doctor. “At any rate, he lives. I think we have no choice but to perform the procedure immediately.”


    “The procedure?” cried the nurse. “But what about his cousin Mr. Phipps?”


    “Cousin?” he scoffed. “A pathetic ruse if ever I heard one.” He produced an object from the pocket of his lab coat. “This, my dear, is one of those mobile phone devices,” he said. “It allows people to communicate without the use of telephone wires.”


    “I’m not a complete fool, Harlan,” snapped the nurse. “I’ve seen them on that television machine you bought us. . . .”


    “I was not implying anything of the sort, Beatrice,” answered the doctor. “In any case, it’s not the sort of thing you expect to find on someone stricken with hysterical mutism, is it?”


    “Do you think he’s some sort of spy? Come to tap our precious spring?”


    “He was found in the pool, so I would say almost certainly.”


    “What do we do?” cried the nurse. “We could lose everything, Harlan!”


    “Do not fret, my darling. Once the procedure is complete, he won’t be any more trouble to us. In fact, we could use the extra help, don’t you think?”


    “But what about Mr. Phipps? Cousin or not, he’s going to notice when he comes to visit.”


    “Quite right, Beatrice,” answered the doctor, turning to take a gown and straitjacket from a masked figure. “But I think it’s fair to question the sanity of Mr. Phipps when he returns,” said the doctor, “and have him undergo a similar course of treatment.”
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    Phipps returned to the old music shop.


    He heard his phone ringing. After looking at the number, he quickly picked up. “Felix, buddy. I’m glad you called back,” he said. “Listen, I think I owe you a bit of an apology. . . .”


    There was no response but the static of an open line. Then came the sound of someone breathing into the phone.


    “Felix?” asked Phipps in a low voice. “Is that you?”


    The breathing became louder, making Phipps think of an angry bull signaling its intention to charge.


    “Can you talk? Is everything okay in there?”


    Finally there came a reply—a strange, reedy whisper that Phipps could barely hear over the crackle of the line. It was meaningless, a sort of muttered babble that chilled him as he stood listening in the dark shop.


    Then a voice rang out in the background.


    “Are you sure he’s properly restrained?”


    “Do not concern yourself—the patient is perfectly secure.”


    “Good, because he is quite a large fellow.”


    “Not as large as our man here, Crozier. Now, would you bring me that needle, Nurse? No, the thicker gauge, please.”


    “This one, Doctor?”


    “Perfect.”


    As Phipps listened in horror, the discussion was drowned out as the noisy breathing started up again.


    “Douglas!” a voice suddenly shouted. “Put that down at once! It is not a toy!”


    The phone clattered as if dropped from a height. Then the line went dead.


  

    
       
    


    CHAPTER 17


    That evening, Joy left Byron with their parents in the sitting room and headed upstairs to get ready for their upcoming mission. Since rescuing Fizz wouldn’t be easy, she knew, it was important to be prepared.


    Taking a seat in the library, Joy began rereading “The Asylum,” hoping to refresh her memory as to what challenges they might face. The effort, however, quickly proved to be a mistake. By the time Dr. Ingram’s white-coated tormentors were ready to continue his treatment, Joy found herself trembling with icy fear.


    Maybe it was time to call the whole thing off, she thought. This wasn’t some creepy old cemetery she wanted to wander around in at night. This was an actual mental asylum— according to Peugeot, a terrifying institution full of disturbed people, straitjackets, and padded cells, not to mention an atmosphere of desperation and despair unequaled anywhere else in his vast body of work.


    Was that really the sort of place she wanted to skip around, looking for a lost pet?


    But hold on—were asylums really like that anymore? Joy wasn’t sure. Things had changed a lot over the past hundred years, after all. She suddenly remembered her experience visiting Dr. Daisy, with her office packed full of toys and posters and beanbag chairs. Surely that was more like it nowadays.


    And anyway, wasn’t “The Asylum”—and all these stories, come to think of it—supposed to be fiction? The E. A. Peugeot Society themselves said so. They were stories, nothing more, dreamed up by some dead guy who never even lived in Spooking. They’d now proved it.


    Joy slipped The Compleat and Collected Works into a vacant space on the towering oak bookcase. Sitting among her mother’s old philosophy books, it looked like any other title, its spine worn and tired, and impossible to read at any great distance. The only way she would have even recognized the book was by its red ribbon marker, which now trailed down like a freshly opened wound.


    Sighing, Joy turned and left the library. She decided to make a checklist of the adventuring equipment she would need to bring tonight. Checking her room, she found a pen but no paper, so she went downstairs to fetch some in her father’s office.


    Joy knocked on the closed door, finally entering when she was certain no answer was forthcoming. With the curtains permanently drawn to keep the glare off her father’s computer monitor, the office was dark and gloomy, and Joy had to turn on the desk lamp in order to see.


    The paper to which the children were allowed to help themselves was kept stacked in sheaves on a supply shelf. It was one of the very few organized corners of the house, and they were strictly prohibited from touching the nearby folders and legal reference works in case they somehow affected the rigorous order her father had managed to establish. But immediately upon grabbing some blank sheets, Joy found her eye caught by something nestled amid those forbidden shelves. Alongside what appeared to be a stack of papers Mrs. Wells had obviously brought home to correct was a section of faux crocodile skin, peeking out from a plastic bag. Making sure no one was coming, Joy crept over for a closer look.


    To her horror, she confirmed it was the binder she’d asked her mother to send off a month ago. It had never gone off to the Society at all! Instead, there it had been all along, the envelope torn open and its contents presumably pored over before being tucked away in the dark like some dirty little secret.


    Though Joy was relieved to see that she had been saved some embarrassment, she nevertheless felt herself grow instantly hot with outrage. Her mother had lied to her, violated her trust. Joy had never felt so betrayed in all her life.


    From out in the hall came the sound of approaching footsteps. Quickly, Joy pushed the binder back in, gritting her teeth as the stiff plastic bag made a sound like a crackling log fire.


    “Joy!” Mr. Wells cried, entering his office. “Please don’t take any more of those legal sheets, dear. I know I told you to help yourself, sweetie, but they are a special size for work and Daddy is running low.”


    “Oh, sorry.”


    “Not those either!” he said, gasping in horror. “Those are goldenrod sheets—they’re even more special. Take the ones on the left.”


    “These?”


    “There’s a good girl.”


    Joy was leaving when her father suddenly grabbed her by the shoulders.


    “Are you feeling okay, sweetheart? You look awfully flushed.”


    “I’m fine.”


    “Are you sure?” he asked, clamping a cool hand on her forehead. “Because you feel a bit feverish to me.”


    In truth, Joy felt closer to a volcano about to erupt, dwelling on her mother’s betrayal. “I’m sure,” she answered. “Thanks for the paper.” With that, she slipped out of the office.


    “Perhaps you should take it easy this evening, just to be certain,” her father called after her.


    [image: ]


    At about ten thirty, a half hour after her parents usually went to bed, Joy slipped out of her room. She was ready for action, dressed in Ms. Melody Huxley’s matching tweed suit and coat, which was cinched with a brown leather belt, and a felt fedora secured tightly under her chin with a strap. At her side, her leather bag bulged with adventuring gear as she tiptoed down the creaky hall.


    Entering her brother’s darkened bedroom, she could just barely make out the thick quilt lying over what looked like a child-size mound. Trying not to startle him, she gingerly approached his bedside.


    “Byron,” she whispered. “Are you awake?”


    “Buhwahahaha . . . ,” a voice breathed directly behind her. Frightened out of her wits, Joy whirled around, only to be confronted by a hideous illuminated face floating in the darkness.


    “Byron!” cried Joy, batting away the flashlight he held. “Don’t do that!”


    “Ow!” he said, rubbing his chin. “It was just a joke. . . .” Already dressed, Byron illuminated the shape of a sleeping child on his bed. “Check it out—pretty good, huh?” he said proudly as he revealed the intricately arranged pile of stuffed animals under the quilt.


    “You’re a natural,” said Joy. “Now let’s get out of here. We don’t want to be late meeting Poppy.”


    “Oh yeah,” said Byron. He’d forgotten all about his sister’s promise to the girl, and his buoyant mood was immediately deflated.


    “Now go check if the coast is clear.”


    Byron slipped down the hall, the creaking floorboards not once protesting under his stocky shape as he passed over. Despite her confidence in his abilities, Joy couldn’t help biting her hair as she watched him disappear into their parents’ bedroom. About a minute later he emerged, floating down the hall like a ghost in a pair of corduroys.


    “Dad’s in bed asleep but Mom isn’t,” he reported.


    “What do you mean?” whispered Joy. “Where is she?”


    “I don’t know, but there is a light on in the library.”


    Joy groaned. It was so typical. The one night they needed to sneak out of the house undetected, their mother was sitting up. “I knew she shouldn’t have had that second cup of coffee after dinner. Dad told her she’d be up all night! There’s no way we’ll make it downstairs without her hearing us!”


    “Just follow me.” Byron sighed, normally loath to give away his secrets. “Step where I step.”


    “Okay,” his sister agreed. With the library directly facing the stairwell, she knew it was a dangerous gamble. Not only were the hall floorboards some of the most warped in the house but the steps themselves were in a terrible state and prone to screeching against the ancient nails holding them in place. And if detected, two fully dressed kids could never make out that they were just going down for some cookies and a couple glasses of milk.


    Nevertheless, somehow Byron was capable of tiptoeing over the floor as if it were shag carpet over concrete, so she had to trust him. How hard could it be?


    “What are you doing?” he hissed back at her as soon as they stepped out into the hall.


    “What?” whispered Joy defensively, thinking she had been doing a pretty good job of following him so far.


    “Your heels,” he told her. “They never touch the floor— understand?”


    “All right, all right.”


    “And your big toes—why are you slapping them down like that? Keep them up a bit, almost like you’re trying to point them at the ceiling,” he added, demonstrating his technique as he continued on ahead.


    Before long, they drew level with the library. With relief, Joy saw that the door was only open a crack. Watching her brother skate past first, she took a few careful steps. Just as she drew level, the floorboard let out an awful squeak. With her heart leaping into her mouth, Joy was certain she’d be caught, but she turned to see her mother sitting completely transfixed, her glasses perched as always on the end of her nose. As a horrified Byron waved at her from the top of the stairs, Joy peered into the library. There was something startling about her mother’s expression, something Joy had never seen before.


    Mrs. Wells looked terrified.


    Joy was shocked to spot the familiar thick book on her mother’s lap as a length of red ribbon lay draped across her leg like a trickle of blood.


    Slipping past the door, Joy caught up with her glowering brother.


    She couldn’t believe it—her mother was reading The Compleat and Collected Works of E. A. Peugeot! The same book she’d once dismissed as insufferably overwritten and morbid. As they snuck downstairs, Joy puzzled over it. Why the sudden interest? Joy frowned as they put on their boots and slipped into the Spooking night.


    Leaving with Mrs. Wells still awake continued to weigh on Joy’s mind. While it seemed unlikely that she would check in on them, Joy remembered that this was a woman whose suspicious nature had driven her to open private mail, so anything seemed possible.


    Poppy was waiting at her usual haunt on the merry-go-round when they finally arrived at the park. Instead of wearing any sort of sensible adventuring garb, Joy was disappointed to find the girl in her usual dress.


    “Didn’t you even bring a sweater?” Joy asked at the sight of the girl’s bare little arms glowing in the moonlight.


    Poppy laughed. “I never get cold, silly!”


    “Wait a second,” exclaimed Byron as they headed toward the Boulevard and the asylum wall. “How are we going to get in?”


    “Easy,” replied his sister. “We’ll just go up through the sewer again.”


    “Yeah, but what about the ladder?” he reminded her. “Half of it is broken off, remember?”


    “That’s what this is for,” replied Joy, opening her side bag to reveal a length of rope. “Once, Dr. Ingram escaped from the asylum using a knotted bunch of bedsheets. With an actual rope, it should be a piece of cake. I’ll just need to boost you up so you can loop it around the bottom rung.”


    “What about her? Can she even climb a rope?”


    “Why can’t you guys climb over the wall with that?” Poppy suggested.


    Joy and Byron turned, suddenly noticing the old wooden ladder propped up against the asylum wall. But before they could express their utter disbelief, the sounds of something approaching interrupted them.


    “Quick, hide!” Joy shouted.


    Wasting no time, the children sprinted toward the park. Slipping behind some bushes, they waited. A light appeared, its sickly yellow beam probing the now deserted street.


    Ka-bang! Ka-bang! Ka-bang!


    At the familiar sound, Joy’s heart leaped into her mouth. But instead of ghost cannons, she watched as a grimy old box van pulled up in front of the asylum gates.


    “A truck?” Joy exclaimed. “The whole time it was just some stupid truck?” Peering through the cloud of black smoke, Joy saw an arm emerge from the window and press the intercom button.


    “Look!” Byron called out above the rattling engine. “The gates are opening!”


    “Go!” cried Joy. “Go!”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 18


    Phipps had parked his car on a quiet side street just down the road from the asylum. Swearing, he’d struggled to untie the nylon rope lashing an old extendable ladder to the top of his car. His fingernails burning, he’d finally given up, opening the passenger door and fumbling around the glove compartment until he found his knife. Unfolding the evil-looking blade, he’d then cut the rope with a series of violent strokes.


    Freed, the heavy ladder slipped off the roof. “No!” Phipps had cried out, hearing a screech as the sharp edge of the pulley gouged the car’s paintwork.


    The night had been not going well.


    Phipps had first tried to gain entry to the grounds only a half hour before. After pressing the intercom button a dozen times, the speaker had finally crackled to life.


    “Who is this?” the nurse had demanded in an outraged tone.


    “It’s Octavio Phipps. Open up, I need to see my cousin immediately.”


    “It’s past visiting hours, Mr. Phipps. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”


    Phipps had cursed and begun stabbing the button repeatedly but there’d been no further response. Backing onto the Boulevard, he’d then sped off back to the music shop, tires squealing.


    He returned a half hour later with a heavy antique ladder he’d found abandoned in his father’s old shed. Trembling with the effort, he’d hoisted it against the asylum wall. Extended to its full height, the top rung of the ladder reached about two feet from the top.


    Close enough, he thought, clambering up.


    Finding safe purchase at the top had proved tricky, with the line of interlocking spikes curling in toward the asylum grounds to prevent escape. With his feet wedged painfully among them, Phipps wobbled uncertainly, realizing that pulling up the heavy ladder behind him was completely out of the question. Having no other choice, he’d have to somehow leap clear of the spikes and fall the considerable distance to the grass below.


    It was a ridiculous plan, Phipps thought angrily. Even if he was lucky enough not to break a leg or an ankle, he had no means of escape from the grounds. However, being stuck high atop the wall, even getting back down to the ladder seemed dangerous.


    Seething with frustration, Phipps bashed the ironwork with his palm. To his surprise, the spiked length began vibrating like an enormous tuning fork, completely unbalancing him. With a frightened gasp, he lost his footing and fell over headfirst.


    The darkened grounds were invisible as they rushed up at him, appearing like the great yawning abyss he’d always feared would one day swallow him. In that moment of panic, Phipps wished that he’d just stayed home, awaiting the comparable dignity of vanishing unnoticed.


    But then, to his great surprise, something arrested his momentum. He was jerked upright, his limbs flapping like a rag doll’s, as his pin-striped jacket caught on a spike. For a moment he hung there, and then, with a loud ripping sound, he fell again, his jacket pulling off as if removed by some gracious host at a dinner party.


    With a thud, Phipps landed in the cool, dewy grass. Stunned, he lay there on his back listening to his pounding heart, gazing breathlessly up at the night sky boiling with stars and streaking satellites.


    He wasn’t dead, Phipps realized with a laugh. Instead, he’d lived on, with a universe of possibilities still ahead of him. He closed his eyes and a stillness came over him, a rare feeling he’d not experienced since the days before he’d laid down the shovel in favor of the microphone.


    Peace.


    Then he remembered Felix.


    Leaping to his feet, Phipps looked up at the luminous face of the clock tower hanging above the fir trees. It was a quarter past eleven—almost an hour since he’d overheard those maniacs menacing his friend. He had no more time to waste.


    On the other side of the wall, Phipps heard an approaching vehicle, the same hateful jalopy that lately had been waking him up at night. With a squeal of brakes, it came to a stop outside the asylum.


    Then the gates began opening.


    From the shadows, Phipps watched as a decrepit old truck penetrated the grounds, speeding up the drive in a cloud of acrid smoke. Behind it, he saw children slipping through the closing gates. The Wells girl and her brother, he confirmed, along with a fleeting glimpse of a third figure who was somehow familiar to him. Together, they began making their way up the grounds as the girl blew into an object that looked like a whistle but made no sound. Slipping away unseen, Phipps headed up after the truck.


    At the main building he caught sight of the truck again, idling at the front entrance. As Phipps spied from behind a pine tree, he saw Dr. Warshaw appear, marching down the stairs. There was an exchange of words before the truck drove around back. Dr. Warshaw then stood by the stairs for a moment, suspiciously peering off into the darkness before disappearing back inside.


    Phipps darted across the open, running past the dribbling fountain and up the front stairs. Inside, the entrance opened into a grand lobby with stairs on each side leading up to a gallery. In the center was a security desk that appeared to be unmanned.


    No sooner had Phipps crept inside than he heard the sound of people approaching. Without delay, he slipped upstairs, where a set of windowed doors led off each side of the gallery. Trying each, he found them locked.


    He was trapped.


    Peeking over the railing, he saw Dr. Warshaw arrive in the company of a hulking figure wearing a white uniform. An orderly, Phipps supposed, except on closer look he saw that the orderly’s features were hidden behind a white plaster mask. At the sight, Phipps recoiled from the railing with dread.


    “Go to the loading dock and wait,” Dr. Warshaw barked at the large person in the mask. “I will meet you there momentarily.”


    “Warshaw, what’s going on?” It was Crozier, wheeling himself around with surprising vigor. “The nurse told me we have an intruder. How is that possible?”


    “The deliveryman just informed me that he spotted a ladder thrown up against the wall as he arrived.”


    “My stars, Warshaw!”


    “I’m certain it’s Phipps—he was at the gate ringing like a madman but an hour ago. Don’t worry, we’ll find him. Otherwise, if he’s caught on the grounds when they come, our problems will be over at any rate.”


    “What if he’s already inside?”


    “Then we must find him and capture him, so that we may offer him up as additional payment,” the doctor explained. “You remember how our friends love their ghastly games— they will surely delight in receiving a living prisoner . . .”


    “And what of their payment?” asked the man in the wheelchair. “Has it been put out for them yet?”


    “I’m off to place the coins in the fountain this moment. Then I must attend to the delivery. In the meantime, be on your guard.”


    Without any further exchanges, the doctor exited via the main entrance as Crozier rolled off with a whir into the depths of the complex. Unnerved by their sinister conversation, Phipps stayed put for a moment, trying to make sense of what he’d overheard. Who were the friends they were talking about, and what ghastly games? Whatever was going on, it would be best to escape without delay.


    Hearing no further activity, Phipps peeked over the rail again. Seeing himself reflected in the marble floor, he leaped back in surprise, but soon determined that the lobby was otherwise empty. With no other sign of life, he snuck downstairs and picked up his search for Felix.


    Examining the lobby, Phipps found several exits leading to the east, west, and north of the complex, but no further signs to guide him. Recalling his previous tour, he hoped that his friend would be kept in the men’s ward, which lay somewhere to the west, if he remembered correctly. Unsure of the way, he picked an exit at random.


    Proceeding through a dimly lit hallway, Phipps soon became certain that he had taken the wrong route, but instead of turning back, he found himself compelled to venture into the eerie interior.


    Unlike the section he had visited with the doctor, here he found the wing in a terrible state of disrepair, apparently unused for decades. The paint barely clung to the walls as rats scurried across the dusty floor. In gloom-choked rooms, he discovered mattresses rotting under overturned metal beds. In deserted offices he found broken chairs lying like splayed corpses across scattered paperwork. Hoping to try his luck on another floor, Phipps searched for a stairway but found each one stacked with debris and completely impassable.


    At each new decrepit sight, Phipps scowled, remembering the pristine gem he had promised to the mayor and his associate Mr. Styles. Instead, desolation and hopelessness permeated everything and gave instant life to the same terrors that must have plagued the fragile minds of its residents. With a shudder, Phipps became convinced he could even hear their howls and shrieks still echoing.


    Still, the structure itself seemed solid enough. There was little mold and only a few areas of damp where the rain had managed to penetrate through the occasional smashed window. With the application of a bit of plaster and a fresh coat of paint, the place would soon be perfect, he told himself. And with each passing day, whatever terrible legacies continued to resonate within these walls would eventually grow quieter, until their memory was entirely forgotten.


    It was at that thought that Phipps finally emerged again in the lobby, having in his wandering somehow gone in a full circle. Cursing, he selected the next likeliest exit and set off again. This time he was quickly encouraged upon discovering the floor swept and the paint fresh. Finding a half-drunk cup of tea in a nearby lounge, he then became certain of its occupancy. However, with the possibility of ambush around every corner, his progress slowed. Several times, at the sound of approaching footsteps, he scurried into closets and storerooms, waiting breathlessly until he could continue his search.


    Eventually, Phipps arrived at a familiar sign proclaiming the entrance to the Men’s Ward West. Sighing with relief, he heaved the heavy doors open.


    Unlike the rest of the facility, here every light was ablaze. Shielding his eyes, Phipps saw a series of doors leading off the empty hallway. Crossing a floor polished to a blinding sheen, he crept forward, gritting his teeth as his steps rang out.


    Set in each door was a slot. Peering through the first, Phipps discovered a small illuminated room furnished with a simple bed and dresser. Otherwise it appeared to be empty of anything other than the thick coating of dust marring its stultifying whiteness.


    Wasting no time, he moved along to the next room, which he found in exactly the same state. Hurrying on, he checked the next one and the next one and the next one, before suddenly becoming dizzy from the illusion that the white hall was a somehow endless corridor of doors stretching off into infinity.


    Soon he became gripped by a strange sensation, as if he wasn’t proceeding down the hall at all, but instead simply walking in place and peering through the same slot each time. So overwhelming was the feeling that he felt compelled to mark each door and make certain of his progress.


    Fishing around in his pocket, he pulled out his knife—an old relic he’d bought in Chinatown when he was with the Tongs. Opening it with a flourish, he remembered how many hours he’d spent learning the flashy tricks he’d seen in movies.


    “You’re stupid to carry that around,” Lix had once remarked as Phipps had sat spinning the vicious blade. “What happens if you end up using it one day? You’ll go to jail, and then the band will be finished!”


    “Don’t be such a wuss,” Phipps had told him irritably.


    Slashing an X into the white door, he was now reminded of his friend’s complaint. What a joke, he thought. After all, it was Felix who had ended up stabbing him in the back. Not with a blade, but with something sharper, and much, much crueler.


    By quitting and joining Teddy Danger’s band.


    Why was he even here, risking his own skin for that traitorous jerk? Was he out of his mind?


    It was only at the final door on the ward that Phipps finally saw the back of a tall figure, a wild-haired man in a gown, sitting on the edge of a crisply made bed. He tried the handle and was surprised to find the door was unlocked.


    “Felix,” whispered Phipps as he entered the room. “Felix!” he hissed again.


    There was no reply.


    Phipps walked around to the other side of the bed. There, sitting out on the plain white dresser, was Phipps’s cell phone. “What are you doing?” demanded Phipps, picking the phone up and stuffing it into a pocket. “I told you to hide this!”


    Felix stared back at him with a strange glazed expression.


    “What’s going on?” Phipps demanded, examining the rest of the room. “Did they drug you or something?”


    Felix shook his head, pulling at his dressing gown.


    “Look, forget your clothes—there’s no time,” Phipps told him, crossing back to the door. There, he listened for a sign of anyone approaching. The hall seemed empty. “C’mon, snap out of it. We’ve got to go now!”


    In reply, Felix made a noise, an awful moan that sent a shiver up his friend’s spine. Horrified, he watched as Felix rolled onto his side and drew his legs up like a baby.


    “Lix, what’s wrong?” he cried, rushing over. “Are you hurt or something? Can you walk?” He shook his motionless friend, but there was no further response. Grabbing him with both hands, Phipps carefully rolled him over onto his back.


    Felix stared up at him vacantly, his mouth open. His eyes were full of red blotches, Phipps now noticed, and in each blood-encrusted nostril, a wad of cotton had been stuffed.


    “Buddy!” Phipps burst out. “What did they do to you?”


    It was at that moment that he noticed something held tight in his stricken friend’s fist: a device about the size of a small microphone, attached to the wall by means of a length of electrical cord. On one end was a button which Felix’s giant thumb was now pressing hard.


    “No!” shouted Phipps, trying to pry the call button from Felix’s grip. “Give it to me!”


    But it was too late. Hearing a noise behind him, Phipps whirled around. In the open doorway stood a sour-faced woman wearing an old-fashioned nurse’s cap, flanked by two hulking figures in white masks.


    Phipps lunged at the door as one of the masked figures lurched forward. Before he could shut it, a muscular arm shot through the gap, seizing him by the face with a powerful grip. Screaming in pain, Phipps struggled as the enormous hand crushed his skull with such force that he felt like his brains were about to squish out his ears. Through the fog of pain, he caught a glimpse of a familiar tattoo on the wrist, an exclamation mark set within a triangle.


    DANGER, he recognized instantly.


    Desperate, Phipps threw his entire body weight against the door. There came a howl from the other side as the powerful limb was retracted to safety. As the awful cry echoed down the hall, Phipps dragged the dresser in front of the door. Just then someone tried forcing the door again. It slammed noisily against the barrier as, curled up on the bed in terror, Felix watched Phipps snatch up a chair and hurl it through the window.


    There was a crack as the door was torn from its hinges.


    Without looking back, Phipps leaped through the window. He landed hard in the tall grass below. Scrambling to his feet, he took off, running at such speed that within moments he managed to round the men’s ward. There, he began doubling back toward the fountain out in front, where the pebbled drive led down to the front gates. At that instant, a series of unintelligible shouts rang out and he broke into a sprint, his heart thudding like a battlefield drum.


    Then a searing brightness blinded him as a series of sharp explosive reports rang out. Startled, he turned to see the white truck bearing down on him. As the hurtling machine skidded across the gravel, he threw up his hands in defense.


    There was a sickening thud.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 19


    Hidden behind a hedge, the children had witnessed everything, from the shadowy man running for his life to the horrible collision with the truck.


    “Do you think the guy is some sort of escaped psycho?” Byron asked nervously.


    “Psychopaths don’t wear neckties,” Joy replied. “At least not when they’re locked up,” she quickly clarified.


    The fluttering business accessory was one of the few things she’d managed to note about the mysterious fugitive the moment before he was struck. Glancing back at his rapidly closing pursuers—two enormous apelike figures in white uniforms—the clearly desperate man had not seen the truck and had run right into its path without stopping. With a bang he had been sent flying, landing heavily in the outstretched arms of the Spanish-looking soldier that was the fountain’s centerpiece. There he now lay as streams of water rained down, drenching him.


    A moment later a white-haired man arrived on the scene, emerging with a bang from the main doors of the asylum and hurrying down the front stairs. Wearing a white lab coat, he appeared to be in charge, quickly waving off the two hulking men huddling uncertainly around the fountain. As they retreated into the shadows, Joy noticed a strange blankness in their faces.


    “Did you see that?” whispered Byron, horrified.


    “They were wearing masks,” his sister confirmed with a shudder. “White masks . . .”


    Meanwhile, the man in the lab coat snatched the limp victim’s wrist, presumably to take his pulse. The driver, who had finally emerged to inspect the damage to the front of the truck, shortly joined him at the fountain.


    “Hey, how come I feel like I’ve seen that guy before?” Joy asked, peering at the bald man in the leather jacket.


    “He just looks like a scary biker to me,” Byron replied.


    “I know,” Joy agreed. “But still, his face. It’s like I see him every day or something. . . .”


    The children watched as the driver and the white-haired man managed to free the lifeless figure and carry him like a sack of bricks up the front stairs and into the main building.


    A few minutes later the driver reappeared, hurrying back to the truck. He then peeled away, leaving the dark grounds once again in a hush.


    Joy looked up at the glowing clock tower. “Oh no, it’s eleven thirty! We should go. If we stay any later, somebody might notice we’re gone.”


    “I can stay out all night,” Poppy announced.


    “But we haven’t even looked around back yet!” protested Byron. “Come on, Joy, just a few more minutes. . . .”


    Her brother was right. For all she knew, there was a giant pond full of lily pads back there. It was worth a quick look at least.


    “All right,” Joy agreed. “But then we’re going. We’re already pushing our luck as it is.”


    “Can I try the whistle?” Byron asked his sister.


    “Be my guest.”


    Sneaking between bushes and hedge and tree trunks, the children made their way up to the blazing lights of the asylum’s main building. Seeing no sign of anyone, they darted across the open until they reached its side. Hidden in its shadow, they quickly skulked along its length and slipped around back.


    The grounds to the rear were wild and unkempt, with tall weedy grass extending out to the edge of the hill. Beyond, the mighty Wiskatempic River glittered in the moonlight. Finding no pond, the children continued their search, zigzagging across the area. But soon Joy and Byron were overwhelmed by mosquitoes as a glowing Poppy followed behind, apparently unaffected.


    “This is no use,” cried Joy, madly swatting her forearms. “Fizz would never hang out in a disgusting place like this, no matter how good the buffet!”


    Byron stopped furiously scratching himself for a moment. “Wait, this is Fizz we’re talking about. Wouldn’t he go somewhere warm and cozy? Somewhere inside?”


    It was a good theory, Joy agreed. But in such a huge facility, where would they even begin to look?


    “Why not start in there?” asked Poppy.


    Joy and Byron turned around to see a tall glass atrium attached to the main building. Inside, a large rectangular pool glowed eerily under spotlights.


    “That’s it!” cried Joy, setting off at high speed. By the time Byron and Poppy caught up, she had found an unlocked entrance and was slipping inside.


    Up close, the pool looked awful, as if no one had cared for it in years. On the surface, a layer of scum floated, while along the edges a fringe of brown algae swayed in unseen currents.


    “The water looks like blood,” Byron felt the need to point out. Across the entire length, a poisonous-looking mist roiled, giving off a sulfurous and earthy smell. Scowling at its stench, Joy began searching its depths, looking for a sign of her old amphibian friend.


    Suddenly her brother cried out: “Look over there!”


    Just above the surface, on a rung of the shallow-end ladder, Joy saw a pair of eyes shining at her like two floating gold beads.


    “Fizz!” she cried out, her voice rattling the atrium glass enough that Byron glanced up in alarm. Joy started to run but caught herself instinctively, heading around the pool using the briskest pace unlikely to attract a lifeguard’s whistle.


    Just then a stern voice rang out: “What are you kids doing here?”


    Frightened by the noise, Fizz rocketed into the depths of the evil-looking pool. Behind the children, a tall figure was now standing at the doors to the facility.


    At the sight of the gray mustache, Joy breathed a sigh of relief. It was the man from the park, wearing a woolen one-piece bathing suit.


    “Hello again,” Joy hailed amiably. “I had no idea you lived here.”


    “This is private property . . . ,” he informed them in a low but nonetheless angry voice. In place of his affable expression he wore a look of intense disapproval.


    “Listen, we know we’re trespassing and that’s bad. But do you remember how I said I lost my frog? Well, we tracked him here, to the asylum grounds. And look, there he is in your pool!”


    But the man appeared uninterested by the explanation. “It is not safe to be here,” he told them. “You must go at once.”


    “We’re not going anywhere,” declared Byron, gripping the handle of his sword. “Not without Fizz.”


    The gardener turned to regard the little boy standing legs apart, apparently trying to menace him. Groaning with frustration, the man headed to the edge of the pool. “You’re wasting your time trying to coax him out. No simple creature would ever leave that water willingly.”


    “But he’s my frog,” said Joy. “He knows me.”


    “No longer. Now, look, fetch those two nets from the wall. I’ll scare the little fellow toward you. But be quick about it—we haven’t much time!”


    With that, the man dove impressively into the water.


    Joy hurriedly retrieved the two antique-looking nets. “Here!” she shouted to Poppy. “Take one!”


    “I can’t use that,” the girl answered with a shrug.


    “Oh, give it to me!” said Byron, glaring.


    The man broke the surface like a powerful oceanic creature, gasping with apparent pleasure. “Do you see the frog?” he asked, spitting out a mouthful of the disgusting water.


    “He’s over there!” Joy called out.


    Taking long strokes, the man swam down the pool after Fizz. The frog took off, his back legs furiously propelling him like a knobby torpedo. Shocked at the unprecedented display, Joy ran down the side to intercept him, almost slipping on the slick tiles.


    “Where is he?” cried the man, treading water. “Have you any sight of him?”


    “He’s cornered!” replied Joy. She took a swipe with the net, but again Fizz was too fast, heading back toward the shallow end, where her brother hovered, ready to strike.


    “Got him!” Byron cried.


    There was a sudden earsplitting shriek. Terrified, everyone looked up to discover a woman standing there, with a tall gray hairdo like a hive of bees and wearing the unmistakable uniform of a nurse.


    “Douglas!” she began screaming. “Douglas!”


    “Get out of here, children!” the man shouted from the water. Clutching the net, Byron obeyed, darting outside as Polly flew in pursuit. Joy sprinted after them, but the nurse ran forward, intercepting her.


    “Stop right there!” she ordered.


    Joy tried to dodge the woman but slipped on the slick deck. Terrified, she closed her eyes. The atrium reverberated with another shriek as Joy took the nurse out at the ankles and sent her tumbling into the pool.


    “Noooooooooo!” The nurse’s cry was followed by a huge splash.


    Wasting not a second, Joy fled toward the door. But at that moment, two huge forms appeared. Their hidden faces gleamed white under the spotlights as they held out monstrous hands, blocking her way.


    “Get her!” screamed the nurse as she surfaced.


    Joy took off in the opposite direction, bolting through an open doorway on the other side of the pool.


    Inside it was pitch black.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 20


    Phipps awoke in a brightly lit room. Tasting blood, he felt his ribs throbbing as if they were cracked. Trying to sit up, he discovered he could not move.


    He was pinned, he realized, splayed out on one side in what appeared to be an examination room. From his position, it was difficult to see how he was restrained, but then he remembered the steel table and the heavy white mesh he had seen on his last visit.


    “This is quite the pickle, Warshaw,” said the old man in the wheelchair as he suddenly rolled in front of Phipps’s limited field of vision. “What do we do now?”


    “Now that the meat man has gone, we can do as we like.”


    It was the doctor’s voice.


    From the corner of his eye, Phipps glimpsed an old-fashioned metal syringe floating in the air, with a needle better suited to knitting than giving injections.


    “First we must sedate him, however.”


    “How do you propose we get him outside now that those gibbering idiots of yours have scuttled off?”


    “That is but one of our options,” said Dr. Warshaw. “And my staff did not scuttle off: Nurse Pinch is taking them to their rooms. As you know, the procedure has left them nervy, and I sensed they were becoming agitated about the impending hour.”


    “As am I, Warshaw. Have you forgotten I lost the use of my legs the last time our friends were not properly received?”


    “I have not, Mr. Crozier,” Dr. Warshaw answered sharply.


    “Then the payment is ready?”


    “I told you, I placed them in the fountain earlier.”


    “Yes, but what about the accident? Could the coins have been knocked loose with the impact?”


    “I did not think of that,” admitted the doctor. “Perhaps it would be prudent to check. Here, take the syringe—you can administer the sedative in my absence.”


    “I really don’t think I’m qualified, Doctor!”


    “Oh, stop playing the invalid, Crozier. Stick him somewhere fleshy and push in the plunger. Even one of my gibbering idiots, as you call them, could do it.”


    “But—”


    “Now, please do not delay me any further with your squeamishness. If the nurse appears, have her wait for me here.”


    “I will let your honeybunch know,” Phipps heard Crozier say under his breath as the doctor strode out of the room. Struggling to see, Phipps strained his eyes until they felt like they might pop from their sockets. “Ah, our patient is awake,” said the man in the wheelchair, rolling up to him. “How are we feeling?”


    Phipps went to unleash a torrent of abuse but discovered something had been stuffed into his mouth. Instead, he produced a muffled scream, hoping that his rage could somehow cross the void and inflict an injury on the man.


    “Now, now, that won’t help at all,” the man told him mildly. “Shouting is pointless. But if you promise not to make me regret it, I’m willing to remove that unfortunate gag, at least for now.”


    Unable to make any sort of signal, Phipps stared back as the man in the wheelchair made up his mind. The syringe, looking like a barbaric exhibit from a museum of outmoded medicine, lay momentarily forgotten on his lap as he stroked his mysterious leather satchel.


    “Sorry about that—about all of this, actually,” said Crozier, suddenly yanking a soaking red cloth from Phipps’s mouth. “I’ve never been good at this sort of thing, I must admit.”


    Choking on some blood, Phipps coughed. “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” he finally replied. “Kidnapping is a crime you have an obvious knack for.”


    “Now, now,” the old man scolded. “As I remember, trespassing is also illegal, yet you’ve had little issue with that.”


    “I would suggest calling the police to arrest me, then.”


    “The police?” Crozier laughed. “Oh no, I don’t think so. We’ve gotten by without their help for years, thank you very much, not to mention their tendency to raise questions best left unanswered.”


    Phipps weighed a number of possible responses, each of them vile and obscenity-laden, before realizing it was probably better not to antagonize the man. Having removed Phipps’s gag, Crozier clearly wanted to speak to him, which would give Phipps more time to figure out some way to escape. “I can imagine the questions,” he said evenly. “For instance, where are your patients?”


    “Things never change around here,” declared Crozier. “For the longest time, we thought we could conceal that fact, but alas, it never escapes notice. So we have had to close ourselves off from the prying eyes of the public.”


    “And hide,” Phipps said, “behind your white masks?”


    Crozier laughed, his eyes as bright and alert as a young man’s. “Those masks are less sinister than you probably imagine,” he replied. “My friend Fairfax used to make them mostly, you see, for every patient who passed away under our care. There had been a fashion to make such things, once upon a time. He called them a tribute to human mortality, and he would spend hours delicately casting the patients’ restful features into plaster. Originally, we gave them to the families, or if a patient was alone in the world, kept their mask in a special collection to mark the passing years. But once Fairfax himself passed on, we began putting them to another use.”


    “Let me guess,” Phipps interrupted. “Playing dress-up with your gorillas.”


    But instead of taking offense, Crozier just nodded vigorously. “There are only so many years you can bear those faces, those drooling dullards,” the old man told him, wincing with disgust. “Especially when you have all these masks, which look so pleasantly ageless, and so peaceful . . .”


    Phipps suddenly remembered Lix—the bloody cotton in his nose, the empty expression on his face—but his shiver was constricted by the tight white mesh around him. “Your staff,” he began angrily. “Warshaw made them like that. He took people and operated on them, turning them into simpletons—into slaves to run your facility!”


    Crozier rolled back, horrified. “What a sinister picture you draw, sir! The poor wretches could barely function! Staring into space, banging their heads against walls, crying day and night. . . . That is not living, my friend. That is a torment! The doctor set them free. And now they can enjoy their simple lives, with complete asylum from the perils of the outside world!”


    Phipps screwed up his eyes, hardly able to listen to someone defending such insanity, such utter butchery. “What about Felix?” he shouted, trembling with rage. “He was functioning just fine before you maniacs got a hold of him!”


    “Oh really? Yet you were the one who brought him here, demanding that we treat him. It seems to me you have only yourself to blame for what happened to your friend. . . .”


    Phipps began thrashing madly against his bindings, desperate to get hold of his tormentor’s throat. “I will kill you!” he shouted. “Do you hear me? Kill you!”


    But the old man rolled straight up to him, a wild and frightening look in his eyes. “What a terrible burden, I know, making choices that lead to disaster for others,” he said as the syringe suddenly appeared in his grasp. “It was too much for Fairfax, which is why he stopped taking the waters, I’m certain, staying out of the pool and drinking only what fell from the sky. Before long, his face shriveled like rotten fruit and his bones snapped like twigs.”


    Phipps shut his eyes, awaiting the gleaming needle’s stab. Instead he felt hot breath as the man leaned even closer.


    “Oh, the pain he endured!” Crozier continued, his voice rising to a bellow. “The terrible, terrible pain, stretching out into eternity! And I, his dearest friend, have captured his agony forever in his death mask! Behold, you pathetic, cringing worm: the true face of suffering! Open your eyes and behold!”


    At that moment a woman’s voice shouted, “Mr. Crozier! What are you doing? Put that down right now and calm yourself!”


    “Nurse Pinch!” Crozier exclaimed. “Why are your clothes all wet?”


    She ignored the question, answering with a voice edged like broken glass. “I’ve just come from seeing the doctor. He demands to know if you are making some sort of jest at his expense!”


    “I beg your pardon?” asked Crozier.


    “The coins!” snapped the nurse. “Have you taken them?”


    “Taken the coins?”


    “Yes!” she shrieked. “Have you taken them?”


    “Don’t be absurd, woman! Have you not noticed after all these years that I am bound to a wheelchair?”


    “Well, they’re missing from the fountain, and neither of us took them!”


    “Bring me to him!” Crozier bellowed. “Bring me to him at once!”


    Phipps heard the nurse wheel Crozier away, crashing through the set of double doors at the end of the hall. It was his chance, he knew. Opening his eyes, he was startled to find the syringe lying an inch from his face. Ignoring it, he turned his attention to a buckle pressed up against his left hand, which he began frantically tearing at with his fingernails.


    Then a small voice whispered, “Mr. Phipps?”


    [image: ]


    Bursting from the dark changing room, Joy had stumbled out into a lit corridor, long and empty. Racing down it, she’d found an unlocked door leading to a closet. Joy had hidden among buckets and mops, listening as her pursuers thundered by. Only when she was certain they were gone had she finally emerged again.


    She’d then found herself in a maze of hallways, all painted a sickly pistachio green, with hard polished floors that echoed her every step. At first, she’d tried to head back to the pool to look for Byron and Poppy but, unable to find the door again, she’d wandered down a hallway, searching for another exit to the outside.


    At the sound of more clattering footsteps, Joy had finally ducked into an open door, where she’d been shocked to discover someone pinned to a table. Instantly, she’d remembered the scene in “The Asylum” in which a half-mad Dr. Ingram had struggled against the very same bindings as a crazed doctor prepared an assortment of scalpels nearby. Horrified, she’d stared at the poor stricken figure, until the face became suddenly familiar and she’d whispered his name in surprise.


    “Spooking girl!” Phipps cried, his voice breaking. “Am I glad to see you!”


    But his relief was short-lived. Seeing the fear and repulsion in Joy’s face, he realized he looked out of his mind, like a patient restrained for his own safety. Even now, the girl began stepping back, ready to bolt. He wanted to plead, to beg—promising her anything she wished if only she wouldn’t leave him at the mercy of these madmen—but stopped himself. Too much pressure and she would certainly run off.


    So he tried adopting a more casual tone, as if he were the victim of a practical joke rather than kidnapped by a gang of diabolical senior citizens.


    “I know this doesn’t look very good, but it’s not how it appears,” he insisted. “Like you, I made the mistake of sneaking onto the grounds earlier this evening. Yes, I saw you, slipping in the front gates right after I nearly killed myself falling off the wall. What a great plan, by the way—I wish I’d thought of it.”


    Joy remembered the ladder Poppy had spotted the moment before the truck arrived. So it was his! What kind of dark plot had him scaling walls in the dead of night? she wondered. But what was she doing? Why even listen to such a figure of menace, the self-proclaimed enemy of Spooking?


    Still, she was struck by how innocent he looked lying there, and how helpless.


    “We got lucky. We were going to use the sewer, but then the truck just happened to come by,” she admitted. Nevertheless, she shivered imagining Phipps hiding in the dark, watching them the whole time. But still, he hadn’t accosted or tried to stop them.


    “I wish I had your sort of luck.” The man sighed. “What are you doing here, anyway? A lunatic asylum is no place for children.”


    “We were rescuing my pet frog, Fizz.”


    “Rescuing a pet?” Phipps laughed. “What a coincidence! I came here to rescue a friend too. But things didn’t work out, and now I’m in serious trouble. Can you please undo these belts? They will be back soon, to do something very horrible to both of us, if we don’t get out of here.”


    “What about your friend?” asked Joy.


    “I got here too late. Now, let’s start getting these belts off. Hurry, we don’t have much time. . . .”


    Joy froze, unsure what to do. Experience told her that this was an evil villain, a shifty liar who was gleefully looking forward to the destruction of Spooking. At the same time, what if he was telling the truth? She couldn’t just leave him there.


    There was a bang as the set of heavy double doors went flying open again.


    “Quick, they’re coming!” cried Phipps. “Let me out of here!”


    Joy darted out of sight.


    “No! No! No!”


    Gripped by fear, Phipps listened as footsteps approached, brisk and unmistakably angry. Again, he struggled against the restraining mesh, feeling like a trapped fly with a hairy spider bearing down on it.


    “Hand them over!” shouted Dr. Warshaw, suddenly stepping into view.


    Phipps stared back dumbly, ears ringing. Behind him, the nurse hovered, her eyes darting anxiously in her pinched face.


    “Forgive me for not getting up,” snarled Phipps, “but I have not the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”


    “The coins, you imbecile!” barked the doctor. “Where are they?”


    “Oh, I get it.” Phipps chuckled. “This whole time, you’ve been mistaking me for a leprechaun! An honest enough mistake. But as I am neither dressed in green nor as tall as a toadstool, I’m afraid capturing me has served no real purpose.”


    “We have no time for your smart remarks!” shouted the doctor, who suddenly produced a gleaming scalpel. “Where are the gold coins you took? In your pockets?”


    “Maybe,” said Phipps. “Get this thing off me and I’ll check in—”


    “It doesn’t make sense, Harlan,” interrupted the nurse. “I mean, he was completely unconscious when you pulled him from the fountain. Could it have been Douglas? We already know he was a thief.”


    “Douglas has no capacity for such things anymore!” insisted the doctor. “No, this man must have taken them earlier, before we gave chase.” He turned to Phipps, pressing the sharp instrument up under his chin. “Now, I will ask you one more time. Where is our gold?”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Then you are no further use in this state,” pronounced the doctor. “And it is time for the procedure.”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 21


    Crouched beneath the metal table, Joy cringed in horror.


    “We’re wasting time, Doctor,” the nurse protested. “We need to fetch more gold from the vaults before they come!”


    “Do you not understand? There is no more, Beatrice!” thundered the doctor. “It is all gone, I tell you, gone!”


    “But, Harlan,” the nurse sobbed. “How could you let that happen?”


    The scalpel dropped to the floor, inches away from Joy. Frozen, she listened as the doctor began comforting the woman, who was clearly shaking where she stood.


    “I had no choice,” he told her. “Do you have any idea how much this all costs? The heating, the electricity, the repairs—even having fresh meat delivered such as tonight?


    “I tried reducing expenses, letting much of the building fall to ruin, but our dream has gone on far longer than we ever could have known or imagined. So I had to spend their money.”


    “We could have run away! We could have gone somewhere! Anywhere!”


    “How long would we last, my dear?” he asked softly. “A month, a season? And just imagine the pain of seeing each other wither, watching the years catch up to us. No, I thought we could at least have one more year—one final glorious year—then take some medicine and slip away together. . . .”


    Just then, above the nurse’s crying, a high-pitched whine rose. It was Fizz’s whistle, Joy knew right away. Byron and Poppy were somewhere close by!


    Meanwhile, the nurse shrieked as she and the doctor staggered apart. “What was that?” she demanded, sniffing.


    “It sounded like a whistle!” spat the doctor in a fury. “There must be more intruders. Surely they’re the ones who took the payment. Come, let’s find Crozier and see if we can’t apprehend them at once!”


    At the sound of their retreating footsteps, Joy scrambled out from beneath the table. She paused for a second, then began working on the belts holding down Phipps.


    “Thank you,” he gasped. “Thank you, thank—”


    Along with his clipped words, Joy saw unmistakable terror suddenly appear in his eyes. Turning, she leaped to discover a huge white mountain looming over her. From under a smooth white mask, a pair of black eyes regarded her curiously.


    Shrieking, she was lifted high in the air and carried off, struggling uselessly as Phipps shouted empty threats from the table. Then, as they reached the doorway, the mayor’s assistant began inexplicably humming. Loudly.


    The giant’s masked face snapped back toward the restrained man. Joy recoiled as a large protruding ear almost struck her in the face. Meanwhile, Phipps kept it up, launching into what Joy became certain was supposed to be an approximation of a guitar riff.


    The rendition must have been faithful, however. There was something incredibly familiar about the tune, as if Joy had already heard it countless times before on the radio. Yes, she remembered, it was one of those incredibly annoying tunes that lingered for days in her head, until she began jamming fingers in her ears and singing gibberish in an attempt to dispel it. Even amid these desperate circumstances, she couldn’t help making a face at being reminded of it.


    Startlingly, the masked figure began moaning along before turning and carrying her back into the examination room. Clamping a meaty paw around Joy’s wrist, he then placed her on the ground and stood in front of Phipps, mesmerized.


    After a few more bars of spittle-spewing guitar, Phipps abruptly switched to vocals, chanting the maddeningly infectious chorus consisting of nothing more than “oh” and “yeah”—over and over again as the brute began swaying back and forth in apparent glee. As they both finished, Joy was yanked repeatedly into the air.


    “It’s me, Teddy Danger!” declared Phipps. “Don’t you recognize me?”


    The masked figure stood uncertainly scratching the wispy hairs on his head for a moment before prancing in place with excitement.


    “That’s right, it’s me, Teddy. Listen, there’s been some sort of mistake. I was just on my way to record my next record and for some reason have been mistaken for a patient,” said Phipps with a laugh. “But if I don’t get to the studio immediately, there will be no new Teddy Danger albums. Ever! Do you want that to happen?”


    The masked figure groaned miserably as Joy swung like a pendulum in his grasp.


    “Then you’ll have to get these belts off me. Hurry! The limousine is waiting outside.”


    Nodding in agreement, the hulking creature deposited the girl into the corner. He then returned to Phipps.


    “That’s it, that’s it. Nice job! Now the legs. There. Thanks so much, buddy—I can tell you are my number one fan!”


    Finished with the job, the masked figure stood back. Phipps sat up on the table, rubbing his aching head. From what he could tell, none of his bones seemed broken. He looked up and saw the creature in the mask hovering expectantly.


    “Oh, if you can find me something to write with, I can give you my autograph. . . .” Within seconds, Phipps was provided with a pen and a clipboard containing a faded patient report. Flashing a smile, he began scribbling the hateful name of his nemesis.


    Suddenly the giant roared, seizing Phipps by the wrist— a wrist completely bare of the tattoo that adorned Teddy’s. “Run!” Phipps shouted.


    Joy bolted for the door as the masked figured slammed Phipps into a medicine cabinet. She turned in time to see him rising unsteadily to his feet.


    “I said run!” Phipps ordered as his assailant whirled toward her. Before the giant could move, the mayor’s assistant leaped onto his back and the two of them came hurtling out of control toward her. There was a crack as the huge man hit the door frame face-first, shattering his mask into pieces.


    Heart racing, Joy thundered down the empty hall, all attempts at stealth abandoned. Crashing through the double doors, she began tearing up and down the maze of hallways and offices, looking for a way out.


    Arriving at the lobby, Joy heard raised voices. She stopped running, out of breath. Peering around the corner, she spotted the doctor and nurse from the examination room, standing before the open main doors.


    “They were children!” shouted the doctor in disbelief. “Running around on the property! What’s next? Monkeys? Elephants?”


    “I told you, Harlan!” the nurse cried peevishly. “I saw them at the pool with the gardener! They must have taken the gold!”


    “My word, Beatrice.” He shuddered. “The company returns any minute!”


    “What do we do?” wailed the nurse as the doctor began slamming the outer doors shut. “Harlan, look! A girl!”


    Joy bolted across the lobby as the doctor and nurse rushed toward her. She ran up one of the sets of stairs that led to the gallery above and desperately began trying the doors, finding each of them locked. She was trapped. Turning in horror, she stood back as the doctor and nurse began stalking up separate stairways to cut off any possibility of escape.


    There was a loud bang as Phipps exploded into the lobby, pushing an occupied wheelchair. Wearing an expression of utter delight, he began speeding around in a circle, barely keeping the chair upright. Clinging for his life, an old man screamed, losing his grip on the white mask he held to his chest.


    “Fairfax!” the old man shrieked as the fumbled mask shattered on the marble floor.


    “Stop!” yelled the doctor. “Stop at once!”


    But if Phipps heard the shouts over his own chuckling, he paid no heed. Instead, he broke off the mad circuit and rushed toward the front doors, tilting the chair back on its rear wheels. With a tremendous crack, he smashed straight through the doors.


    Screaming in horror, the doctor and nurse chased after.


    Amid the hush that had fallen, Joy crept down the stairs into the lobby. Following outside, she caught sight of the bizarre-looking troupe again—the cackling, crowlike man and the terrified man in the wheelchair, closely followed by the white-coated doctor and the waddling nurse. Running in circles, they looped around the drive and back up toward the fountain, whose waters now ran bloodred and spurted like grievous wounds from the grinning statue.


    Stunned by the surreal scene, Joy stood motionless at the entrance. Suddenly she heard a piercing whistle. As the doctor, the nurse, and the old man each cried out in pain, she bolted down the steps, heading toward the sound just beyond a cluster of fir trees ahead.


    There in the shadows she found Byron, whistle still clenched in his teeth as Poppy hovered behind him.


    “We’ve got to get out of here!” Joy cried. “Now!”


    The children fled through the night. As they ran the ground itself seemed to tremble beneath their feet, pitching up and tripping them as they made their way back to the gate. Without stopping, they scrambled until it felt like their hearts would burst from their chests. Finally, they reached the outer wall.


    Just then a terrible moan rang out across the grounds.


    “What was that?” asked Byron, looking frightened.


    “We don’t want to know,” Joy told him. “We just really need to find this manhole cover, fast.”


    Byron felt a hard surface clatter under his heel. “Here it is!” he cried. Drawing his sword, he warned everyone to stand back before jabbing the point into the perimeter of the manhole. Then, putting his weight into it just as he’d done when he’d torn off the grate in the park, he levered the heavy iron cover onto the grass.


    The hour tolled ominously on the clock tower. It was one in the morning. Looking up, Joy thought she saw the yellow clock face darken until it resembled the evil moon so often described in the works of E. A. Peugeot. Her eyes flicked down as something moved in the shadows.


    “Come on—get in!” she cried.


    Sheathing his sword, Byron scuttled awkwardly down the broken ladder, followed by Poppy, who effortlessly floated after him. Crouching, Joy readied herself to join them.


    Peering across the darkened grounds one final time, she felt her stomach lurch. In the boiling blackness, she was almost certain she could make out forms clawing their way out of the earth and taking shambling steps. Atop their inky silhouettes sat what looked like wide tricorn hats. Beneath the hats their eyes burned like smoldering coals.


    There was a scream.


    It came from the man in the wheelchair, who now sat abandoned on the road.


    “No. No. Noooo!”


    Dark shapes then swarmed him, silencing his pleas.


    “Joy!” shouted Byron from the darkness below. “Hurry!”


    Tearing her eyes away, Joy jumped down after him.


    “What took you so long?” demanded Byron as she landed with a thump. “It’s pitch-black down here!”


    Glancing up, Joy could see the stars through the opening above. A blast rang out, then another and another, continuing in rapid succession until the terrible peals sounded like the roll of some mountain-size drum.


    “Hurry, we have to get out of here!” cried Joy. Pulling her flashlight from her side bag, she quickly illuminated the sewer pipe. “The exit is down this way!”


    In the yellow beam, Joy and Byron were surprised to see Poppy already making her way down the tunnel ahead of them. She turned with a teary glance and shot straight up the drain leading out to the Boulevard.


    “Poppy, wait!” Joy shouted after her. “You need us to help get that manhole cover off!”


    The two siblings hurried after her, sloshing heedlessly through the thick mud and foul liquid collected in the center of the tunnel. Reaching the ladder, Joy scrambled up first.


    Byron followed closely behind. “Ow!” he cried as Joy’s flashlight struck his knuckles. Clattering its way to the bottom, the flashlight landed squarely upright in the mud like a tent pole, where it continued to shine up at them. “Aw, man,” said Byron, squinting down at it. “Do I have to go get that?”


    “Leave it!” she told him. “We’ve got to get out of here!”


    At that moment, Joy reached a dead end. Poppy was gone. “What the heck?” she exclaimed, slapping a palm against the bottom of the heavy manhole cover.


    “What’s going on? Where’d she go?” asked Byron.


    “I don’t know!” cried Joy. Pushing with all her might, she found the cast-iron disk completely immovable. “Poppy!” Joy shouted through the grating as Byron squeezed up beside her.


    “Poppy!” they shrieked hysterically, pounding on the iron.


    Just then the manhole cover flew off, landing nearby with a noisy clang. Joy and Byron climbed out breathlessly, startled to find the Boulevard completely deserted.


    “Here, take your frog,” Byron insisted, relieved to finally unload the squirming creature.


    Joy had forgotten all about poor Fizz. Drawing the wriggling creature to her chest, she kissed his clammy head over and over, as if trying to prove once and for all that he was no spellbound prince.


    “What about Poppy?” Joy asked. “Where did she go?”


    “I guess she went home,” Byron supposed. “And who can blame her? Come on, let’s go too.”


    The drain went dark as something crossed in front of the flashlight’s beam.


    “Poppy?” Joy called down. “Is that you?”


    “She’s not down there, Joy,” insisted her brother. “We both saw her go up the ladder.”


    “Then what is down there?” she demanded.


    Just then a terrible raspy moan began issuing from the shaft.


    Without any further discussion, the two children raced over to the manhole cover and began flipping it end over end until, with a final heave, it clattered back in place. As another series of awful explosions rang out, the siblings took off for home, running as fast as they could.


    The windows of Number 9 were still rattling in their frames as the children reached their front door. Stumbling inside, the children quickly kicked off their muddy boots and dumped their coats before bolting upstairs. Reaching the top, they froze to see the hall light on. Their parents stood in front of them, their bleary eyes wide with fright.


    “Children, did you hear that noise?” Mr. Wells asked.


    Speechless in the face of such a ridiculous question, Joy and Byron stood staring.


    “What on earth are you two doing in your clothes?” demanded Mrs. Wells, her frightful tangle of hair enhancing her look of shock.


    “Isn’t it obvious, Helen?” cried Mr. Wells. “They’re worried the house might collapse!”


    “That’s ridiculous,” said Mrs. Wells. “Children, everything is fine. Whatever was making that awful racket seems to have stopped. Go back to bed now.”


    Relieved, Joy and Byron turned to go to their rooms.


    “Wait a minute,” said Mrs. Wells. “Isn’t that Fizz you’ve got there?” she asked, pointing to the terrified creature.


    “Hey, look!” her daughter exclaimed, sounding somehow surprised to discover him struggling in her grip. “It is him!”


    “Yes, but where did he come from?” demanded Mrs. Wells, suspicion rising in her voice.


    “That’s why we’re dressed,” Byron answered quickly. “Joy thought she heard him barking and woke me up. I thought we should go outside and have a quick look for him.”


    “Well, isn’t that terrific news for once?” Mr. Wells yawned, staggering back toward bed.


    “What a clever frog, finding his way home like that,” Mrs. Wells agreed. “But it’s very late. Hurry, kids! Back to bed now! We can all celebrate finding him safe and sound tomorrow morning.”


    “Sure thing, Mom,” Byron agreed. “Come on, Joy. Let’s go.”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 22


    After a fitful sleep full of blank-faced pursuers, Joy awoke late the next morning to chilly shoulders. Her sheets kicked down to her ankles, she rolled over with a shiver, yanking the scratchy wool blanket up around her neck.


    “Ow!” she howled, suddenly feeling the sting of the many scrapes and scratches covering her body. “Ouchhhhhh!”


    It was hardly the sort of awakening she’d imagined for Dr. Ingram after his adventures: yelping like a puppy because a scab was stuck to his pajamas. No. With wounds much more gaping, the doctor would rise without complaint, she was certain, to begin grimly chronicling yet another abomination against sense and nature. But then again, she was just a kid, she reminded herself, and maybe deserved a break. The most important thing was that they had made it home alive—a remarkable feat, considering the previous night’s events.


    At that moment, Joy remembered something. “Poppy!” she cried, leaping out of bed.


    Avoiding the sludge-caked clothes she’d cast off the night before, Joy pulled on some dirty jeans and a crumpled shirt before hurrying off to the bathroom. On the way, she passed her brother’s room. From within, a strange series of whistling snores emanated. There was no point in disturbing him, she decided, pulling his door closed. With any luck she’d find Poppy spinning on her merry-go-round and be back in a matter of minutes.


    A few minutes later, Joy slipped downstairs, hoping to avoid her parents. They would insist she sit down and eat breakfast, or worse, ask her follow-up questions concerning their rather implausible story about hearing Fizz outside on the lawn. Luckily, however, the kitchen was empty. Peeking through the front window, she noticed with a start that the station wagon was gone. Where were her parents?


    Then, from her father’s office, she heard the clacking of keys. It was Monday, she remembered, a school holiday. Her mother was off to work, and her father at home until she got back after lunch.


    Joy crouched in the entranceway, searching for some footwear that was both comfortable and dry. Finally, she settled on a pair of pink and black sneakers her mother had bought for her that made her feet look like two fat pillows. Except for the ten minutes she’d spent forced to parade up and down in them, they had never been worn, but now was not the time for policing her fashion. Grabbing her coat, she set off.


    Outside, a desperate sun was making a break from its cloudy prison. Fishing around in her coat, Joy pulled out her sunglasses, an ancient pair of tinted goggles she’d recovered from the bottom of Ms. Melody Huxley’s trunk. After pulling the tight elastic over her head, she began making her way down her street and up to the Boulevard.


    As Joy came into sight of Happy Fates Retirement Estates, she noticed Madame Portia out front, raking up piles of splintered sticks on the lawn.


    “Can you believe this mess?” Madame Portia began raging even before Joy had fully drawn within earshot. “First those explosions! Now look at my lawn!”


    “You heard them too?”


    “Heard them?” the old woman screeched. “My windows were blown in!”


    Joy gasped, noticing the several large pieces of cardboard taped inside the window frames on the east side of the old mansion.


    “I’m just lucky none of my guests were hurt, or expired from the shock,” Madame Portia added.


    Joy gulped, feeling weirdly responsible. Could their trespassing have somehow contributed to the terrible events? There was no way of knowing.


    “The asylum is gone, I’m told,” the old woman continued. “The authorities said it was a sinkhole, that the whole thing collapsed into some sort of huge underground reservoir,” continued Madame Portia. “But by my crystal ball, I say there was something sinister going on in there. Oh, the handsome young firemen insisted there were no signs of any victims, but they’re mistaken. I heard them last night. A hideous and evil wailing—like nothing of this earth. And I ask you,” she said, gesturing to the charred sticks at her feet, “what kind of sinkhole throws flaming debris into the air?”


    “Are you sure you should you be cleaning this up by yourself?” Joy asked, seeing how puffy and red the woman’s face had become. “Where’s Hamilton, your groundskeeper?”


    “He’s gone off to university!” Madame Portia replied sourly. “Isn’t that just the way with young people these days? You take all the trouble of building up their self-esteem, and they just run off to make something of themselves! Never again, I tell you! Next time I’m getting some old codger without any prospects!”


    Joy stood by awkwardly for a moment. “Well, I would love to give you a hand,” she began finally, “but I’m a bit worried about a friend at the moment. Can’t you take a break and I’ll come help you later?”


    “That’s sweet, bambina. But I’m afraid I’ve scheduled lawn bowling for this afternoon, and if I cancel again, Mr. Patterson will go into a sulk the likes of which you’ve never witnessed. No, I’ll just have to press on, unless I want to add a manslaughter charge to my woes.”


    Madame Portia went back to her raking as Joy bid her good day and headed off toward the park. Passing along the asylum wall, she suddenly felt compelled to cross to the other side of the street. From there, she could see the gates were chained shut. On the ironwork, an official-looking sign now hung: DANGER: NO ENTRY BY ORDER OF THE DARLINGTON FIRE DEPARTMENT. Looking up, Joy took a sharp intake of breath: the clock tower was missing.


    But the asylum wasn’t why she’d come, she reminded herself. Her heart sank as she entered the park. There was no sign of Poppy. In the deserted playground, the monkey bars creaked and the merry-go-round spun as if by an invisible force. What if something had happened to her? Morbid possibilities filled Joy’s mind. What if Poppy had climbed out of the sewer, only to be snatched by some awful creature as they trailed behind? Cold with fear, Joy raced around the park, calling her.


    There was no reply.


    Finally, after pounding the paths and checking all of their hiding places, Joy arrived at the island. The stooped old willow blew in the breeze, forlorn and empty. Out of breath, she collapsed against its trunk, a sob rising in her chest.


    “Hello again.” The gardener coughed, suddenly revealing himself like a magician stepping out of a trick cabinet.


    Joy turned, startled. This time, the man had no picnic or any other possessions with him. His skin was streaked black with soot and his clothing was singed. In place of his previously spritely appearance, a weariness surrounded him, and his expression looked strained with defeat.


    “I’ve got your name in here somewhere,” he nevertheless began cheerfully enough, fishing around in his pockets. He finally produced a little slip of paper and began squinting at it. “Ah yes. Miss Joy Wells, of Number 9 Ravenwood Avenue,” he read. “Now that your frog is returned safe and sound, I suppose I have no further need of your particulars.” He shrugged, handing the paper back to her.


    “Thanks,” Joy answered. “But actually, I owe you twenty-four dollars and eighty-eight cents.”


    “Keep your reward,” he scoffed. “If memory serves, it was by your own hand that the blighter was finally snagged.”


    “It was Byron, actually.”


    “Well then, perhaps he might appreciate the money. . . .” The man’s mustache parted like a pair of gray curtains to reveal a set of spectacularly white teeth. Quickly, however, his smile was replaced by a grimace as he grabbed his side.


    “Are you okay?” asked Joy. “Are you hurt?”


    “It’s nothing,” he said. “I’m just not used to even minor injuries anymore, which were so easily cured with our facilities—”


    “Did they almost get you?” asked Joy.


    The man looked puzzled.


    “I think I saw them,” she told him. “Coming up, out of the ground—”


    “Never speak of such things,” interrupted the gardener. Lowering his voice, he spoke with a grave tone: “A calamity befell the asylum, and you children were lucky to escape. I tried to find you again last night, to lead you to safety, but luckily you managed to find the way yourselves.”


    “The sewer system.”


    “Yes,” he replied. “That’s how we slipped out, my love and I, when we used to come here to have our picnics by this tree. No one ever caught on.”


    “You were a mental patient?” Joy exclaimed. She flushed, feeling embarrassed at her choice of words. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean . . .”


    “Do not trouble yourself. Back then, you see, it was a bit of a fashion to come to such places to recuperate,” he explained. “Spooking Asylum in particular was considered one of the finest in the country, with upstanding citizens from all over coming to soak in the healing waters of its pool.”


    “You mean the pool where we found Fizz?” asked Joy. “Yuck!”


    “The water is from a very special source,” he told her. “Deep in the earth where the planet’s greatest mysteries abound.”


    “It looked nasty to me,” Joy replied, making a face. “Like a pool of blood.”


    “The iron oxide gives it such color, I’m told. You can find a frozen example at the South Pole, full of mysterious microbes that stump the known principles of biological science. . . .”


    “Microbes?” repeated Joy. “Double yuck.”


    “But what of their amazing properties? Have you not noticed anything different about your frog, for instance? Does he not appear more healthy and vigorous to you?”


    It was true, Joy had to admit. In fact, the transformation had been nothing short of miraculous. Since returning him to his aquarium, Joy had noticed how the flabby frog she’d lost had become a muscular amphibian, glistening green under a healthy coating of mucous. “I thought it was just because he’d been living out in the wild.”


    “That’s the therapeutic action arresting and even reversing the effects of aging. And if he swam in that water once a week, he would outlive a tortoise.”


    “And what about people? Can it stop them from growing old?”


    The gardener looked down, gazing at Joy with piercing eyes that seemed unbearably sad. “I have outlived all of my old friends and associates, I’m sure,” he admitted. “From what little I can see from the hill, I have lived on to another world, one that would drive me insane to behold up close, which is why I’ve never strayed far.”


    After a few minutes of silence, Joy finally spoke, looking up toward the Boulevard. “Well, I guess there’s a lot of work to do before anyone gets to swim in that pool again,” she remarked.


    “It’s worse than that.” The gardener sighed. “When I regained my senses this morning, I discovered that the disaster had completely altered whatever forces brought the water to the surface. The pool is gone, completely dry. So I suppose it is time to move on. Otherwise, I shall both starve and freeze by wintertime, if I am to last that long.”


    “Where will you go?”


    “I have no idea,” he admitted. “It’s been so many years since I’ve been farther afield than the park opposite.”


    “I know someone looking for a new groundskeeper,” Joy suddenly remembered. “She’s the gypsy who runs the old-folks home right beside the asylum.”


    “A gypsy?” The gardener shuddered. “I don’t know. I haven’t had much luck with them in the past. . . .”


    “She is one of the sweetest people in the world,” Joy assured him. “Her name is Madame Portia. Tell her Joy sent you, and I’m sure she’ll give you an interview.”


    “Okay, then. Given that I have no other options, perhaps I will try my luck.”


    “Great,” said Joy. “By the way, did you happen to see my friend Poppy in the park this morning? I haven’t seen her since last night, and I’m a bit worried about her.”


    “I’m afraid I don’t know your friend.”


    “Of course you do,” Joy insisted. “The girl who was with me last night.”


    “I don’t mean any disrespect, my child, but I don’t recall any girl. I remember your sword-wielding brother, but no other.”


    “But she was there by the pool when we were trying to catch Fizz. . . .”


    “I’m sorry,” replied the gardener, shrugging. “I saw no such person.”


    Joy decided not to press the issue. Still, how could he have forgotten Poppy? It suddenly occurred to her that maybe the man had misplaced a few tools in his mental shed.


    “Oh well, perhaps I should get going,” said Joy. “I won’t be able to relax until I find her.”


    “Good luck,” said the gardener. “And I will try this friend of yours, Madame Portia. Hopefully my appearance won’t prejudice her opinion of me.”


    “Oh, I really wouldn’t worry about that,” Joy told him. “Seriously . . . ,” she added, remembering the photographs of Madame Portia’s husband, Ludwig. “Bye for now!”


    “Good-bye, young lady.”


    Joy headed back along the snaking paths to the playground, where there was still no sign of Poppy. Thinking back to the gardener’s insistence that he hadn’t seen a girl with them, she felt uneasy, trying to recall the circumstances of last night. Had Poppy hidden herself in the shadows? But then Joy remembered how noisy she’d been, shouting and hollering as they struggled to catch Fizz.


    None of it made any sense. And she was left with no choice. Despite having never visited Poppy’s house before, Joy was going to ring her doorbell and see if she was home.


    But what if she wasn’t there? And what if her parents answered?


    Joy decided she would tell them everything. What did it matter how things looked, or how much trouble she would get into? She couldn’t even begin to imagine lying to somebody’s parents when their child might be missing. But would they believe her story? That foul creatures from the pages of classic horror fiction had risen out of the earth, snatching their daughter as part of their evil bounty?


    Of course not.


    But even if it meant being sent to a mental asylum, Joy resolved to tell the truth.


    The bell tolled dolefully atop of the old schoolhouse as Joy approached. Standing on the stoop, she craned her neck and listened. Hearing nothing, she looked for a doorbell, but found nothing but a small knocker rusted in place.


    Swallowing hard, Joy rapped her knuckles against the wood.


    The door swung open.


    “Hello?” she called, stepping inside.


    It was a single room, in semidarkness owing to the grime covering the windows sitting high in the walls above her head. As her eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom, she saw a long blackboard against the far wall. In the center of the room, four rows of small wooden desks stood, each with a slate and chalk neatly set on it. At the far end of the room, a wide oak desk sat covered in curled yellow sheets.


    At the sound of cooing, Joy looked up. A pigeon took flight, landing on a beam at the back of the vaulted ceiling. The floor crunched underfoot with feathers and dried droppings. Looking to her left, she noticed a picture hanging on the wall. Approaching, she could tell it was a very old photograph of an assembled class of children wearing uniforms and stiff little smiles. Her eyes were instantly riveted on one particular face staring out moonlike from between curtains of dark hair.


    Then someone coughed. Furiously beating its wings, the pigeon took off into the rafters, fleeing through whatever secret hole it had gained entry.


    Terrified, Joy spun around.


    Behind her, a dark silhouette stood in the doorway.


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 23


    Alook of terror passed across the Spooking girl’s face as Phipps stepped forward, his own jagged features made plain by a beam of light squeezing through a broken window pane.


    “Thinking of transferring schools, are we?” he ventured, gesturing at the wrecked classroom.


    “I was looking for someone. Not that it’s any of your business,” she answered humorlessly.


    “I suppose not,” agreed Phipps, noticing how thick with dread her voice sounded. “But an honorable public servant would never condone someone breaking and entering. . . .”


    “The door opened on its own!” Joy protested.


    “No need to get upset, young lady,” Phipps assured her, holding up a hand. “I am not going to report you to anyone. And since I suspect that I am no longer in the employ of the city, my conscience is perfectly clear.”


    Waking to the news of the explosion, the mayor had been on the phone to him that morning. Despite his aching body and complete lack of sleep, Phipps had nevertheless agreed to tour the grounds with the mayor and his developer friend immediately in order to assess if the project was worth saving.


    “What the heck happened to your face?” the mayor had demanded as he and Mr. Styles had picked up Phipps in a limousine.


    “I walked through a patio door.”


    “And what about the limp?”


    “There were stairs on the other side.”


    At the time, he had thought it fortunate that the mayor had not pressed him on the incident. However, now he understood that he’d just been completely uninterested.


    After unlocking the chain on the gates, the three men had entered, seeing immediately that the asylum was a disaster area. The grounds were blackened, speckled with shards of bloodred brick, and the carefully pruned trees looked like burnt matchsticks. Still they’d driven on until their progress had finally been blocked by towering piles of rubble baking under the sun.


    There at the top of the drive where the fountain had once stood, they’d gazed at the scorched remains of the clock tower.


    “Take me back, Mungo,” Mr. Styles had said finally. “There’s nothing worth seeing here.”


    And so they had turned around. The mayor had sat glowering in the back of the limousine, as if somehow aware that Phipps had been there and was responsible for unleashing the cataclysm. “Hey,” he’d barked as they’d exited the grounds. “Didn’t you say you lived around here?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Well, get out and walk, then. Kenny and I want to catch up a bit more, and we don’t need your sulky face killing our buzz.”


    Standing on the Boulevard, Phipps had then watched as the limousine roared off, toward Darlington. So that’s it, he’d told himself. I guess I’m fired. As the car slipped from view, he’d turned, walking aimlessly until he finally passed the schoolhouse and saw the open door.


    As his eyes adjusted to the dimness, Phipps noticed how scared the girl appeared, coiled to spring like a cornered cat. Realizing he was blocking her only exit, he quickly stepped aside. He then perched himself on the edge of a desk in the hopes of affecting a less intimidating air.


    “Actually, I could have had a career change last night if only our good friend the doctor had gotten his chance,” he continued. “Not that I would have remained in his employ for long. Which reminds me: You should know that the asylum is now gone, thankfully.”


    “I know,” said Joy flatly. “My friend Madame Portia told me.”


    “Ah, the old gypsy, yes. How nice she moved out of that fetid swamp of hers and back to town. Well, she must be breathing a sigh of relief, knowing she no longer has any maniacs for neighbors.”


    “If you say so,” answered Joy.


    “Oh, come now—do you mean me?” Phipps asked, looking wounded at her accusing expression.


    Joy said nothing.


    “You can’t possibly compare me to those hideous people! While you may not have liked a few of the harsh truths I’ve tried to relay about life, I hardly think I deserve that kind of character assassination.”


    Phipps regarded the girl, who even now was edging her way toward the door. Was this the reason she had seemed hesitant to help him last night, he wondered—because she thought he was some kind of villain? It appeared so. How unfair, he thought. Perhaps he should remind her how he tackled that enormous gorilla and pulled all those extreme wheelchair stunts in order to draw off her pursuers!


    Phipps recalled the minutes directly after the exhausted doctor and his consort had finally given up the chase, and he’d finally sent the screaming old man hurtling down a steep slope into the darkness. Turning to make his escape, he’d been stopped in his tracks by a blast, a thunderous bang that had hit him like a fist in the chest.


    Spinning around, he’d caught sight of something arcing through the air—a flaming missile that then smashed directly into the clock tower, shattering its glowing face. The whole structure then heaved and buckled before finally crashing to the ground and sending an enormous cloud of sparks roiling heavenward.


    At that moment, a terrible wailing had begun rising across the grounds as raspy whoops had celebrated the unleashing of another earsplitting barrage. “Lix!” Phipps had screamed, watching in horror as the burning facility had begun to collapse in on itself.


    Horrified, Phipps had then turned to run for his life. Remembering the sewers the Spooking girl had mentioned, he’d raced down the grounds to the wall where he’d begun desperately clawing at the grass, searching for an opening. Then he’d spotted his jacket, still hanging from the iron-work. Snatching a hold of its dangling sleeve, he’d managed in his terror to somehow pull himself up and over.


    Dropping onto the Boulevard, he’d gone to hurry off but stopped when he overheard frantic voices issuing from below the street. Wrenching back the heavy manhole cover, he’d freed the children before slipping off into the night.


    Yet another heroic act, he grumbled to himself in the school-house, gone completely unnoticed.


    “Anyway, this building has been locked up for years,” Phipps continued without revealing his disappointment. “That’s why I was surprised to see the door wide open, passing by.”


    “Locked up?” repeated Joy. “But I thought—”


    “That someone lived here? You were mistaken. The old schoolhouse has been abandoned for quite some time, as you can see.”


    Joy glanced again at the watery-eyed girl peering out from the photo.


    “Ah, I thought I saw your shimmering little friend last night, out on the Boulevard after I managed to escape,” Phipps confessed.


    “You saw Poppy?” Joy burst out. “Was she okay? Did she look hurt?”


    “Hurt?” he asked. “What of this earth could possibly hurt such a phantom?”


    Joy stared back at the man, who wore not the slightest look of humor in his face. “Are you saying that Poppy is a ghost?” she finally demanded. In reply, the man looked down at his feet, as if somehow embarrassed by the word. “That is ridiculous,” Joy insisted. “I’ve played with her for years. She’s solid as anyone. She touches stuff—moves things . . .”


    “Objects from her own time only,” he explained, before leaning over and lifting open the lid of a nearby desk. Looking inside, a knowing little smirk suddenly appeared on his face before he carefully closed it again. “And she is still quite the little collector.


    “Listen,” he continued. “Hear how the school bell sounds, yet there is not the slightest wind? That’s her, calling for playmates from beyond the grave . . .”


    Even from a distance, Phipps could see the shiver run down the girl. “Sadly, you will never see her again,” he then informed her. “You’ve uncovered her sanctuary—the unearthly asylum that keeps her forever a little girl. When she is not in the park waiting for you, she is here, sitting at one of these desks, waiting for the bell that will ring nevermore. But it was supposed to remain hidden, because she never returns to those who know her secret.”


    “That’s a lie!” shouted Joy, suddenly becoming angry. “How would you even know something like that?” she demanded.


    “How do I know it? How do I know everything that ever went on here? Don’t forget, this was my town first, little girl. I know every little mystery. Every little secret. And played myself with every little ghost.”


    “I still don’t believe you!”


    Phipps slipped off the desk. “I know you still think I’m a monster,” he said. “And who can blame you. But I would never lie to someone who tried to save my life like you did last night.


    “And what’s more, I’ll give you some additional advice. Don’t go running around telling people about what I revealed to you. Or anything you saw last night, for that matter. Because even though Spooking Asylum may be gone, there are still many other such facilities in operation—despairing, awful places where you don’t want to find yourself one day admitted.


    “Because in the end, it doesn’t matter how sane you are if the whole world still thinks you’re crazy. If you don’t believe me, then take it from my friend Lix, who, unlike your precious frog, did not come home last night.


    “Now, if you’ll excuse me,” he then finished, “I need to go home and start working on my resume.”


    With those words, Mr. Phipps left, shutting the door behind him.


    Left alone in the murky classroom, Joy felt the room turn cold. Trembling, she waited, staring at the girl in the old class photograph, until she was certain he was gone. Then she approached the desk he had opened.


    Among the school supplies, she found a skipping rope, a leathery ball, some mittens, and an ancient, crudely sewn doll. She then noticed on top of a couple of old notebooks a couple of gleaming gold coins.


    Startled by a pigeon, she let the lid slam shut and bolted for the door.


    Out on the street, Joy found Spooking was now bathed in golden, welcoming sunlight. Feeling the warmth on her face, everything the man had said suddenly seemed even more insane. What about all the hours they had spent with Poppy, playing in the park? He was clearly out of his mind, she decided, as if there had ever been any doubt.


    Then walking home, one by one her memories of the girl sharpened. As she drew up to the empty merry-go-round, she recalled playing tag with Poppy, and how she could never be caught nor catch anyone herself. She thought about how the curiously pale girl had just shrugged about leaving Ms. Huxley’s watch in the dirt, and how she refused to take the net to get Fizz out of the pool. Finally she recalled her last vision of Poppy and her strange weightlessness as she ascended up to the Boulevard, before passing straight through an immovable manhole cover.


    She suddenly knew it was true.


    Which meant that the rest of what Mr. Phipps had said was also true: that Joy and Byron would never see Poppy again—the sweet little spinning girl who was always waiting for them.


    But her own sadness was overtaken by the thought of her brother. Did Joy’s discovery mean that Poppy would be forever denied her young love? Tears sprang to her eyes. It was too much to bear. She collapsed on the curb, sobbing as the bell rang out again and again, calling across time and space, across life and death. Wracked with grief, she cursed herself for interfering, for not ever leaving things alone as they were.


    But wait, she thought, standing up.


    What if she just never told Byron?


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 24


    The next week at Winsome dragged on with painful predictability. And as usual, there was no sweeter sound to a restless Spooky like Joy than the nerve-jangling bell on a Friday afternoon.


    “Joy Wells, can you come up and see me before you go?” called Miss Keener over its piercing, overlong ring.


    What had she done now? thought Joy. There was just no way she was missing her bus, even if that meant running off midlecture.


    “Yes, ma’am?” asked Joy, hurrying to the front with her things.


    “I’m sure you’ve noticed that Louden Primrose has been missing from class,” she said.


    Joy’s eyes darted to her exiting classmates. Was this some sort of accusation? She had in fact caught herself gazing at his empty seat for substantial spells most of this week.


    “Well, he’s been off sick,” continued Miss Keener. “So I understand that you’ll be unable to hand in the journalism assignment you two were working on for Monday. But his mother e-mailed me and said he’ll be making arrangements with you to catch up on it next week. All right?”


    “Okay,” replied Joy.


    “Have a good weekend.”


    Despite being waylaid, Joy found herself first on the bus. Sitting alone with the grimacing driver, she kept checking her watch nervously, wondering where Byron was as passengers trickled on.


    Finally, the door folded shut.


    “Wait!” Joy cried as the bus lurched forward. “My brother!”


    At that moment Byron came bounding out of school, quickly followed by Gustave, who ran behind, whacking him with a ruler. The grumbling driver slammed on the brakes. Byron leaped on, laughing hysterically as Gustave smacked the door and gave chase.


    “Too funny,” he said with a cough as he landed heavily beside his sister.


    “Really?” Joy asked. “Funny enough to be worth walking home?”


    “Whatever,” replied Byron, looking cross. But within a minute, he began cracking up again at some secret joke. “Hey, I saw Poppy yesterday,” he remarked.


    “Really?” Joy’s head snapped around, but Byron continued staring through the windshield at the road ahead.


    “Yeah. She said to say hi.”


    “That’s nice.”


    “I hope I didn’t hurt her feelings or something,” said Byron, frowning. “I mean, she hardly comes to the park at all anymore.”


    “Nah, she told me she’s got some other friends that she hangs out with down in Darlington,” Joy lied.


    “Well, it’s Friday,” he said, looking at his sister. “Maybe she’ll be in the park again this afternoon.”


    “Probably,” Joy agreed. “I’ve actually got a lot of homework to get caught up on, but maybe I’ll meet you guys there later.”


    If Byron felt the slightest bit suspicious about Joy doing homework on a Friday, he didn’t say. Instead he just nodded and stared out the front window again, probably imagining he was driving a heavily armed motorcycle or piloting a spaceship or whatever countless other fantasies gripped the imaginations of little boys so tightly.


    Still, Joy didn’t like lying to her brother, or hiding things from him. But this time, she reminded herself, she had a pretty good reason.


    Rather than disturb him further, Joy sat back and enjoyed the ride—the reckless, hurtling journey that somehow against all odds returned them safely home each day.


    And as the creaking yellow bus once again crested Spooking Hill, Joy had a renewed vision of her town, which at that moment was bathed in glorious afternoon sunlight. She saw wildflowers clinging to weathered tombstones, stones speckled with electric green moss, and trees, old and storied, proudly swaying their branches to show off their new buds.


    It was a vision, she knew suddenly and completely, that came straight from the eyes of Ethan Alvin Peugeot himself.


    Steadford Mines, she thought. As if.
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    Sitting in the park just off the Boulevard, Phipps stared at the cracked square of asphalt, the remains of the court barely visible among the weeds and grass. There he’d spent so many hours of his youth, perfecting a backswing that sent tennis balls flying like streaking yellow gunshots. He smiled, remembering the fruitless hours spent trying to impart the secret to his partner, gently guiding her wrist through the motion, delirious in the scent of her soft hair. How little he had cared about the sport, longing instead to rest his chin on the crook of her neck . . .


    “Sorry about how things turned out with the tennis,” said Morris, startling him. The bow-tied boy sat beside him on the park bench, his swollen eye surrounded by a psychedelic swirl of purples and greens. It was only then that Phipps realized the young man was talking about his own brief experience and was not somehow privy to his secret thoughts.


    “No, no,” he replied. “It was all my fault. I shouldn’t have served so hard. But maybe it is better if we give sporting activities a miss so we don’t upset your mother any further.”


    “If you say so.”


    The comfort of Mrs. Mealey rated fairly low in priority to Phipps, however, compared to the embarrassment of receiving another accusing phone call from the Caring Chums Network. Why had he even bothered reassuring them? After all, it would have been the perfect way to get out of this, to finally extricate himself and forgo future afternoons in the company of the most cloying child in the world. He easily could have agreed, and admitted himself a dangerous maniac not fit to care for youngsters. But for some reason, he had let the opportunity slip.


    “Still, I did enjoy the lesson,” continued Morris. “And by the end, I was coming pretty close to hitting a ball, don’t you think?”


    Phipps nodded, managing a thin smile. His thoughts were drifting back to Audrey, and how she might look these days. A bit like the Spooking girl’s mother, perhaps? It did not seem much of a stretch. How many times had they sat there together on this very bench, shiny-faced from exertion, with only a tube of tennis balls separating them? He had no more idea than he had about how many jelly beans filled that big glass jar down at the Darlington Candy Factory.


    Yet, though always so close, Audrey had remained just out of reach. It was as if she existed in some other dimension he’d felt, some impenetrable place he could see into but never physically go. For though he’d loved her from the moment his eyes had first registered her image, never once had he closed that gap between them.


    True, he had reached out to her from time to time, under pretenses such as perfecting her swing or touching her bare arm in conversation. Even now, those gestures still burned brightly in his memory. But back then he’d immediately felt awful, like he’d taken some terrible license and pawed the surface of a painted masterpiece against explicitly posted warnings. And so his hand would snap back, flopping like a fish at his side, and he’d make jokes or say foolish things to cover his shame.


    So it happened that the transformational moment—that glorious instant that resets the understanding and expectations between two people—never came despite seeming forever only an instant away. They never became the couple every citizen of Spooking would have already sworn them to be. His belief that proximity would eventually remake reality was proved false, and the years wore on, its seconds counted off by the thunderous beating of his aching heart.


    Then, all of sudden, their time was up.


    She was gone.


    Phipps had continued sitting there, in the very seat where he now sat beside the strange boy chatting nonsense at him. There he’d returned every day after work, caking the bench in cemetery mud until no one else dared use it. Long after dark he’d perch there like a crow, screeching his misery into the wind. If only he could go back in time and put things right. But such a journey was impossible as far as he knew, even in this uncanny world.


    Before long, the streets of Spooking had become a terrible burden to him. And as he passed through the seemingly infinite spaces where she’d once moved, treading as lightly and mysteriously as a cat, his mood had eventually turned sour and dark.


    He’d had to get out of there.


    And so he’d set off in pursuit, to the city where she’d gone. Only there could he undo the terrible mistake he’d made, only there could he shake himself free of the paralysis that had gripped him for so long.


    After a stunning audition, delivering a mournful piece of virtuosity on the violin, Phipps had been accepted on a full scholarship into music school. By day he’d lose himself in his studies, working like a madman. And by night he’d haunt the city’s streets, his mind bubbling with the phrases and tributes he was determined to utter. Words that finally would allow him to cross the divide, to press himself to her and throw himself gratefully into the depths of those eyes.


    But then he’d finally spotted her.


    It was through a restaurant window. Standing in the rain, he’d stared at his dear Audrey, as stunning a beauty as ever, floating among a sea of white tablecloths. Across from her, some handsome gentleman had been in the middle of some joke, and she’d laughed, folding frizzy lettuce with her fork.


    Phipps had then noticed his own image reflected back in the glass: a dirty, impoverished musician, pathetic and pining, hovering over her like a ghost.


    It was at that moment that he’d charted a new course. If he could never reach her, he would rise above her, becoming something she could only marvel at from a distance. Someone famous, he’d decided.


    Unfortunately, it turned out he wasn’t even as talented as Teddy Danger.


    “Hey, Mr. Phipps!” exclaimed Morris. “Isn’t that the asylum we were talking about?”


    “That’s it all right,” Phipps replied flatly.


    From their position on the bench, he could make out the gates, chained shut once again to prevent anyone from hurting themselves in the debris.


    “It sure doesn’t look anything like I remember when I came with my father,” observed Morris. “The outside anyway. Do you think we can get a look inside?”


    “Morris,” Phipps interrupted. “I need to tell you something.”


    “I’m all ears . . . ,” the boy replied enthusiastically.


    Phipps fought a smirk. How true, he thought—just like his old man, Morris was indeed all ears. Somehow it made Phipps feel even worse that the boy’s two pink lugs were about to hear a complete lie.


    “Listen, I looked into your father’s disappearance,” he began.


    “Really?” Morris cried in shock. “How?”


    “As the mayor’s assistant, I have connections, of course,” Phipps answered with convincing haughtiness. “I mean, I was able to look at his file.”


    “His file?” replied the boy. “That’s weird. My mother wanted the police to open a file, but they said they couldn’t . . .”


    Phipps clenched his teeth. Couldn’t the infuriating child ever just accept something he said without picking the story apart? “Well, that’s not true,” he insisted, masking his annoyance. “But, that said, what I’m about to tell you is for your ears only,” he told the boy, glancing again at the two tea saucers jutting from his head. “I mean, you can’t tell your mother. Do you understand? It’s strictly confidential, between you and me.”


    “Okay.”


    “You have to promise, Morris!”


    “I promise, Mr. Phipps,” the boy assured him gravely. “You know I would never do anything to hurt you or the MacBrayne administration. Ever!”


    “Fine.” Phipps sighed, wondering when he should tell the boy about his recent dismissal. But now did not seem the time. “Okay, so as the mayor’s assistant, I had an opportunity to look in the file. Now, it didn’t say much, at least not much that wasn’t removed as classified information. But the point is—the thing you should know is—well, I guess I’m trying to say that you can’t keep hoping to ever see your father again.”


    “Are you sure?” replied Morris. His eyes suddenly became bright with tears. “Why? What happened to him?”


    “Like I said, it was classified, so I have no idea. But I want you to know that what I did learn is that your father didn’t run out on you. It said so right there in the file. And it also said that he was a brave man. I think he just ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time, that’s all. The wrong place at the wrong time.”


    Phipps watched as the boy became like a little dam groaning under the weight of tears that threatened to wash him away. “Well, I guess that’s good to know, at least,” Morris replied finally.


    They sat in silence for a few minutes, staring at the imposing asylum wall. Then the still afternoon was shattered by an approaching roar. Two motorcycles appeared, chrome gleaming. Passing the black car, they suddenly screeched to a halt. The two riders scanned the area for a moment before spotting Phipps and Morris on the bench.


    “Oh no!” cried Morris. “City workers!”


    Phipps groaned. It was just his luck.


    If only the boy wasn’t with him, he thought as they switched off their engines. Then he could have run for it. He could have drawn his pursuers deep into the park, where he knew all sorts of secret spots. There, he could have ambushed them, cracking open their skulls with a rock or a heavy branch.


    And then he would have been done with them.


    But instead, he watched helplessly as the two goons strode toward them.


    “You!” shouted one of the bikers whom Morris recognized immediately as the bearded man from the movie theater. Close behind was a tall bald companion with a goatee, wearing mirrored sunglasses and a star-spangled bandanna over his cue-ball head.


    “I told you it was his car,” the bearded man said. “This is the guy! The dirtbag who kicked our bikes over at the roadhouse!”


    “You sure?” said the other biker.


    “One hundred percent,” he confirmed. “But watch him, Ray, he’s a slippery little rat . . .”


    Perching his sunglasses on his head, the man called Ray began taking off his belt, which appeared to have been fashioned out of an old motorcycle chain.


    Maybe I should have run, thought Phipps.


    “Excuse me,” Morris interrupted. “Aren’t you a student teacher at Winsome Elementary?”


    Ray looked down at the boy as if suddenly discovering a slug relieving itself on his motorcycle boot. “What?”


    “Yeah, you totally are!” Morris laughed. “You’re in Miss Keener’s class. I remember because I was office monitor last week and brought you up a note. Your name is Murray!”


    Ray’s eyes went wide as his friend turned to him, smirking. “A student teacher?” the big, bearded biker repeated. “Didn’t you say school was for fools?”


    “I don’t know what the stupid kid is talking about.”


    “Sure you don’t, Murray,” the big man replied, trembling with laughter.


    “Hey!” Ray shouted. “Don’t ever call me that again!”


    “Whoops, I mean ‘sir.’ Now please don’t send me to the office!”


    Gritting his teeth, Ray turned his back on his friend. He glared at Phipps, the heavy chain coming alive in his hand as he began beating it menacingly against his palm. “Wait a minute,” Ray said, stopping himself. “Didn’t I hit you with the truck a few nights ago?”


    “It’s possible,” Phipps replied. In truth, he could only take his towering aggressor’s word on it since all he remembered from the incident were a pair of oncoming headlights.


    “What are you talking about?” demanded the bearded biker.


    “That delivery I do to the nuthouse,” Ray told him. “You know, the night run. Last time I was there, this dude jumped in front of the delivery truck, trying to escape.”


    “So you’re saying he’s some sort of mental patient?”


    “Yeah,” said Ray. “The guy’s a full-on cracker barrel.”


    The big biker scratched at the gigantic fuzzy bush where his chin ought to have been. “Then what about the car?” he asked, looking back at the shiny black monster parked on the Boulevard. “Mental patients don’t drive muscle cars!”


    “That’s the doctor’s.” Phipps giggled. “He lets me borrow it sometimes, if I promise to stop biting people . . . ,” he added, rolling his eyes back into his head.


    “All right, enough of this. Let’s go,” announced Ray, putting his belt back on.


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” shouted the bearded biker. “This guy owes us money. He trashed our bikes!”


    “He owes you money,” Ray pointed out. “Besides, the bikes were fine, so let’s just leave it alone. You can’t go around beating up mental patients, you know, especially in front of kids.”


    “How come?”


    “Because it’s just not right, moron!”


    “It’s not right!” Phipps squawked like a parrot. “It’s not right!”


    “That’s easy for you to say!” roared the bearded biker.


    “Hey, it’s up to you. But personally, I wouldn’t mess with him. Especially if you don’t want to get bitten . . .”


    “I’m gonna bite ya!” Phipps cackled. “I’m gonna bite ya!”


    The hairy biker took a step back, looking at the spindly limbed man on the bench with sudden apprehension. Ray grabbed him by the jacket and started steering him toward the road.


    “C’mon, man,” he insisted again. “Let’s get out of here.”


    After leveling a torrent of curses, the hairy biker complied and they began heading back toward the Boulevard.


    “Well, that worked out better than expected,” Phipps said once the men were out of earshot. He flopped back against the weathered seat, stretching himself out in the sun. “Which brings me to another lesson. And mark my words, this is something that will come in a lot handier than knowing how to play a stupid game like tennis.”


    The boy and his Caring Chum watched as the two leather-clad brutes jump-started their motorcycles, and then roared off into the distance.


    “Never,” continued Phipps with a bleak little smile, “let your dignity stand in the way of survival.”


    “If you say so, sir,” replied Morris as he peered down the Boulevard. “Oh no, here comes that fool Byron Wells. Do you want me to go over and give him a piece of our mind? I bet you he isn’t quite so tough without his big sister or his Swedish bodyguard around.”


    “No,” said Phipps, rising to his feet. “I think we should follow our biker friends’ example and just drive on, Morris.”


    “Okay.” The boy in the bow tie shrugged. “Where to?”


    “Are you sure you don’t like candy? I know this great place down in Darlington that does fifty-five flavors of jelly beans . . .”


    
       
    


    CHAPTER 25


    Acool and starry evening had fallen over Spooking that Saturday night as the Wellses digested in the sitting room. “Why don’t we play another game?” Mrs. Wells shivered, feeling the chill creeping through the ill-fitting window frames. “Something to get our blood moving.”


    “Can I play too?” Byron piped up eagerly from the floor.


    “Of course, dear,” said Mrs. Wells. “In fact, why don’t you pick the game for a change?”


    “I think I’m going to go up to my room,” Joy announced from the old leather ottoman where she’d been sitting, lost in thought.


    “How come, dear?” asked Mrs. Wells. “I’m sure your brother can pick something we’ll all enjoy . . .”


    “I just don’t feel like a game.”


    “You’re not still mad at me, are you?” asked Mrs. Wells before Joy could leave. “I said I was sorry for sending you to that awful therapist. Can’t we just forget the whole thing?”


    Joy shrugged. “I already have.” And for the most part, the statement was true. After all, she now knew she wasn’t crazy. Things really were out there stalking the night. Supernatural forces. Ancient evils. Terrible curses. Everywhere, sinister plots were afoot, like she’d always believed. It was just that everyone else was too caught up in themselves to notice.


    But rather than being terrified, Joy felt comforted by these facts. Because it meant that she was the sanest person around, just like she’d always thought. It was everybody else who needed some therapy.


    “Then why does it feel like you’re still mad at me?” Joy’s mother asked. “I know I’m not always perfect, but I haven’t done anything so wrong that I deserve the silent treatment.”


    “Really?” exploded Joy. Although she hadn’t wanted to raise the issue, her mother’s protestation of innocence was too much to bear. “What about lying to me?”


    “Lying to you?” Mrs. Wells repeated in shock. “Sweetheart, when have I ever lied to you?”


    “When you told me you were going to send off my package, that’s when!”


    “What on earth are you talking about?” demanded Mrs. Wells with a frown. “What package?” But the words were hardly out of her mouth before the image came back to her of the thick yellow bundle placed in her charge. “Oh dear,” she cried, holding a hand up her mouth as if trying to scoop her own words back in. “Joy, I’m so sorry. I had meant to send it, honestly. I put it on your father’s desk, but then I don’t remember seeing it again.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” admitted Joy. “Actually, I’m glad you didn’t send it now, because it was stupid to expect anyone to ever see things my way. That’s not why I’m mad.”


    “Then what, darling?” asked Mrs. Wells, her shame written in red across her pale face.


    “The fact that you opened it—my private mail,” Joy told her. “That you thought I was so out of my mind that you had to make sure I didn’t embarrass our family in front of the rest of the world.”


    “Sweetheart, I never opened your package!” cried Mrs. Wells. “I swear!”


    “Then how come I found it on the shelf, all ripped open?”


    “Ahem,” interrupted Mr. Wells. “Perhaps I might be able to shed some light on the matter . . .”


    Joy and her mother turned to look at the man sinking down in his chair.


    “Edward,” Mrs. Wells said with shock. “You didn’t open Joy’s mail, did you?”


    “Well, how was I supposed know? It was lying on my desk. It had no stamps on it. I suppose I mistook it for a couriered package. After I couldn’t make heads or tails of the contents, I put it on the shelf with a mind to ask you about it later, Helen. But this is the first I’ve thought of it since.”


    “Well, at least that’s cleared things up,” Mrs. Wells said with a sigh. “Joy, I would never dream of doing anything like that, I really hope you’ll believe me. Of course, I worry about my own child—what sort of mother doesn’t? But I would never go digging around in your private business.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “No need to apologize,” Mr. Wells offered from his slumped position. “It was our mistake.”


    “Actually, Joy, I noticed the other night that you’d put away your Peugeot book in the library,” continued Mrs. Wells. “I hope that wasn’t because of your feelings over this whole package misunderstanding. I read a few stories and can see why you’re such a fan, although I have no idea how you can sleep at night . . .”


    Joy smiled, remembering her mother’s terrified face as she and Byron snuck out.


    “Anyway, it seems a shame to put such a special book away on a shelf . . .”


    At that moment they were interrupted by the phone ringing in the entranceway.


    “A bit late for calls, isn’t it?” Mr. Wells observed sternly.


    “I’ll get it!” shouted Joy. With a spring in her step, she shot into the hall, hoping to answer it before the fourth shrill ring.


    “Tell whoever it is that it’s very late!” her father called after her.


    Joy grabbed the receiver just in time. “Hello?” she breathed.


    “Er, hi,” replied a young-sounding voice. “Is this the right number for Joy Wells?”


    Joy pulled the phone from her ear and stared into the receiver. Is this the right number for Joy Wells? The device had never before emitted such a question.


    “Joy who?” she finally replied, employing the husky voice she often adopted in disguise.


    “Joy Wells?” asked the voice uncertainly. “Listen, maybe I have the wrong number . . .”


    “No, no—hold on,” Joy replied croakily. “Who shall I say is calling?”


    “Louden Primrose.”


    The grandfather clock dolefully sounded the half hour as Joy stood clutching the receiver like a grenade with the pin missing. What did he want?


    The journalism project, she finally remembered.


    “Hello,” she answered in her normal voice.


    “Hi, it’s Louden from school. How have things been going?”


    For some reason, the casual inquiry immediately conjured a series of horrific images in Joy’s mind. White-masked orderlies. Crazy scalpel-wielding doctors. Flesh-bare figures shambling in the dark with blazing, coal-like eyes.


    “Oh, you know,” she said. “The same old, same old.”


    “Hey, listen,” Louden continued. “I’m calling because I was wondering if we could get together to work on that stupid project for Miss Keener.”


    “Yeah, she said something about you being sick.”


    “Tonsillitis,” he elaborated in a now clearly raspy voice. “I’ve had to eat ice cream for the past three days. And I hate ice cream.”


    “Right,” answered Joy. What kind of freak hates ice cream? she wondered, nevertheless finding the revelation strangely endearing. “That sucks, then.”


    “Yeah.” He laughed. “Anyway, I’m back on Monday and we’ve got a week extension. When do you want to work on it?”


    “I guess we could go to the library after school,” suggested Joy. “But then I’ll miss the bus home, so I’ll have to ask if my parents can come pick me up.”


    “Or I could make it easier on them and just come up there on the weekend or something.”


    “Up where?”


    “Up there. To your house.”


    “My house in Spooking?”


    “Do you have any others?”


    “Um, no,” said Joy. “We just have one.”


    “That was a joke. But what do you say? Can I come over? Because I’ve never been up there. I tried once on my bike but only got about halfway.”


    “It’s pretty steep,” Joy agreed.


    “Anyway, I thought it would be cool if you showed me around,” the boy added. “And we could get the assignment out of the way.”


    “All right.”


    “Great. We can talk about it more at school. Oh, my parents want me to say sorry for calling so late.”


    “It’s fine,” Joy answered, feeling like a robot programmed for pleasant conversation. “Nobody here minds.”


    “All right, cool.”


    “Yup.”


    “Bye!”


    “Bye.”


    With a click, the connection was severed.


    Joy returned the lifeless phone to the cradle. Instantly, a cold fear overcame her. Did she just invite a boy over to her house? A boy from Darlington?


    Maybe she had lost her mind, after all.


    Thinking back to her brief glimpse of Louden’s place last Halloween, Joy cringed, remembering how perfect everything had looked. Their tidy front lawn, their cheerfully painted blue shutters, even their laundry room had appeared sparkling and organized. Looking around, all Joy could now see were worn floors, water stains, and wrinkly wallpaper. She lived in a dump! Whirling around, horrified at every detail, she turned in panic to the front door as if he might arrive at any second.


    It was then that she noticed an envelope jammed in the mail slot. Partially hidden under the graying lace curtain that hung over the glass front door, the letter had obviously been there since the last mail delivery and escaped notice. Crossing the entranceway, she yanked it free. To Joy’s surprise, she found that it was addressed to her, and bore the smudged stamp of the EAP Society.


    How odd, she thought. The society newsletter was a quarterly publication, so she was not expecting anything else for at least a couple of months. This, however, was a normal white envelope that couldn’t have contained more than a couple of sheets.


    Joy quickly tore it open. The letter began simply, dispensing with its usual playfulness:


    
      
        
          Dear Members:


          Here at the Society, the phone has been ringing off the hook with your many questions about the latest revelations surrounding the life of E. A. Peugeot. As a result, we’ve decided to issue our first-ever special bulletin to keep you abreast of recent developments.


          In return, we ask that you please refrain from further inquiries and note that the contact number for the Society in fact belongs to a home telephone. If the calls persist, the number will have to be changed at great personal expense and inconvenience. Furthermore, to the individual who keeps alleging to be in possession of Peugeot’s mummified corpse, we would ask you to please desist before we call the police.


          Now on to the bulletin.


          Two weeks ago in my capacity as president of the Society, I was extended a very special invitation to visit Steadford Mines and gain access to the old cottage where the recent discoveries were unearthed. There, along with a group of other interested parties, I had the honor to preview the personal correspondence and a pair of unpublished manuscripts purported to have originated from the desk of the great E. A. Peugeot.


          Having examined the handwriting on the thick stack of letters, there now remains not the slightest doubt in my mind that they were indeed penned by our beloved author. Of their contents, I can only report that they were in their entirety love notes addressed to a person known only as “My Sweet Semiquaver,” and that, upon being read aloud, their intensely personal nature caused no small embarrassment among the assembled scholars and historians.


          Nevertheless, I am certain that among these missives exist many insights into the elusive fellow’s secret life and times.


          Now, turning to the two manuscripts, I am overjoyed to confirm not only an exciting addition to the E. A. Peugeot canon, but a revealing preface written by the author that was intended to accompany The Compleat and Collected Works, the definitive anthology of stories compiled shortly before his sudden disappearance.


          Pending legal review, I am only able to disclose that the story is entitled “The Crimson Pool,” and tells of the sinister history surrounding an extraordinary source of spring water with the power to prolong life unnaturally.


          In addition to this chilling tale, the preface proved equally electrifying, providing significant and startling information regarding Peugeot’s personal beliefs and own experiences with the paranormal. Furthermore, several passages suggest that the enigmatic character lived neither in Holetown nor Steadford Mines, as suspected, but rather in another location altogether. As we speak, literary historians are studying the text closely in the hopes of deciphering the clues as to his unknown residency.


          In a final development, historians investigating the house in Steadford Mines have come across yet another curious revelation. In a twist worthy of E. A. Peugeot himself, the dwelling was discovered to have been owned at one time by a person whose disappearance remains equally notorious and mysterious.


          As confirmed in local records, the cottage was once owned by a female aviation pioneer who famously vanished in the Devil’s Triangle while test-piloting a new light aircraft. While her true identity was unknown at the time, older residents report having been treated to displays of marksmanship by a woman matching the description of Ms. Melody Huxley.

        

      

    


    A moment later, Byron padded out of the sitting room. Seeing the phone hung up, he slid in his socks over to the stairwell.


    “Joy!” he hollered up. “What are you doing? We’re waiting for you to start!” Receiving no response, he shouted up a few more times and then turned to stomp grumpily back to the sitting room. Then he noticed a sheet of sunny blond hair lying near the front door.


    “Mom!” he shouted. “Dad! Come quick!”


    “What’s wrong, Byron?” his parents called back.


    “It’s Joy!” he told them. “I think she’s fainted!”
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