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			Praise for Alice the Cat

			“Tim Cummings manages to couple the writing of an angel with the imagination of the devil. Alice the Cat slinked inside me, furtively, magnificently. My heart ached for Tess—so much loss. My heart thundered for her too—so much sass and courage. My skin crawled with hers. Sometimes I wanted to run screaming. I could not stop reading. This book is nothing short of bliss. Meow!”

			–Caroline Thompson, writer of The Nightmare Before Christmas, and Edward Scissorhands.

			
“Tim Cummings’ book is transcendent. Filled with ghosts, haunted places, and tormented souls, this book follows the adventures of Tess as she becomes obsessed with saving her cat. Beautiful, tender, and powerful, Alice the Cat will grip you with its unexpected splendor.”

			– Mireya S. Vela, author of Vestiges of Courage.

			 
“Alice the Cat masterfully unites elements of ghost stories, haunted houses, lost cats, Wonderland, psychic mediums, the spirit of Halloween, Ouija boards, the occult, and a girl’s journey into the twilight of adulthood while grieving the death of her mother. Cummings has created a wonder of a book with breakout doses of heart and humor, destined to be a contemporary classic.”

			–Nathan Elias, author of The Reincarnations and Coil Quake Rift
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			Dedication 

			For Rosemarie, and her cat, Simba

		

	
		
			Quote 

			A world in which there are monsters and ghosts and 

			things that want to steal your heart

			is a world in which there are angels and dreams and 

			a world in which there is hope.

			—Neil Gaiman

			


We’re all mad here.

			—The Cheshire Cat

		

	
		
			ON PURPOSE

			On the last day of school, Alice, our cat, tried to get herself run over by a car. 

			As I stepped onto the bus that day, all the boys began to shout out things that began with two Ds. “Hey, Tessa Sandoval, going to see Doctor Dave?” “Gonna go eat a Devil Dog?” “Have a Delightful Day.” I wasn’t a double D, but for my age, thirteen in fourteen days, a C-cup was big enough. I should never have told Trisha Amoroso that I was a double D, but she wouldn’t stop asking me about them when she saw them in PE, so I told her that just to shut her up. She’s the one who blabbed to all the boys. Still, it’s embarrassing. So, I got off the bus.

			I’d never walked home before, and it felt like it took a hundred days. I may as well have tried to walk to Russia. After I finally turned the corner to my street, I found Stanley, the imperious oak tree on our front lawn, ripped out of the ground and lying dead in the road. My heart kicked me in my chest. I couldn’t believe it. I’d spent dozens of dusks up in Stanley’s branches, watching the sun go down behind our house. I’d named squirrels and birds and earwigs and beetles in that tree. Stanley felt like a family member, our sturdy, woody godfather made of bark and leaves.

			It looked like some monster troll had collapsed in the middle of the intersection of Grove Avenue and Assisi Street. The roots reached up and out like the tentacles of a gigantic octopus trying to crawl out from under the ground. A car had run up on the curb and smashed into it—and I recognized the car! Mrs. Melloni’s army-green 1970s Chevy Nova. My dad loved her car and once tried to buy it off her, but she wouldn’t budge because it had belonged to Giuseppe, her dead husband. She sat on the curb surrounded by police officers. A fire truck with lights flashing idled across the street next to the big white box of an ambulance with its back doors wide open.

			I looked at my house: My dad, “The Zombie,” stood hidden in the doorway, a dark shadow. 

			Centipedes with icicles for legs raced down my spine. 

			I shuddered and let my backpack slide down my back.

			I walked over to Mrs. Melloni, sat down beside her, and placed my hand on her shoulder. She looked at me with tears in her eyes and smiled a sad smile. Gilda Melloni was eighty-four years old. She had bright silver hair, glittery umber eyes, and skin like faded paper. She smelled like a tangy vanilla-mint candle. She lived around the corner in a little brick box that didn’t look anything like the other brand-new houses in the neighborhood. It had been transported on the back of a giant truck from where they used to live, just outside Pittsburgh, and plopped down onto the land they’d bought. She and Giuseppe (he’d slipped getting out of the tub, knocked his head, and died) had been the oldest couple in our neighborhood. I love old people so much. 

			“What happened, Mrs. Melloni?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

			She placed her hand on my cheek and looked into my eyes. My throat tightened, and I had to look away. “Oh, you poor creature,” she whispered. “You’re so sad.” She looked over her shoulder at The Zombie hovering in the doorway. “Benny,” she said and turned back to me. “How is he, Tess? He doesn’t look good. How long has it been now? Two months?”

			“Ten weeks,” I said, looking at the tree monster in the street. 

			She pulled a tissue from her old-fashioned purse, which was covered in beads and a swirly gold clasp. “That’s the worst time, the worst,” she sniffled. “The first few weeks everyone visits and brings casseroles and cards and flowers. People remember, they care. And then…it tapers off and you’re left all alone with a lot of empty vases and dirty plates you need to return to the neighbors. It’s the worst time, Tess.” 

			She wasn’t wrong. We had vases and plates everywhere. “Tell me what happened,” I said.

			She put the tissue into her purse and clicked it shut. “Well. It was Alice.” 

			My heart kicked me again, harder, and I shot to my feet. “NO! Oh no! She got out again?” 

			Mrs. Melloni told me she had gotten into her car, off to run some errands, when she saw Alice sitting on the curb. As she drove past, Alice darted out in front of her car “on purpose” and Mrs. Melloni yanked the wheel too hard to avoid hitting her, ran onto our lawn, and smashed into the tree. Stanley roared up out of the ground and toppled into the street, dead. 

			I swallowed. “How do you know it was…on purpose?” 

			“I could see her little face before she did it, Tess. She looked…very, very determined.”

			I knew that look. That was Alice’s look. She was a determined cat. Does she want to die or something? I thought. Or maybe she just wants the broken air conditioner fixed as badly as I do. 

			I knew Alice had been depressed, or whatever you call it in cat language. Catpressed? Decatted? She’d been hiding out in strange places ever since Mom first got sick: in the cabinet under the bathroom sink; in the back of the shoe closet; behind the washing machine; under Mom’s bed. But after it happened, after Mom was gone, Alice stopped hiding and started escaping instead. I pointed up the block. “Did she go that way?”

			“Yes, actually. After I missed her with my car, she ran away. The poor dear.”

			Squinting up the block, ready to take off after her, I said, “Are you going to be okay?” 

			“Yes, love,” she said. “These nice civil servants are taking care of everything. You come visit me, okay?” She’d been holding a big blue ice-pack thingy to her leg, right below the knee. She held it up in the air and called out, “I’m done with this, please, thank you.”

			One of the ambulance people trotted over. 

			I knew him, kind of. Eddie Poffey. He lived a few blocks over. He wasn’t a real EMT, though. Maybe he was an EMT apprentice? Is there such a thing? Eddie was seventeen, the older brother of my worst enemy, Becky Poffey. I sometimes threw gummy worms at her during recess, hoping they’d get stuck in her silky hair. I’d hide so she couldn’t see who was doing it, and she would whip her head around, her cheeks red as strawberries. 

			Eddie used to be a huge baseball star, the pride and joy of our town. Everyone used to call him “Eddie Perfect” instead of Eddie Poffey. But at the season playoffs a few years ago, he’d whacked himself hard on the back of his head while swinging his bat and it caused brain damage. It took a while for him to heal, to even be able to form complete sentences, I think. He had seizures too.

			Later, as the stories go, he became a druggie freakazoid and went to juvie for stealing TVs for drug money. After he got out, everyone started to call him “Eddie Imperfect.” Some people even called him “Eddie Taffy” because they thought he’d gone soft and gooey. I felt bad for him. I also felt like the stories about him were lies. As he came toward us in his red-and-white uniform, holding a bright red-and-white duffel bag, he saw me and grinned and waved like a little kid. 

			I felt a sharp pinch in my stomach. I blinked and nodded at him. When the tow truck clanged up to take Mrs. Melloni’s crumpled car away, Eddie helped her off the curb and walked her across the street. 

			I looked back over my shoulder at The Zombie; he melted back slowly, a patch of fluid darkness, black smoke in slow motion, fading into the stale air of the house, and shut the door. My nostrils went total rhinoceros, and fire-lasers shot out of my eyes and beamed across the lawn. I wanted to blow up my house. I wanted to blow the Zombie Sadman to pieces for letting Alice get out of the house…again. I couldn’t watch her if I had to be in stupid school all day! 

			On purpose. Alice darted into the street on purpose. 

			Everything inside me tightened. Anger rose in me like steam, starting in my toes and hissing its way up, like poison, as if I’d been bitten by a snake. 

			I walked over to Stanley, giant and broken in the street, and I placed my hand on his trunk. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 

			I took a deep breath, turned, and sprinted up the block. 

			I had to get Alice.

		

	
		
			CRAWL SPACE

			I passed the corner of Poppy Lane and Assisi Street and headed toward the cul-de-sac where the abandoned house sat quiet and lonely. Everyone said the house was haunted, which is why it had been abandoned by the family who lived there. They got spooked and split. I guess after that it became kind of a hideaway, a party pad or something? I’d heard they even had séances there now. 

			I’d retrieved Alice from the house three times already. The first time, I slipped through a broken slat in the back fence and found her on the porch, sitting outside the back door like she was waiting to be let in. The second time, I found her perched on a tree branch around the side of the house, across from a window. She sat there staring as if watching someone inside the house. The third time, last week, she was on the front lawn staring at the roof. 

			It was like the house was calling out to her.

			I’d had a dream about the house: some girl, like from the nineteenth century, lured Alice over there. She dressed in old-fashioned clothes and lace-up boots and wore her long hair in braids. The dream felt foggy, the kind you have early in the morning when your mind wakes up before your body does.

			The house was painted dark blue and had big windows with white shutters. Nothing about it said “haunted,” not in a Halloween kind of way, not in a scary movie kind of way. It looked like a life-sized dollhouse. Before it was built, a big, lonely field had stretched back into the woods, where kids in the neighborhood would chase butterflies, catch grasshoppers, and uncover garter snake dens. The house looked isolated, standing on its own at the end of a long road, but it did not look unfriendly. Nothing in the neighborhood felt unfriendly. Everything in Weirville, where we lived, was still so new.

			Now, as I came upon the house, I found a ghost hanging from a big oak tree on the front lawn. Someone had taken a white sheet and cut out eye holes and made a ghoul. It danced in the wind like a herald of doom as if warding people off. I figured it was the Gothies who did it. I’d heard that the king of the Gothies used an ancient Ouija board to summon spirits. He called himself Dami Tross, but that was not his real name. He was half-Chippewa from Michigan and had changed his name from Hurrit or Honon or something with an H, I couldn’t remember. Kids at school called him ‘Kylo Tross’ instead, or ‘Dami Ren’ because he was so tall and looked like the dude who played Kylo Ren. Adam Trucker, or whatever his name is. Adam Walker. 

			The Gothies were creepy buttnuggets who floated in the shadows under the dead trees in Founder’s Park and danced like jellyfish under the eerie orange lights in the parking lot of the mall. They dressed in black T-shirts with scary faces on them, wore combat boots, lined their eyes in black, teased their hair into bird nests, and worshipped graphic novels, manga, vampires, horror movies, emo music, and death. But I thought the Gothies were cool. They had the guts to dress the way they did, and all of them seemed creative. They didn’t answer to anyone. The kids at school said they were bad, that they were all “Slytherin,” but I never believed that. I couldn’t understand why everyone hated them so much. 

			I walked around to the side of the house and stopped to listen to some wind chimes, sweet but eerie, tinkling in the breeze somewhere, sounding close but far away at the same time. Weird. I slipped through the moss-covered broken slat and made my way into the backyard. I walked around calling out for Alice but couldn’t find her. I noticed a little pair of white double doors against the back of the house, unlatched. I got down on my hands and knees and opened them some more. They exposed a crawl space under the house—dark, musty, filled with dirt. I dropped to my stomach and slid my body through.

			The crawl space smelled sour-sweet like dead flowers. I inchwormed my way through the dirt, the only light coming through the little doors. I spotted Alice curled up in a ball in the farthest corner of the crawl space, her back against the concrete wall as she slept. My heart thumped in my chest. 

			“Alice,” I said. “C’mon, girl.” I couldn’t reach her, the space got too tight. She lifted her head, eyes milky and sad, and looked at me. She sighed and put her head back down on her paws. “Alice, please come to me.”

			Nothing. 

			“Alice! Please, please, please.” I started to shimmy my way back out, unsure of what to do, how to free her, when suddenly, I felt something cold slithering up my back. I froze and sucked in my breath. “What’s that?” I tried to move my head to see behind me, but the space was too tight, too dark. I couldn’t see anything. “WHAT THE CRAPBALLS IS CRAWLING UP MY BACK!” 

			I twisted, grunted, and got myself out of the crawl space, but by the time I was back on my feet, whatever I’d felt had vanished. I heard a noise and whirled around; a ghost floated in the middle of the yard. I gasped, my hand flying to my chest. 

			“Boo!” the ghost said in a deep voice.

			I rolled my eyes. “I know it’s you, Cotter Wingham. I can smell your fart breath from here.”

			“I eat faaaaaarts,” the ghost moaned. 

			I shook my head. 

			Cotter, my age, lived in the rich neighborhood called Saint Charles Estates, where bankers and doctors and lawyers and tech-bros lived with their buttnugget kids who went to private school. Cotter wasn’t rich, though. His dad, Will Wingham, was a groundskeeper or something like that, so they lived in a little carriage house behind one of the McMansions. Cotter’s dad used to do special effects for films in Los Angeles and that explained Cotter’s obsession with ’70s and ’80s horror movies. He lived for scary movies, comic books, video games, and superhero geeky stuff. His dad was a sauce hound, though, and everyone knew it. Cotter’s mom and younger sister had split a few years earlier and moved to St. Louis, I think. Or some city with an L. I never understood why Cotter stayed behind with his slop-pot of a dad. 

			“What are you doing?” he asked. He kept the sheet over his head. “Did you lose something down in there?” 

			“Cotter, leave me alone, I’m busy, okay?”

			“Busy? Oh. Busy. What are you—a bee?” 

			Cotter loved theater. He and his friends had started a club with Mr. Krasinski, the drama teacher, called “Improbable Improv” or something cheeseballs like that. They went crazy for SNL and stand-up comedians and funny television shows. A few days a week after school they got together to do “sketch comedy” or whatever it’s called. He had asked me about seven trillion times to join their group. The improv geeks loved him because he had such mad skills. 

			I suddenly had an idea for how to get Alice out, but I needed to get something from home, fast. I headed toward the broken slat in the fence. Cotter tried to intercept me, floating toward me…but then he toppled forward, face-first into the grass. Caught under the sheet, he moved his limbs around trying to get free. His feet poked out; he wore Rollerblades. That explained the “floating.” Doofus. 

			“I followed you,” he said, removing the sheet. 

			“Stalked me is more like it.”

			“I don’t stalk,” he said, “I observe.”

			“Observe this,” I said and flipped him the bird. 

			He cracked up. “Yes! Yes! Is it any wonder I’m so in love with you?”

			Gross. 

			Clomping across the grass behind me on his Rollerblades, Cotter said, “What were you doing under that house?” 

			“Trying to get Alice!”

			“She’s under there? Wow. Why?”

			So I quickly explained as he followed me. 

			“She ran out into the street on purpose?” he said. “Yo, that’s whack. What’s wrong with her?”

			I sighed.

			“That house is haunted, you know,” Cotter said.

			“It’s not haunted, Cotter.”

			“It is. The Gothies told me.”

			“Oh, so now you’re friends with the Gothies?”

			“No, I was observing them and heard them talking.”

			“Beat it, freakboy. I’m having a really bad day.”

			“I know. I saw you storm off the bus. When we got dropped off, I saw that your tree fell. How did that happen?”

			I didn’t want to picture Alice running into the street to get herself run over. I didn’t want to see it in my mind: red blood in her white fur. No. Lying in the middle of the street with her brains pouring out of her skull. I shivered.

			Cotter bladed quietly behind me while I hurried up the street. Sometimes he would not ask questions and not be annoying and not be a little moron, and that’s when I liked him best. When he could just be there and not act so…Cotter. But then, when he was quiet, I got weirded out and wanted him to be loud again. No way to win with him. While he drifted behind me, I heard the whir of his Rollerblades. I whirled around. “Are you looking at my butt?”

			“No!” he said. “How dare you accuse me of that.”

			“My mom died, okay? My mom died.”

			“What do you…I know she did—”

			“She died! Get it? So, don’t look at my butt, okay? Don’t—”

			“I cried for five days in a row.”

			“What?”

			“When she died,” he said. “I cried so hard that my dad said he was going to admit me to a mental hospital if I didn’t stop. I never felt so bad in my entire life, dude. I still feel bad.”

			My shoulders dropped. “Cotter.”

			“But, um, what does your mom dying have to do with me looking at your butt?” 

			I ran the rest of the way home. 

			He followed me. 

			I had the distinction of being the one and only girl that Cotter had fallen madly in love with when we were in, oh, like, kindergarten. He had been asking me to hang out with him—“let’s go to the water park” or “heeeey, come over and play Octospark VII on my PS5” or “wanna get pepperoni pizza at WeirPie Pizza Parlor?”—since the age of dinosaurs, but I always said no because, you know, Cotter. 

			I hurried up my driveway. The fire truck idled in the road, but the ambulance and the EMTs were gone, and so were all the neighbors who’d been gawking. The hole in the lawn, big and deep and buggy, smelled earthy and fishy. I wondered how deep it went, but I didn’t want to see the deepness and the darkness. 

			Cotter started up the driveway behind me, but a sliver of the sheet got caught under his wheel and he tripped, grunted, and fell hard on his face. I turned and looked at him. For a moment he remained still, and I stepped toward him, afraid he’d hurt himself. “You okay?” I asked. 

			“Creature-double-feature at the drive-in Friday night. Be my date?” 

			I went into the house. 

			“I’ll pay you!” he said as I closed the door.

		

	
		
			TWO SCARVES

			Dad had drawn the shades, so the house looked and felt like nighttime. 

			I stopped and listened. Nothing. 

			He was probably napping. He napped all the time. Even in the middle of the day. Even in a house with broken air conditioning. I headed upstairs, careful not to look at all the framed family photos on the stairwell wall: too many of Mom. The picture I loved the most was of them on their honeymoon in Hawaii. They’re on the beach with the sunset behind them, wrapped in a big beach towel, smiling. I love all the colors—blue water, purple sky, my mom’s red hair, green eyes, pink face, and peppery freckles. My dad’s gold skin. His eyebrows and beard are thick and dark. His smile is wide, his teeth shiny white, and his eyes like dark jewels. I like the way his arm drapes over my mom’s freckly shoulder. You can see his tattoos.

			I remembered how mom told me about how they met. She talked about falling in love with my dad in San Diego, where she’d gone for college, where he had moved from Mexico when he was twenty. They’d worked together at a campus bar-restaurant for months, and that was how they’d met. “So handsome,” she said. “Still is, really. “Your father is disarmingly handsome. And sweet, and modest, and funny.” Not long after, on her birthday, he’d serenaded her in the courtyard of her first apartment building with a Mariachi band—and a Celtic band, too. He told her that the two different types of music sounded beautiful together, and that was his way, she said, of letting her know that he thought they should give it a go. “The uilleann pipes and Celtic harp with the guitarrón and trumpet,” she said. “Beautiful.” 

			But I couldn’t look at that picture. 

			I walked to the end of the silent hallway, opened the door to my parents’ room, and walked in. The room was dim, and my dad faced the wall, away from me. He stirred when I walked over to my mom’s bureau and opened the top drawer. I could suddenly smell her—skin, shampoo, perfume—it felt so strong that something in my brain hopped, like a bird flying out of its nest. My heart fluttered. 

			I swallowed hard. I knew we needed to empty her drawers, her closet, everything, and get on with life (that’s what the school counselor said, anyway) but how could we do that when her things still lived in her drawers? Scarves and wraps, wool for winter, silk for spring and summer. I slowly pulled out two of her scarves, watching them unfurl in the dark light. 

			“Tess.”

			“GAH,” I yelped. 

			I turned to look at him, but he still faced the wall. 

			“¿Que estas haciendo aquí?” he mumbled. Zombie. 

			I stared at his back and felt the steam rising inside. I imagined my eyes shooting two lava laser beams onto the back of his head until it heated up and exploded on the wall above him, his headboard splattered with brain bits and zombie juices.

			I left the room, closing the door a few times so it would make the clicking sound I loved so much, and headed back outside. 

			Cotter was lying under the sheet in the driveway. What a buttnugget. 

			“I won’t leave until you say yes,” he muttered as I hurried past him, rolling my eyes. 

			

			I scrambled into the crawl space and shimmied into the intestines of the house. Alice was still curled up in the corner. I pulled out one of my mom’s scarves, a long, flowy blue and green one. “C’mon, sweet girl.” Holding on to one end, I tossed the scarf as close as I could get it to Alice’s face. It landed a few feet from her, but after a few seconds, she caught mom’s scent, raised her head, and looked around. I slowly reeled in the fabric. 

			Alice followed on her belly, crawling along like some little thing who’d lost its legs. 

			As soon as she came close enough, I wrapped my hands around her and inchwormed awkwardly back out. When I stood up, I looked down at my stomach: little droplets of blood had collected on my hoodie from where the roughness of the crawl space had cut into me. Great. Bloodstains. 

			I held Alice up and looked her over. She mewled in protest, but I wanted to make sure she was okay. One of her eyes looked milky blue and murky. She meowed again, this time louder and hoarse. “I’m sorry, Alice,” I whispered to her. “But I had to get you out of there.” Her white fur was dirty, her belly especially. I’d have to give her a bath. 

			Suddenly she reached forward with her arms and jutted her chin out, as though she wanted a hug. My heart tightened. I blinked and pulled her to my neck, where her little paws wrapped themselves tightly around me. She rested her head on my shoulder. I wrapped the scarf around her, and she purred. I hadn’t heard that in so long. I felt the purrs along my neck and shoulder. I wanted to stay like that, with Alice, forever, and shoot lava beams out at everyone in the world until everything burned in a great fire, and then dance, with my cat, alone, around the flames. 

			That felt like a bad thing to want, but I wanted it so badly. I wondered if my mom would understand. But my mom didn’t exist anymore in the places I knew, the streets and lawns and classrooms and kitchens, dark bedrooms with zombies in beds, crawl spaces under abandoned homes. 

			My cheeks, my ears, my forehead felt so hot as if steam filled my whole body.

			I heard wind chimes, but the air was still as stone. How could they be chiming without any wind? 

			Suddenly I smelled smoke, as though something very close to me was on fire. I looked all around me but did not see anything burning. 

			I held on to Alice and headed home, saying over and over, “I’m sorry, girl.” 

			When I arrived, Stanley was lying sideways, along the curb, not blocking the road anymore. His leaves rustled in the breeze, and the ones that had cracked off his branches skittered lonely along the street. I walked to him, rubbed his trunk again, broke off a big chunk of bark, and slid it into my pocket. I took the other scarf and tied it around one of his branches. The green in the fabric matched the green of the leaves. I wanted it to stay there forever, no matter where the tree was headed after this. 

		

	
		
			ZOMBIE

			I drew a bath for Alice, warm and bubbly, and used the cat shampoo that smelled like apples. She didn’t let out even a little mewl of protest. As I lathered shampoo into her dirty fur, I said, “Listen to me, Alice.” Alice opened her eyes and looked at me and flicked her tongue like she was trying to lick the water. “You can’t get yourself run over. Okay? Mom would cry her eyes out if anything happened to you.”

			She looked away, the way cats do when you try to level with them. I took her little chin in my hand and turned her face toward me, leaned in close so our noses touched. “But she’s not here anymore, and that’s why you tried, isn’t it? You want to watch it burn too, don’t you?”

			She blinked slowly. 

			Cats can see inside humans. I think they see souls. I think souls look like milk to them. Alice and I were sisters. That might sound monkeynuts, but it was true. I was an only child, and Alice was the sibling I never had. My dad found her on a construction site when she was a kitten, and I was a newborn baby. He brought her home and she and my mom became best friends. She named her Alice because Dad had found her in a very deep hole in the ground and my mom said she was probably just trying to get to Wonderland. I loved that Mom had said that. Alice and I grew up together. As a little kid, I used to lay my head down across Alice’s body and call her my cat pillow. She would let me stay like that and we would watch cartoons for hours. At night, in my bed, she’d lie beside my head. In the mornings, I’d wake to find her curled into a ball beside me. I loved the way she tucked her tail close to her body. It wrapped around her like a perfect furry snake. 

			I heard my parents’ bedroom door open. The click. I swallowed hard and my heart thumped in my chest. The sound of Its slippers shuffling down the hall. Zombie. I reached behind me and closed the bathroom door. I didn’t want to see It or talk to It. At the top of the stairs, It stopped. I held my breath. I didn’t want It to come in here. After a minute, It trudged down the steps like a dead thing. I exhaled. I glanced up at the window above the tub at the growing dark, all pale purple and blue-gray behind the drifting clouds. 

			I lifted Alice, placed her on the bathroom floor, and hurried down the hall to the linen closet. Everything on the shelves was neatly stacked and smelled fresh.

			Mom. 

			Anger rose from my toes, my knees, and into my stomach, up my throat, and into  my face. 

			I reached in and pulled everything out, steam hissing out from my eyeballs. Shelf by shelf, I yanked it all down and stared down at the mess. Then I stuffed it all back onto the shelves. By the time I was finished, the shelves were full of big ugly clumps of towels and washcloths and napkins and sheets, and I felt better. It made more sense that way. Why should anything be neat and organized anymore? 

			On my way back to the bathroom, I heard a loud crash from downstairs. I froze. “What was that?” I yelled downstairs. Another crash, even louder. “Oh my god!” I scooped Alice up in the towel and hurried down the stairs. 

			I found the Zombie in the kitchen, standing at the sink with his back to me, looking out the window to the yard. He wore his robe; the back of his hair was all dented as if he had been sleeping for weeks. I smelled his weird man-smell: unwashed hair, unwashed skin, the fading fabric softener on his robe, which reached to just below his knees. The skin on the back of his calves looked dry and flaky. My dad had always prided himself on his legs. He had been a big soccer player and always said he had the legs to prove it. But now they were zombie legs with tattoos on them of skulls and roses and marigolds, Día de los Muertos tattoos. 

			“What was that loud crash?” I asked. 

			It didn’t answer. 

			I walked into the dining room. Our two biggest family photos, which had hung over the dining room table forever, now lay on the floor in a million pieces of glass. We’d traveled to Ensenada, my dad’s hometown, in Baja, California on the Pacific Coast of Mexico. In the photo, he’s holding me, and the sky behind us glows pink and the water glitters bright blue. In the other photo, taken during the winter when we’d visited Boston, where Mom grew up, we’re bundled up because of the snow. Dad’s cast-iron skillet, the one he uses to cook steaks, lay upside down a few inches away. I noticed a huge dent in the wall. It looked like a wound. 

			Dad, no. 

			I stared at the mess for a minute, then put Alice down, knelt, and carefully picked up the bigger pieces of glass. I placed them and the broken frames in a neat pile on the rug. Hundreds of tiny shards of glass, bright silver and razor-sharp, dusted the fibers of the rug. I picked up the photograph and shook off the slivers of glass. There was a little damage but none on our faces. 

			I heard the downstairs bathroom door click. I grabbed Alice and headed through the kitchen and down the foyer hallway. I stood outside for a minute, my ear to the door: I didn’t hear a thing. What was he doing in there? I tried the knob, but he had locked it, so I knocked. “Dad. Alice is sick. I think.” My voice sounded old, like a twenty-year-old or something. 

			Nothing.

			I knocked again. “She tried to…didn’t you see what happened outside?” 

			I waited but didn’t hear anything. I smacked the door. “Dad!” 

			“Déjala,” he mumbled.

			Leave her? “She tried to kill herself. Open the door!” I kicked it. Hard. I kicked it again.

			The door opened, and the soggy yellow light of the bathroom spilled out and filled up the hallway. The light shined foggier as if the lightbulb was about to burn out. It emitted a weird high-pitched drone. My dad looked down at me, but not really—he looked beyond me, at the wall behind my head. His eyes were black plastic doll eyes.

			“She needs the vet. I can’t remember her name. I used to go with Mom.” 

			“We can’t afford that.”

			“Then go back to work.”

			He shifted his black eyes to me and then back to the wall.

			“I’ll use my allowance.”

			“That’s not enough.”

			“I’ll get more then!”

			He cleared his throat, looked away. “You know how much money we spent? Hospital bills? Medication? The funeral? We’re dry. Drop it.”

			“But I don’t understand this. You own a business.” 

			Alice, upset, started squirming in my arms. 

			“Stop this, Tess.”

			“I’ll ask people in the neighborhood for work. Mrs. Melloni will hire me to clean out her pool. Her grandkids always pee in it. And—”

			“Leave the cat alone.” 

			He started to shut the door in my face, but I stuck my foot in it. The steam in me spread out, like a slow explosion, hot and wet in my nostrils, cheeks, teeth, and lips. “Her name is Alice, she’s not ‘the cat,’ okay? She’s my sister and Mom’s best friend—”

			“Deja de hablar,” he mumbled. He ran his hands through his hair. It looked so gray that it scared me. His gray hair scared me. It was as if it had happened overnight.

			“Ya, pues,” I snarled. Then my whole body shuddered like a volcano erupting. “I MISS MOM SO MUCH AND NOW ALICE IS TRYING TO DIE SOMETHING IS WRONG WITH HER I NEED MY DAD WHERE IS HE I HATE THIS CRAPBALL ZOMBIE IN FRONT OF ME I DON’T KNOW YOU I TOTALLY HATE YOU SHOO! SHOO!” 

			I saw red everywhere. Lava red, glowing and popping, dripping down the ceiling, the walls, and slugging across the floor. 

			“Shoo Shoo” sounded so dumb and weird and I felt embarrassed about it but that didn’t stop me from jumping on his feet, his stinky, ugly slippers, and smashing his toes as hard as I could. When I landed, he let out a grunt, a quiet one, like he didn’t want me or anyone to know or see that he felt anything at all.

			My fists curled into burning icy lava snowballs at my sides. 

			“WAKE UP YOU ZOMBIE.” 

			Alice meowed loudly as I took off, lava flying everywhere. 

		

	
		
			BULLY BLINDER

			I flew up the stairs, slammed my bedroom door, and kicked it. 

			I kicked the wall, the dresser, the dark brown bedpost. I bolted across the room, kicked the desk, and then picked up the chair and threw it. It hit the wall over my bed, left a dent, and landed upright on the mattress. Pretty hilarious.

			I ran to the window, opened it, and screamed at the top of my lungs into our backyard. I plopped down on the bed and tried to exhale. My heart thumped in my chest and my fingers fizzed with furies. 

			A few days before she died, I’d sat with my mom in the hospital, so furious I could barely breathe—furious that she was dying and that we lived in the dumbest world imaginable, a world that gives mothers boob cancer and takes them away from you forever—when she took my hand and said to me, “Tessa, you’ve got to get control of your anger. You’ve got to figure it out. I know where it comes from; I see Grampa in you, his temper, his dragon rages, his eruptions. But you must get help if you need it. Sweetie, please look at me.”

			But I couldn’t look at her because she was too thin, like broken sticks, and her face was white like old milk, her eyes dark as bugs. 

			That was the last thing she ever said to me: “Sweetie, please look at me.” 

			I hurried into my closet and pulled out my big beige and maroon backpack covered with Hermione Granger patches. Not the Hermione from the movies, the Hermione from the play. I plopped it onto my bed, unzipped it, and threw in my black socks with the constellations on them, my green socks with the aliens on them, underwear, T-shirts, and jeans. I pulled out the silver necklace my exchange student friend Jane Frigidiska had given me before going back to Lithuania. I also took the $38.28 I’d earned from mowing lawns, walking dogs, and raking leaves, and I took the bully-blinder monkey keychain, the one that shines a bright blue light and screeches, “OOH OOH OOH EEEH EEEH EEEH AAAH AAAH AAAH!” when you press a button on its back. The light is so extremely bright that it can blind anyone who wants to mess with you. 

			Peter Mundinger had had a birthday party and his mom brought cupcakes and little colored bags of party favors to the classroom. A few of us had the bully-blinder monkey keychain in our bags. Later that day, however, our teacher, Mr. Pompinnoni, had confiscated them. Several kids at recess had been on the receiving end of the bright blue blast and screamed because they thought they were going blind. “No, no, no, no!” Pompinnoni said. “These are dangerous! These LED lights are an abomination! They can cause corneal complications!” We all laughed because he was such a nerd. I’d snuck mine deep into the bottom of my backpack and said I never got one.

			I booked it to the basement and rummaged through the trunk that lived under the stairs, looking for Alice’s carrying case. Boxes of Mom’s old stuff were stacked in the little space. I could smell her, yet again. I wanted to open the boxes and pour her out all over everything. 

			But she wasn’t in there. 

			She was gone. Forever. 

			No one else in school had lost one of their parents. The kids talked about it behind my back. Thinking about that, remembering the whispers and their creepy pity, I punched one of the boxes and made a fist-shaped dent. 

			After I found Alice’s carrier and a flashlight, I went back upstairs to retrieve the scarf I had wrapped Alice in earlier. I laid it down like a little blanket across the bottom of the carrier so Alice would feel comfortable, and then I found her waiting at the bottom of the stairs, looking at me with tired, gooey eyes. I placed her inside and zipped it up. 

			As I was leaving, I suddenly remembered that I needed FOOD. I hurried to the cupboard, pulled out the last of the peanut butter granola bars, pretzel rods, and marzipan (I hate it, but it is Dad’s fave, so I stole it), and grabbed the big orange bag of Alice’s food, little star-shaped nubbins called KittyPawz. 

			I found sticky notes in the utility drawer and wrote: 

			Running away. Taking Alice. Don’t look for us. 

			—T

			I stuck the note on the fridge, walked out the front door, and headed down the driveway. 

			I knew where I needed to go—haunted or not, I didn’t care. I planned to move in there forever. If a ghost really lived there, well, I hoped ghosts liked cats.

		

	
		
			EDDIE POFFEY

			Night fell, warm and summery, and stars glittered in the sky. I stayed in the shadows so no one would see me and Alice. When I arrived at the house, I slipped through the mossy slat and scurried to the raised back deck. I hurried up the wooden steps and onto the porch. A small window to the left of the door had been smashed, then covered over with a red blanket. That must’ve been where someone had first broken in. 

			The door was open, so I stepped into the house and shined my flashlight. Everything seemed totally normal. I swept the flashlight back and forth as I walked. The house looked cozy, straight out of the pages of one of those design catalogues, except dust-covered with a musty smell. The people who owned the house—who were they? Had I ever met them? 

			In the living room, soda cans, beer cans, an ashtray with cigarette butts, and a few magazines lay on a coffee table. I wondered who had been there. I looked for family pictures. I found some on the wall above the couch and shined the flashlight on them. The dad was a tall, thin Asian guy with glasses, and the mom was white. I think. The kid looked like his dad. I didn’t recognize him. 

			Who was this family? Where did they go when they fled the house? None of it seemed real. A government conspiracy? Maybe they entered into the Witness Protection Program or something. They were spies. The haunted house thing was a cover-up. I felt like I should leave. I turned back and headed for the door.

			Alice meowed suddenly, startling me. 

			It sounded like she was telling me not to go.

			I crept up the stairs. I wanted to find a safe place for her, where I could make a little bed and give her food. At the top of the stairs, to my left, doors to rooms stood open and the foggy light from streetlamps cast yellow light on the walls. At the end of the hallway, I found a bedroom and a bathroom. I walked in, waving the flashlight around: a teen’s room, with a normal-looking bed with a navy-and-maroon plaid blanket on it; a tall bookshelf stuffed with comic books, graphic novels, classics, and cookbooks. Cookbooks? The closet was crammed with board games and black-and-red hockey gear. What freakiac would ever want to play hockey? It takes ten years just to get into the uniform! A poster of the film The Iron Giant took up half the wall. Wow. I loved that movie. The scene when the robot—

			I heard a weird noise and froze. 

			I heard it again. A creak, a rustle. 

			From inside the house, at the other end of the hall. The dark side of the house. 

			My heart rabbited in my chest.

			I hurried Alice’s carrier into the corner and pulled the blanket off the bed and draped it over her. Then I took out my bully-blinder monkey keychain, but while wrestling it out of my pocket I accidentally hit the little button on its back, and it screeched: “OOOH OOOH OOOH EEEH EEEH EEEH AHHH AHHH AHHH!”

			“Crapballs!” I hissed and crouched down to listen. 

			Complete silence. 

			Alice let out a faint mewl. I shushed her. I heard it again—the noise. 

			It sounded…I stood to hear it better…sounded…like a moan? Like a howl…like a ghost? 

			Wait. Did that buttnugget Cotter Wingham follow me? I knew he loved me, how many times had he told me? I knew he was trying to be cool and do what every smellbomb boy did all day every day—get a girlfriend. Okay, so he was just trying to be normal—BUT STILL. He didn’t need to follow me around like a lost puppy. I stomped to the door, threw it open, stepped into the hall and hollered, “Cotter Wingham, I know it’s you!”

			From the darkness at the other end of the hallway: “Nope.”

			Just like that. “Nope.” Very matter of fact.

			“Who is that? Don’t come any closer—I have a bully blinder.”

			“Uh-oh.”

			“It can cause cornmeal complications!”

			“Um. What?”

			I couldn’t place the voice, but it sounded familiar. “Just shut up. Who is that?”

			“It’s just me.”

			“Who’s ‘me’?”

			“Three guesses.”

			“Get a life.”

			“Nope, that’s one down.”

			“Shut up, freakiac.”

			“That’s two. One left.”

			“You creep.”

			“Close enough. It’s me, Eddie Poffey.”

			“Eddie? Really?”

			“Sho nuff,” he squeaked.

			“Huh?”

			“Oh. Sorry.”

			“Come down here so I can see that it’s you.” 

			Eddie Poffey appeared out of the darkness, his hands in his pockets. I breathed a sigh of relief but also felt kinda freaked out. Because, well, Eddie Poffey. 

			He had changed out of his EMT uniform from earlier, and was wearing rust-colored corduroys, Converse high-tops, and a zipped-up, blue windbreaker. His dark hair was all messy on top, like he’d been sleeping. 

			“Eddie, what are you doing here?”

			“Hiding, I guess.”

			“From who?”

			“From “whom” I think is how you say it.”

			“Yuck. Grammar.”

			“Sorry. From my mom and my sister.”

			“Why? What did crapball Becky do now?”

			“Ha. We had a fight, and I ran away.”

			“Me too.”

			“Really?”

			“Kind of. But you can’t run away—you’re old.”

			“Yup. Almost eighteen.”

			“Need a walker yet?”

			Eddie smiled and made an old man face. “With tennis balls on the legs! How old are you?”

			“Thirteen in fourteen days. What was the fight about?” 

			Eddie said, “The usual. They think I ruined their lives.”

			He looked down. I remembered a few years ago when I went grocery shopping with Mom and we saw Eddie and Becky with their mom at the store. Everything seemed normal until Eddie walked over to the shopping cart and showed something to his mom. She grabbed him by the hair and shoved her finger in his face and hissed at him. Then Becky took whatever was in his hand and threw it back at him. It hit his chest and fell to the floor. It was a box of Lucky Charms cereal. It popped open when it hit the ground and marshmallow rainbows, green clovers, blue moons, and pots of gold scattered. Then his mom reared the shopping cart back and pushed it forward right into Eddie’s stomach. After that, she and Becky stormed away. Eddie knelt to the Lucky Charms to clean them up. What I remembered most was how he popped the little marshmallow pieces into his mouth while he cleaned them up. I’d looked at Mom and she looked back at me and smiled. But she looked sad for him. How come we didn’t help him?

			“They’re mean to you,” I said. “I’ve seen them.”

			He nodded. “So why did you run away, Tessa Sandoval?”

			“My dad’s a zombie and I couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“He’s really sad. Sorry about your mom.”

			Sorry. Not that word again. I swallowed. “Let’s just say your mom and my dad should hang sometime and play darts.” 

			Eddie cracked up. Like, really cracked up. He snorted, bent over, and held his stomach. “DARTS! HA! I have this image of my mom trying to aim!” 

			I had an image too: Dad’s depressed toss. The dart would just fall to the ground like a glob of jelly. Then Eddie’s mom would push a shopping cart into him and storm off. 

			“How long have you been here, Eddie?” I asked.

			“I’m moving in, I think.”

			“The house is supposed to be haunted, you know.”

			“I haven’t seen any ghosts.” 

			Eddie took a step toward me, so I took a step back. 

			I didn’t mean to insult him, it was just instinctual. 

			“Hey!” he said. “Maybe we can be roommates?”

			“Well. I don’t know, Eddie, can we? You have a job. You, like, save people.” 

			“Sort of. I help out. I think they hired me because of something to do with the government.”

			“What?”

			“They have to hire people with, like, disabilities, and other things like people of color, and old people, I think, and women, and gay people—”

			“And robots,” I said. “Don’t forget the robots, Eddie.” 

			Eddie bent over and his body shook with laughter. He said, “I have this image of me working in the back of the ambulance with a robot. Its name is Joseph Metalworthy, and it takes vitals. Bleep Bloop Zeep.”

			Everyone was afraid of Eddie, but I realized in that moment that I wasn’t. I wasn’t afraid of him at all. 

			And that maybe, just maybe, Eddie could help me with Alice. 

		

	
		
			OUIJA BOARD

			As we stood in the hallway, I heard Alice make a really weird and scary noise and my heart kicked me in my chest. 

			I ran back into the room and Eddie followed.

			“Is that your cat that caused the accident earlier?” he asked.

			“Yeah, but it wasn’t Alice’s fault.”

			“Was she really running in front of cars on purpose?”

			“She’s depressed, okay? Maybe cats do things like this when they’re depressed.”

			“How could you know that about a cat?”

			“It’s contagious. You can’t live in my house and not get it. If there are mice in the walls, they are probably depressed too.” 

			“Oh. Poor mice.” 

			I knelt to Alice’s carrier, unzipped it, and pulled her out. She tensed up and hovered low to the ground, her ears flat against her head. When I stroked her fur and told her it was okay, she took a few tentative steps. Eddie and I watched her sniff around the room. 

			“That cat looks, um, kinda sick,” Eddie said quietly. 

			“Alice, her name is Alice, she’s not ‘that cat’ and I told you…she’s…she was my mom’s bestie and my mom is toast now. Do the math.”

			“Sorry, Tess.”

			“I know, I know, I know. Wah wah wah, sorry sorry sorry. Everyone is so sorry and you know what? Everyone can just shut the buttnuggets up.”

			“Wow. Okay.”

			I looked at him for a minute. “Eddie, I didn’t mean it that way. I’m a toad.”

			“I totally understand.” Then he said, “Man, I love toads.” 

			Alice might have to do pee-poo, but I couldn’t let her outside by herself. What if she ran from me and darted out into the road again? Maybe somewhere in the house I could find some rope and make into a leash and bring her out. I asked Eddie if he had seen any rope and he said he thought there was some in what looks like a kids’ playroom downstairs.

			I handed him the flashlight and said, “Lead the way, Eddie Poffey.” I scooped up Alice and we headed down to the playroom, the flashlight’s beam darting back and forth in front of us.

			Eddie opened the door and held up his hand as if to say, Wait, let me check it out. Then he took a step into the darkness. We waited a minute but heard nothing. I took out the bully blinder and handed it to him. 

			“What’s this?”

			“It’s for protection. Press it,” I said. 

			He did, and it screeched and shot out its super beams. 

			“That’ll scare anything off,” he said, laughing. “We’re safe as houses with this thing around.” 

			I nodded in agreement. “Yup. It can cause cornmeal complications.”

			“I have no idea what that means, but it sounds horrible.”

			I followed him inside. The playroom was like a lower den, with a few steps going down. It smelled like a skunk had sprayed. Eww, that smell. I turned around and shined the flashlight and yelped so hard that I dropped Alice. She landed with a thud at my feet and her ears went back flat against her head. I scooped her back up and hugged her and stepped forward to get a better look. A pool table stood in the middle of the space, with four colored stools pulled up to it. Two gaudily dressed mannequins sat on the stools, staring into the dead space. 

			“What the buttnuggets?”

			In the center of the pool table lay a Ouija board with a small object on it that looked like a Native American arrowhead: a little triangular-shaped slab of reddish-gray stone with a circle in its middle and a piece of glass inserted into the circle. I looked over at Eddie, who whispered, “Wait—did you just say buttnuggets?” 

			I walked up to one of the mannequins, a female who wore a red wig, big nerdy glasses, a pink wool sweater, and a cheap orange wrap around her neck. I studied her for a minute, wondering who she was. I figured that the Ouija board and the mannequins belonged to the Gothies who had supposedly been squatting in the house, doing bad things like drugs, having sex, listening to ghoul music, and having séances to raise demons from hell. Or maybe they were just doing some weird art project. They were really into art. I knocked the mannequin on the side of the head, and she clanged to the floor. 

			“Yikes!” Eddie said. “Careful.”

			“Oops.”

			I hopped onto the stool and placed Alice on the pool table in front of me. She hunched down and moved forward, sniffed at the board and the arrowhead thingy, and then lifted her head and let out a feeble meow. She turned and looked at me, then scurried back over and curled up in my lap. 

			“Freaky,” Eddie whispered, and scratched his cheek. 

			The Ouija did not look like the board game version. This one looked handmade, ancient, very intricate and kinda scary. It looked…important. I swallowed. “Should we ask it some questions?” 

			“I wouldn’t,” Eddie said. “You can let bad stuff in with those things.”

			The smell of fire. Again! I tipped my nose up, drenched in the scent of smoke and harsh burning. “Oh my god,” I said. “Eddie, do you smell that?”

			He sniffed the air. “That skunky smell?”

			“No. Fire.”

			“Fire?” He shook his head. “No, why?”

			Something was happening, and I knew it. I’d felt something, smelled something, and heard something—those wind chimes—each time I’d retrieved Alice from this house, but I thought my mind was playing tricks on me because of the stories I’d heard about the place being haunted. If there was something in the house, was it bad? If it was bad, wouldn’t it have started throwing things around and breaking windows and trying to behead us the second anyone came in? Had it done horrible things like that to the family who had left the house? 

			I didn’t believe in ghosts and ghouls and monsters and demons. At least I didn’t think I did. 

			When I was little, I had an imaginary friend named Rosa-Maria who sold plump red roses to boys who were getting ready to ask their girlfriends to marry them. Caballero, she would whisper. Novio, she would sing. Rosa-Maria told me that she put a spell on the scent so that when the girl would take the rose and bring it to her nose, she’d instantly say, Sí, quiero. We used to play this game in my bedroom, where Rosa-Maria would give me the rose and I would act like the romantic boy and go down on one knee; then I would switch and be the girl who smelled the rose and then did twirls in her flowy Mexican dress and sighed, “Mi novio.” 

			Mom found me playing one day and asked me to tell her about Rosa-Maria. 

			“Interesting friend,” she’d said, chewing her bottom lip. “Do you see her?”

			“Yes. She looks like Daddy, but as a woman. She comes with us when we go places.”

			Mom laughed, though she looked very worried.

			One day, Rosa-Maria disappeared. I had started school and found friends. I looked for her in the house and backyard, all the places we would play. I told Mom I missed her, but from the way she sighed and caressed my cheek, I could tell she was relieved Rosa-Maria had gone. I asked Mom if Rosa-Maria was a ghost. I asked her about heaven, about hell, about God.

			She told me that neither she nor my dad followed any kind of religion. They had both grown up under what she called harsh Catholic oppression; Mom in Boston under the Irish Catholic faith and Dad in Mexico under the Roman Catholic regime. She said she and my dad followed their own set of beliefs and were just fine making new discoveries along the way. She told me I would also find my own way, that I would discover what I believed on my own when the time came. 

			But. 

			Kids in school made fun of me for this and asked if I was a devil worshipper. 

			And. 

			Whenever I saw a big, beautiful church, I felt shaky in my bones and wanted to go in so badly and kneel and pray. Whenever I saw images of saints, of angels, of the devil, of heaven, I always burned with curiosity, a feeling like I was missing out on something. Was I? 

			If ghosts were real…what did that even mean? Did it mean that everyone who had ever died was a ghost too? No, that couldn’t BE—I mean, the world would be utterly flooded with ghosts! 

			Wait—is the world flooded with ghosts? 

			I shook all the crazy from my brains.

			“C’mon, Eddie,” I said. “Maybe we’ll meet a ghost that can help us. We’ll ask it to tell my dad and your mom not to be such buttnuggets and be nice to us or else it will haunt them forever.” 

			Eddie cocked his head. “Oh. Well, in that case, sure.” He stepped toward the mannequin on the stool across from me, a boy mannequin, wearing a purple fedora, a fake black mustache over its upper lip, white sequined gloves on its hand, and a velvety black jacket. 

			“Knock it like Batman,” I said. “KUH-BLAM!” 

			Eddie shook his head and very gently lifted the mannequin from the barstool, looked at it, shuddered, and slowly walked it over to a big brown couch against the wall, facing a credenza where a television must have been. Maybe it had been stolen. Eddie placed it down so that it was sitting comfortably. He did the same with the girl mannequin I had pummeled to the floor. He arranged her neatly beside the male mannequin and stepped back to look at them. After a minute he stepped back in and moved their arms so that they were holding hands. 

			“In case they’re lonely,” he said and shrugged as he made his way back over to the stool. 

			“Should we name them?”

			“Fox is the guy one and Clementine is the girl one,” Eddie said.

			“Oh. Okay. That was quick.”

			Eddie nodded, looking at them on the couch. 

			“What interesting names,” I said. “How did you come up with them?”

			Eddie shrugged.

			“Well, I like those names, Eddie. Fox and Clementine. It sounds like a kids’ movie, but like if it were a horror movie where the mannequins came alive and ate your face off.”

			I reached forward and moved the arrowhead thingy to the center of the board and placed the tips of my fingers on it. “Eddie, put your fingers on it. Let’s see if this house is really haunted.” 

			“I don’t think I want to. But I’ll watch.” 

			“Fine, I’ll do it myself.” I closed my eyes and concentrated. I took a deep breath and said, “Hello? Ghosts and ghouls? Are you with us?”

			Nothing.

			“Did you scare this poor family away?”

			Nothing.

			“Is there anything important you want to say to us?”

			Silence. 

			I opened my eyes and looked at Eddie. “You have to do it with me, otherwise it won’t work.” He sighed and reached his fingers forward and placed them on the arrow thingy. 

			Then it started to move. My heart kicked me in my chest. Tiny droplets of sweat beaded my forehead. It moved and I did not move it.

			“Eddie, are you moving it? I’m not moving it!”

			“I’m not, I swear.”

			The pointer flowed around the board in a figure eight. I felt a weird tingling coming from underneath my fingers, like something magnetic. The same fire smell. The same wind chimes. 

			“Do you feel that?” I whispered. “That tingling?”

			Eddie nodded.

			“Do you smell fire now?”

			He shook his head. 

			I sucked my breath in when the arrowhead thingy suddenly flew down to the C in the top row, then cut over to the A, then dashed down to the bottom row where it landed on the T. 

			Then it glided to D, over to the I, back to the E. 

			C A T D I E 

			No! I yanked my hands off and pulled them back, dropping them in my lap. 

			“What the…?” Eddie said. “‘Cat die’? What does that mean?”

			Chills ran down the back of my neck. What did that mean? The smell of fire faded, and the eerie pressure in the air dissipated. I heard a little sigh, and I looked over and saw Alice curled up in a little ball in the corner of the pool table. I walked over to her and scooped her into my arms. She barely flinched. She felt stiff, almost. I nuzzled her neck and told her I loved her, I loved her so much. 

			Eddie came over and looked at her in my arms. We both stroked her head gently. 

			Was Alice going to die?

		

	
		
			PANCAKES & CAT YAK

			Later, I tossed and turned on the floor in the kid’s room, listening to the wind rustle the leaves in the trees. It sounded like ocean waves rolling into the shore. I’d opened the window earlier to let some air in because the air in the house felt so stale and smelled weird, like cheese and dryer sheets. Alice rested beside me, twitching and jerking her little paws around. I did not want to sleep in the kid’s bed because it felt too private or something. Also, what if there were cooties in his bed? 

			Eddie slept on the floor too, on the other side of the room. He’d said, “I’ll sleep over here near the door, like a guard dog. Hey, now you’ve got a cat AND a dog!” He chuckled. I felt relieved, because after what had happened in the playroom, nothing seemed normal. 

			All night long while I tossed and turned, questions moved through my mind like the stone and glass piece that glided across the Ouija board. I shuddered, wondering if this was all a dream. Maybe I fell asleep at my desk in school, and none of this was real: Alice trying to get killed; Stanley falling into the street; Dad slaughtering our family photos with a skillet; a ghost saying my cat would die; sleeping on a stranger’s floor with Eddie Poffey in the corner. How could so much crazy possibly happen in one day? It couldn’t. I must be still asleep, alone at my desk in school. 

			

			In the morning I awoke and looked around. I was confused, then remembered that I had run away. Eddie had neatly folded his blanket and placed it on the dresser. I could hear him downstairs. Alice stayed curled up in a ball beside me, icky green goo leaking from her eyes. I felt kind of empty. Kind of guilty too, but I hoped that maybe Dad had also awoken—from his zombie death slumber—and that maybe he was looking for me. Doubtful. 

			Leave her. 

			I didn’t know what to do about Dad, if he was going to smash family photos and ignore me and Alice and wear slippers and not shower and let his hair turn white as a ghost. I didn’t know who he was anymore. He was not my dad. He’d turned into Alien Dad from Planet Sad and I couldn’t understand his language. I knew he felt lost because of Mom, I knew that. But something else was wrong too and I didn’t know how to figure it out because he wouldn’t talk to me and he put walls up between him and me and the rest of the world. 

			What if he didn’t get better? 

			Child Protective Services might come around, like they did last year for this girl named Malika Salinger, who went to live in a foster home while her parents split up and one of them went to rehab. When she came back to school, her hair hung in her face all day so no one could see her and she didn’t have to see anyone else. She never spoke to anyone again. 

			I didn’t want to be Malika Salinger. 

			I wanted to be me, Tessa Aisling Sandoval. 

			I picked up Alice and brought her to my face, and she straightened her paws out, wanting a hug. I let her hug me, and she dropped her little head on my shoulder. Sweet thing. She felt lighter. Skinnier. Bony. I petted her fur softly and hummed to her. 

			Oh. Mah. Godder—I smelled pancakes! WHAT. I heard Eddie singing and humming downstairs. Was he down in the kitchen cooking breakfast? Wowza Maria. 

			I headed downstairs with Alice attached to my neck. When I walked into the kitchen, I found Eddie breakdancing on the floor. Well, I think it was breakdancing. All the boys in the neighborhood had been doing it, even though it was a thing from like a hundred years ago. A kid named Clark Kitz had watched a movie called Breakin’ at the Cinema Nostalgia in DoWe (downtown Weirville) and then he went to school and tried to imitate dances from the movie. It caught on, and every boy in the neighborhood was watching clips from the movie on YouTube.

			I watched the clips too, because I used to have a crush on Clark Kitz. He was cute in a Drake kind of way. But one day he said I looked like Dora the Explorer. He tossed a pointy paper airplane at my head, and it got me in the eye, and I had to go to the nurse and as I scurried out of the cafeteria with my hand on my face he yelled, “Dora’s next adventure!” and everyone laughed at me. Clark Kitz was a buttnugget too. 

			Kids in school still laugh and make fun of you no matter what happens. Your mom dies? No one cares. You die? They stare into their phones. They die? They post stupid Insta and Snapchat stories from the afterlife. #YOLO. #Afterlifelivin #Deathlife #YODO

			I watched Eddie trying to do a head spin. He held a spatula in his hand. I startled him when I said, “Is this the Pancake Breakdance?” and he toppled over, kicking the stove as he went down. 

			“Hey, look, I made us pancakes!” he said as he popped up. 

			“How?”

			“The stove is gas,” he said. “I found matches in the drawer. Oh, um, I checked the date on the box of mix I found, and it’s still good. We won’t die from it. But, no eggs or milk, so, they might be kinda, um, unfluffy. BUT—I also found cake mix and put that in. So, they’ll be sweet. I think. I hope. I don’t know. Who knows? Pancakes!” 

			“They smell really good. Did anyone come for us?” I asked. 

			Eddie looked at me. “Like the cops or something?”

			“Like our families?”

			Eddie waved that thought away with the spatula. “Would you like to set the table, dear?”

			“Oh. Okay, Dad.” I put Alice on the floor, and she looked up at me, meowed croakily, and slumped down exhausted. She put her head on her paws and sighed. My heart thumped and some black oil of worry dripped through my pink intestines; I could feel it. “Oh, Alice.” I picked her up and placed her in a chair in the living room. She looked at me, blinked, curled up into a ball and sighed again. I knelt to her and stroked her head. 

			My mom was curled up a lot too, near the end. I’d stroked her bald head. 

			I sighed and walked into the kitchen and saw that Eddie had already set the table. He saw me and scooped pancakes onto dark blue plates. I sat down at the table and looked down at the pancake. Eddie was right, it wasn’t fluffy, it looked more like a big soggy cookie. I picked up my fork, cut off a little piece, and brought it to my mouth. What the chickens! The best pancake I had ever tasted! It must’ve been the cake batter, or maybe because someone had made me runaway pancakes in the haunted house. “Wow, Eddie,” I said. “This is so good.”

			“Don’t tell anyone my secret recipe or I’ll come after you.” He laughed out loud. 

			“Eddie,” I said, placing my fork down. “You have money, right? Because of your job?”

			He nodded. “Yeah. I know we need supplies and—”

			“No, but I mean for Alice. I have to get her to the vet. Like right now. You have a phone, right? Does it have Lyft, or could we call a cab or—”

			“No, no, I’ll drive you.” He said and leaned across the table and lowered his voice all on the DL, “I take my mom’s car and drive around and, like, I’m a good driver. Promise not to tell?”

			“Promise.”

			“Okay, so, here’s my secret: When my mom gets sauced, I take her car. So, let’s do it. It will be an adventure, Tess.” 

			I didn’t know if I wanted to have an adventure, I just wanted to help Alice, but Eddie seemed so into it, and I felt like…I didn’t want to disappoint him, which seemed so dumb to me, like, why would I be feeling that? “Fine,” I said. “Okay. So, do we have to get your mom sauced?”

			“Nope. All we do is wait—she’s sauced by noon. Usually, anyway.”

			Suddenly a horrible retching sound gurgled out from the living room: Alice. We both ran in and found her on the chair where I’d left her, her eyes lowered, her head bowed, on the rug below her, a big pile of cat yak. But the worst thing: We could see blood in it. Dark red and scary. 

			A spider ran across my heart and a squeak of fear escaped my throat. “But we can’t wait, Eddie,” I whispered, lifting Alice. “We’re leaving right now. We can’t let Alice die.”

			He nodded. “Okay, let’s go. Let’s do this.” 

		

	
		
			DUCKING, CRAWLING, HIDING, DARTING

			I gently placed Alice in her carrier, and she spun around and around like she would on my bed at home before snuggling in for sleep. But her turns were slow, endless, like she felt confused. I reached my hand in and gently stopped her. She looked at me, then plopped down and curled into a ball. 

			“Okay, girl. Don’t be afraid, I’m…we’re going to get you help,” I whispered to her. 

			She sighed. 

			As I ran down the stairs and toward the back door, I had a feeling like…something was pulling me back. The house—or whatever was in the house—didn’t want me to leave. Or didn’t want Alice to leave? I adjusted the straps on my backpack, took a deep breath, and then heard several extremely loud SLAMS. Like doors slamming. Or windows jamming shut hard. I sucked in my breath. Icicles ran down my spine, and I froze. Holy buttnuggets what the heckfreak was happening.

			Eerie sound of wind chimes. Smoky smell of fire. 

			SLAM. SLAM. SLAM. The whole house shook. I started shaking too, but I didn’t feel scared. I felt…like Alice was not the only one who needed my help. I stood there, listening to the sound of my breath, deep and slow, in and out, my heart kicking my chest with its strong little legs. Then, slowly, so slowly, I walked down the rest of the stairs, made my way onto the back deck. 

			Eddie was already headed outside. He turned around and smiled. Under the deep-blue warm summer sky, his eyes and hair and clothes and hands and skin glowed like magic. 

			When Eddie saw my face he said, “What happened? You’re white as a ghost.”

			I swallowed. “Nothing, Eddie. I think I’m just nervous. We have to get Alice to the vet.”

			“We will,” he said, and nodded. “Let’s kick it, yo.”

			Above us, puffy white clouds floated by in the blue. I could tell already that it would be a hot day. At the mossy slat in the fence, I crouched down to slip through. Eddie put his hand on my arm. 

			“Wait, wait, wait,” he said. “We can’t just walk down the street like La Dee Dah. With a cat carrier.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“It’s Saturday. People are out. If they see you with me, it won’t be good. Also, what if people are looking for you?”

			I wondered if maybe Dad had looked for me, shuffling up and down the streets in his robe and slippers and unwashed hair, knocking on doors and asking if anyone had seen his daughter. Did he call the cops and report me missing? But you can’t report someone missing until after twenty-four hours. I knew that from TV. Or maybe he had never moved from the bathroom after I’d kicked him and yelled “Shoo! Shoo!” like some little silly stupid thing. 

			For all I knew he still stood there, in the bathroom doorframe, staring at a wall, there and not-there at the same time. We studied marine life in school and learned that snails can hibernate for six months. They curl up in their shell. To stay moist during hibernation, a snail seals its shell opening with a sheet of mucus called an epiphragm. Um, yes. That’s probably what my dad was doing: Staring at a wall while a layer of gooey epiphragm covered his whole body. Zombie epiphragm.

			Eddie said, “I think it would be better to, like, use the trees and bushes to hide behind. Rather than go right down the street.”

			He was right. I didn’t want nosy neighbors slowing us down. I wanted to get there. I couldn’t get Alice’s bloody vomit out of my mind. But then it occurred to me that I didn’t even know where we were going. The vet, yes, and I knew it was in DoWe. But where? 

			“Eddie, can I see your phone? I need to check something.” He handed it to me, but it wasn’t on. The screen was black. I showed it to him.

			“Buttnuggets,” he said. “I forgot I didn’t bring my charger. It’s at the house.” 

			I felt weirdly happy that he had used my word, but not happy that the phone was dead, or that I didn’t have my own. I was supposed to have gotten one, but everything changed, and a phone didn’t seem important anymore. 

			We slipped through the slat and scurried across to an overgrown blue hydrangea bush on Mr. and Mrs. Buckshaw’s lawn. He worked as a doctor, and she was a nurse. They were rarely home. Mr. Buckshaw looked like Han Solo and used to come over to my house when my mom was sick and talk to her and try to make her feel better and tell her he knew she was going to be okay and that she’d “beat it,” but she died anyway. Remembering how confident he felt about her “beating it,” the steam fizzed inside me, and I reached into the dirt for a rock from under the hydrangea bush and hurled it, hard. I meant to hit the house, I guess, but missed, and it went through a first-floor window, shattering the glass. OOPS. 

			Eddie yelped, then looked at me. “What was that for?” 

			I shrugged. 

			“Was that on purpose?”

			“Um. Kind of?”

			We stayed silent for a minute, waiting to see if anyone had heard the window breaking, but no one came out to investigate. 

			“We’re supposed to be avoiding attention, not attracting it,” Eddie whispered.

			“Sorry. He’s a liar. And a doctor.”

			Alice meowed. I peeked into the carrier: she was still curled up, but she’d lifted her head to look out at me through the mesh with her eyes milky and leaky. She sighed. 

			I looked at Eddie. “Go! Next bush!” 

			Eddie was right—a lot of people milled about. Some watered the grass, kids played on lawns, some loaded sports equipment into cars. We stayed concealed, and after about five more lawns of ducking, crawling, hiding, and darting, we made it safely, unseen, to Eddie’s house. We were covered in leaves, twigs, dust, and brambles. 

			He lived on Bergamot Street on the south side of the neighborhood, where the street names changed from flowers and saints to fruits and woods: Lemon Lane, Cherry Circle, Cedar Way. I took a deep breath as we rounded the edge of our final shrub, a wide and tall wall of ficus hedges fencing in the property across the street from the Poffey’s house. I could smell breakfast foods all around us. But no one’s pancakes would be as good as Eddie’s. 

			“Oh no!” Eddie gasped. 

			I parted the hedge with my hands to spy through the rough little yellow-green leaves. 

			I swallowed—a cop car idled in front of Eddie’s house, red and blue lights flashing in the morning sun. 

			No. 

		

	
		
			BARGAIN

			“Eddie, no.”

			“I know. My mom probably called them. She calls them when I split.”

			“How many times have you split?”

			“Um, this is my fourth time. Fifth. No, sixth. Seventh, maybe.”

			“Wow, really?”

			“Yeah, and she thinks I’m gonna have a seizure and end up in a gutter somewhere. So, she sends the cops out looking for me.”

			“Have they ever found you?”

			“Don’t think they really look.”

			We stared at Eddie’s house, both of us breathing heavily as the sun beat down on us. Suddenly Eddie’s front door opened, and Eddie’s mom stepped out in a purple terry-cloth robe and faded little slippers. The cop followed her, and she was talking to him, but we could hear only mumbling. She adjusted her robe, shook her head, and looked down. 

			The cop had his back to us with his hands on his hips. After a moment he nodded, turned, and sauntered down the driveway to the patrol car at the curb. He unlocked the driver’s side door and before he lowered himself in, he lifted his dark blue police hat off his head and tossed it onto the passenger seat. He dropped down onto the seat, shook his head, sighed, and started up the car. He drove off, lights still flashing on top of the car. 

			We waited a few minutes until it was clear, and then we headed around the edge of the hedge. I hoped it wouldn’t take long for Eddie to get the car and his phone charger. 

			“Eddie,” I said, “Please be fast because—”

			“FREEZE! HANDS IN THE AIR! NOW!” 

			Eddie and I yelped, dropped to the ground, threw our hands up. The carrier hit the grass with a thud and Alice cried out. I scrambled to pull her out, and clutched her to my chest, then shut my eyes tight, thinking I was going to be shot in the back of the head because I had just moved my hands. I felt so bad for my dad: first Mom, then the tree, then me and Alice too. All dead. 

			“DON’T SHOOT!” I yelled. “WE HAVE OUR WHOLE LIVES AHEAD OF US, STUPID COP!” 

			Oops. That came out wrong. 

			Eddie turned his head toward me slowly, with a look on his face like, ‘Are you insane?’

			Complete silence. I think I heard a squirrel fart. 

			Then, laughter: a familiar, geeky chuckling. I whipped my head around to find Cotter Wingham at the far end of the hedge, bent over himself, hands holding his belly, hysterically laughing. He wore a karate headband that had black-and-white dots and a big lotus flower on the front. What a freak. 

			“Got you! I GOT you!” he said, pointing. “Oh my god, you yelled ‘stupid cop’!” 

			“Shhhh!” I hissed at him, running over and clamping my hand over his mouth. I pulled him down behind the hedge with us. 

			“What’s wrong?” he asked. “I was playing a joke. I saw the cop and thought it would be funny.” 

			“You have to go, Cotter. Now.”

			“No. Why. Make me.” 

			I turned to Eddie: He had already dashed across the street. It took a second for me to locate him: crouched in the rosebush outside the bay window of his house, his hands curled over the window ledge as he peered inside. Then he dropped down to hide and all I saw was a rustle of dried roses. 

			“What are you doing with him?” Cotter asked. “Eddie Taffy, freak of the century.”

			“Oh, and your excuse?” 

			“I don’t need one, I’m not a freakazoid looney-loo who steals TVs.”

			“Shut up, Cotter. You know nothing about him.”

			“Um, I know he’s a looney-loo. Look. He’s hiding in a bush outside his own house.”

			“Go away.” 

			Suddenly, Eddie spattered down beside us with a WHOOSH, like a baseball player sliding into home. A small pile of grass and dirt went flying from under his legs and feet. 

			Cotter said, “Eeewwwwuuuhhhwhuuuuu” or something. I couldn’t tell if it was because Eddie had startled him, or because he was afraid of him. Eddie nodded to him, reached his hand out to shake, but Cotter just stared at him. Eddie looked around, wiped sweat off his face, brought his head down low, and whispered the strategy: 

			“There are three ways in,” he said. “A front door, a side door, and through the garage. Side door is best bet to get in, up the stairs to my room to grab my charger…then on the way back out, swipe the keys from the chest near the front door.”

			“Huh?” Cotter said. “What are you guys do—”

			“Shhh!” I hissed. 

			“In order to do all that,” Eddie continued, “we’ll have to distract my mom and sister, who are both arguing in the living room right now.”

			“Why are they fighting?” Cotter asked suspiciously. 

			“The usual,” Eddie said. “My mom’s crying, and Becky is saying, ‘Stop crying, Mom!’ and my mother’s saying, ‘I’m worried about Eddie,’ and Becky’s saying, ‘He’s a brain-damaged life-ruiner.’”

			It hit me like a brick in the face, WUH-POOSH, and I grabbed Cotter by the collar: “This is your chance!”

			“Chance for what?”

			“To put your skills to work.”

			“Skills? You mean like my mad-ass improv skills?”

			“Yes!” I said. “Help us, Cotter!” 

			Alice let out a meow—loud and croaky and painful. I stroked her head. 

			“Watt the lightbulb?” Cotter asked. “She does not sound good, Tess.” 

			“I KNOW that. We’re trying to HELP her. That’s why we need you.” I grabbed his hand and, startled, he looked down at it. Then he grinned, happy that I was touching him. “Cotter.”

			He looked at Eddie and scrunched up his face. “Look,” he said, and pointed at him. “Are you a freakazoid looney-loo? Cos I’ve heard crazy stuff about you, buster, and I don’t like that Tess is hanging out with you.” 

			“He’s been helping me,” I said. 

			Cotter looked at me. Then at Eddie. He scrunched up his face and shook his head. 

			I did not want to do it, but I took a deep breath and blurted out: “If you help me, I’ll go to the creature double-feature with you next Friday night.”

			The world fell silent, as still as a stone. Cotter’s eyes widened in slow motion. 

			Tons of kids from school would be there. They’d see us together and I would become even less popular than I already was—if that was possible. BUT we were headed into junior high after the summer so the slate would be clean. I could make new friends with the seventh graders from the other schools. A risk, and I knew it, but I did it for Alice. I looked down at her and noticed her eyes had bubbled up with more goo.

			“Both movies, though,” Cotter added. “And sit next to me the whole time.”

			“Fine. I will see both gross films and sit next to your butt-juice face.”

			Cotter nodded, satisfied. He spit in his hand and shoved it at me. I spit in my own hand and took his. We shook. Great, thanks. Horror movies and spit. Now I knew this was all a nightmare. 

			I kissed the top of Alice’s head and told her she was gonna be okay. Eddie and Cotter reached forward to pet her too. She looked up at them and did that thing with her eyes where she slowly opened and closed them. For a few minutes it was like we all fell under her spell, just looking at her and petting her. The wind swished through the trees overhead. Then—

			“Okay!” Cotter said and clapped his hands together. “I have an idea. Eddie, stand up.” 

			“No, no, no,” I said. “We don’t want anyone to see us.” 

			“’K, then lie down in the grass, all stretched out, hands at your sides.”

			Eddie did as he was told, and Cotter lay down beside him, lining up their feet.

			“Now, say something.”

			“Huh?” Eddie said.

			“Just talk for a sec, so I can listen to your voice.” 

			Eddie said, “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America…um, I don’t know the rest. Happy Birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday dear Cotter, happy birthday to you.”

			“Hot-gravy-on-turkey, me gots it!” Cotter said, satisfied with whatever he was planning to do. “’K, stay here, I’ll be back.” He scrambled into a sitting position and wiped little droplets of sweat off his face. He turned to Eddie, who sat up, and warned him, “Don’t be a crazy jerko, Poffey. I’m a gold-belt in karate. If you mess with Tess, it’s over.” He put his hands up like Bruce Lee. 

			I rolled my eyes. “Don’t let anyone see you,” I said. “DO NOT tell anyone what we are doing. The cops are looking for us, and if we get caught Alice won’t get to the vet.” 

			Cotter chewed his lip, nodded, blinked, crouched low, and scurried away. “I’ll be back in a few,” he said, “I need to grab some props.” 

			“Hurry!” I called after him. 

			The sun beat down. I could feel a patch of heat on the top of my head. I hugged Alice and put her back in the carrier. I looked at Eddie, who stared at the grass, and I wondered if his feelings were hurt by what Cotter had said. I asked him if he was okay. 

			He looked up at me. “That kid cracks me up,” he said. “There is no gold belt in karate.”

		

	
		
			TRICK OR TREAT

			Cotter, dressed in his ghost sheet and wearing his Rollerblades so he would look taller—same height as Eddie—“floated” at the front door. “TRICK OR TREAT!” He sounded exactly like Eddie! He imitated him perfectly. My mouth fell open. He really was some kind of magician.

			Becky stood in the doorway wearing a short, glittery skirt like all the girls wore. She was probably going to meet her frenemies at the mall. I could just picture them—Kelly Callow, Amelie Lopez, Belinda Nazarian, Lisa Lu, and Kay Taisha-Johnson—standing against the wall outside the Forever 15 watching boys go by, each of them wearing the same stupid skirt. I could also picture myself walking by and projectile vomiting on them. I smiled as I imagined their screams of horror and the sound of it splashing all over them. I’m a toad, and I know it, but they deserved vomit. 

			“TRICK OR TREAT!” Cotter yelled again. 

			“Who’s that?” a voice yelled from inside. “Is that you, Eddie?”

			Becky crossed her arms and scowled. 

			“Mom, it’s me!” Cotter/Eddie said. “It’s me, Eddie. Come hug me, Mama!”

			“Eddie?” the voice yelled. “What are you doing out there?” 

			A second later, Eddie’s mom came to the door. She held a drink in her hand, just like Eddie had said. She looked like a faded movie star. “My God,” she said, and put her hand on her heart. “Stop disappearing like this, Edward. This is wrong. I called the cops again. Why are you wearing a sheet?”

			I watched as the real Eddie slid out from the bushes, disappeared around the side of the house, and slipped in unseen by his sister and mom. 

			His mom sipped from her tumbler and said, “Take that off. Halloween is four months away. Your poor brains. Come inside now. Where were you this time?”

			“Out looking for another place to live, I hope,” Becky snarled. “Even though you’re not even my brother and this is some stupid prank. Who are you under there—Brian Heller?”

			“Becky, stop it. That’s your brother. Brian Heller is a shrimp and a creep.”

			“No, mom. My brother is almost eighteen, a full-grown adult, with a job, and doesn’t, like, need to be living at home. Brian Heller is a pimple-rat who asked me out and I said no.” 

			My fingers went into the earth, searching for something to throw at her. If only I had a flamethrower. Brian Heller was a friend of mine, someone I really liked. And yet I had no idea he had asked her out. Why? Why her? Boys were such freaks. 

			“I missed you so much, Mom!” Cotter said. He sounded so much like Eddie. I just shook my head in awe. “That’s why I came home. To see you. Hug me, Mom, hug me now!”

			“Okay, come inside. Oh, what a mess. You’re always making a mess of things.”

			“MOM!” Becky yelled. “This isn’t Eddie!”

			“Excuse me, young lady. Don’t yell at me in front of the whole neighborhood.”

			Cotter said, “It is me! Trick or treat!”

			“See?” Eddie’s mom said to Becky. “He clearly has issues, so it’s definitely your brother.”

			I kept my eyes peeled on the house, hoping Eddie would pop his head out.

			“I have ISSUES!” Cotter let out a loud wail and leaned forward, put his arms out as if to hug Eddie’s mom, fell into her, hard, then pulled back with all his might. Startled, Eddie’s mom dropped her drink all over Becky.

			I clapped my hand over my mouth. Oh my god, he was taking it NEXT LEVEL. 

			Cotter, wobbly on the Rollerblades, pulled on Eddie’s mom until they both went tumbling down to the ground. Eddie’s mom yelled out and got all tangled up in the sheet. From behind the shrub across the street all I could see were four legs sticking out in every direction: two shorter legs with big chunky Rollerblades on them, and two skinny legs with slippers on them. 

			“Stop it!” yelled Becky, stepping out of the house. She yanked the sheet free, and once she saw that it was Cotter underneath, she screamed. I couldn’t tell if the scream was out of frustration for being pranked, or because a lowly theater geek had the nerve to do this to her. I watched her hands curl into fists. I wanted to run out and yank down her glittery skirt. If only one of the popular boys were riding by on his bike and saw it, that would have been so perfect. 

			Eddie popped his head out from the side of the house. Whew. He held up his charger and his mom’s keys, then nodded toward the car in the driveway. I nodded, secured Alice in the carrier, and took a deep breath. Eddie, unseen, darted down the driveway toward the car. A rush of nervous shivers shook my insides. I bolted. Eddie was right about this being more adventurous—my heart was thumping out of my body. 

			The chaos on the grass continued. They had no idea we were there. 

			I looked back over my shoulder and saw Cotter lying on his back with his arms raised, trying to yank the sheet back out of Becky’s hands. “What, no candy?” he yelled. “Gimme a Nutter Butter. Treats, not tricks. Hugs, not drugs.” He still sounded like Eddie, which I found hilarious. Eddie’s mom lay face down in the grass. I didn’t know if she was laughing, crying, or had passed out. 

			We clambered into the car. 

			Eddie started it immediately. 

			We reversed, fast, down the driveway. 

			We both looked over when we heard Becky scream: “Mom! Your car!” She’d heard us start it up, and she pointed at us as we reached the end of the driveway. Eddie looked at me and pointed toward downtown.

			He jammed the wheel. 

			We took off. 

			I never in a trillion years thought I’d say this, but thank God for Cotter Wingham. 

			Eddie gave me a thumbs-up, tossed me his phone and the charger, and said, “Plug it in.” We were on our way, and Alice was going to get help. I unzipped the carrier and pulled her out onto my lap. “Alice, guess what? We’re on our way to the vet.” I stroked the top of her head.

			We stopped at a red light. Up ahead we could see Founder’s Bridge, which connected the town part of Weirville to the city part, over the inlet. Eddie reached over and petted Alice. She looked at him and meowed, a strong meow. She felt happy that we were bringing her to the vet. I saw a lady crossing the street in a wheelchair, rolling herself slowly. She would not make it before the light changed. 

			“Eddie,” I said. “Look.” 

			He put the car in park and got out. He walked around the front of the car, bowed to her, shook her hand, and got behind the wheelchair and took the handles. He pushed her all the way across the street. 

			My mom had one of those wheelchairs too, toward the end. We set up a small area for her in the living room instead of worrying about her getting up and down the stairs. 

			One day I came home from school, and she was backed into the corner, sitting in the wheelchair, hands limp in her lap. She stared out at nothing. She did not even notice me. She wasn’t wearing one of her hats or scarves, and her bald head terrified me. To this day I can’t stop seeing it, and I don’t think it will ever go away. 

			Why didn’t I go to her? Why didn’t I hug her? Why did I look away? Run away? That night I’d heard her say, “Start letting go of me, Benny. Both of you.”

			HOOOOOONK. I startled out of my daydream about Mom. The light turned green and the person in the car behind us hit his horn hard, even though he could see that Eddie was helping a woman in a wheelchair. I placed Alice on the floor of the car, opened the door, got out, looked at the guy in his scary truck, and yelled out: “He’s helping a woman in a wheelchair! Hold your horses!”

			He honked again, holding it down harder so it blared. 

			“Fat buttnugget!” I yelled. 

			Oops. That came out wrong. 

			I got back in the car, shaking my head. What a troll.

		

	
		
			FELV

			When Eddie got back in the car, I typed “vet” into the search bar of his phone, and a few little red pin-drops appeared, scattered around downtown Weirville. I zoomed in on each one until their info appeared in a little window that popped up. 

			Then I saw her name: “Yassss! Dr. Izumi Nagano! That’s HER!” 

			I remembered her long black hair, stylish glasses, and white doctor’s coat, standing with a stethoscope around her neck, petting Alice as she sat on a silver examining table. A younger, healthier Alice, not the suicidal one at my feet. A happier Alice. 

			“Okay, let’s hurry,” I said. “We gotta get her there. Eddie, I hope this works.” 

			“Of course it will,” he said.

			I handed him the phone and he looked at the address and gave me another thumbs-up. Everyone thought Eddie was a dope. Dumb, dangerous, and damaged. Well, he wasn’t. I didn’t know exactly what he was—I still had to figure that out—but so far, he’d slept on the floor beside me, cooked perfect pancakes, “stole” his mom’s car for me, and helped a woman in a wheelchair. 

			We drove onto the famous bridge, framed with Weirville’s famous old-fashioned light posts. I looked out the window at the dark blue water slowly whooshing down below. That’s what the town was named for, that dreamy weir down there. A weir is a dam placed across a river to regulate the flow of water downstream, and a big dam straddled the border of Ohio and Pennsylvania. Weirville—northwest of Pittsburgh, southeast of Cleveland—stood so close to the border of both states that people called it “Penn-hio.” It’s America’s newest city, ‘A beacon of hope, a Lady Liberty not in a harbor, but on a border instead. America’s freshest city, impeccably curated and designed, a ‘Subtropolis’ for the 21st Century.’ Or so it says in the schools and government buildings, and on signs all over downtown. 

			Mom and Dad had said that the weirdest thing about Weirville was that it felt like the past five decades had been tossed into a blender and mixed up. 

			All the kids called it “Weird-ville” instead of Weirville. Clever little buttnuggets. 

			We parked at the vet’s office, and Eddie said he was going to dash over to the gas-station market across the junction to get some stuff we needed but that he would come in with me if I wanted him to. I shook my head—I thought it’d be better to go in alone. 

			The Weirville Animal Hospital looked a like a giant ski lodge at the foot of a snowy mountain, even though it stood in the middle of busy downtown. I never understood why they built it so big and almost like a log cabin. It hovered in the middle of a big parking lot, filled with sick animals and strange smells and very worried owners. 

			I swallowed and headed inside with Alice.

			I asked the people at the front desk if they could get Dr. Nagano. “Tell her it’s Tess and Alice.” A few minutes later, she walked into the lobby, looked at me, then came over and hugged me. She told me to follow her, and we went down the hallway and into one of the examination rooms. We put Alice on the little silver table and Dr. Nagano petted her gently. I told her everything that had happened, and afterward, I felt like I could breathe again, and I really needed to pee. “Can I use the bathroom?” I asked.

			“Down the main hall, then take a right. Take your time, sweetheart. Wash your face. I’m going to take a close look at Alice; you come back in here when you’re nice and refreshed, okay?” I took that to mean that she noticed my clothes were kinda dirty and my hair was kinda messy, and I probably stank. I reached over and touched Alice. She looked at me and blinked slowly. I told her I’d be right back. 

			I walked down the main hallway, remembering when I would sometimes come with Mom for Alice’s yearly checkup. The whole place smelled like a vanilla candle mixed with tangy animal smells. Cat breath and wet fur and dog shampoo and chewy bones. On the other side of the office, phones rang out, and the entrance doors jingled whenever someone came in. 

			An examining room door opened right in front of me and a little girl stepped out holding a big gray rabbit with long, floppy ears. The rabbit’s two front teeth protruded from its pink snout, and as I walked by it looked at me with its black eyes and twitched its Y-shaped nose. Rabbits are cute, but they’re too scared of everything. I found the bathroom and when I was finished, I turned on the faucet and let the cold water run over my hands. I splashed some on my face. 

			I looked down at a little metal shelving unit beside the toilet bowl where napkins folded into small animals sat, like origami: a white rabbit, a black cat, a brown dog, a pink swan. I stared at them. Were they for decorative purposes? Or to be used? I didn’t see any other napkins or tissues, or a hot-air dryer in there either. I picked up the napkin-animals and admired them. Who did this? 

			I unraveled each one, taking them apart fold-by-fold, imaging that the animals were disappearing as they lost their shape, becoming nothing but ordinary cotton rectangles used for cleaning and drying hands.

			I had a friend named April Goldschmidt, who moved to Chicago when her dad got a big job at some stupid finance firm. We used to listen to Selena Gomez together. After her grandmother died, April told me that in the Jewish faith, when someone died, you did this thing called shiva. For several days, you sat at home on low stools, wearing torn black ribbons to symbolize the tear in the heart for the ache of the loss, and you covered all the mirrors with black cloth. I asked why, and April said it was to keep the ghosts away, because ghosts entered our lives and homes when we looked in the mirror; they were gateways to the other world. 

			When my mom died, a bunch of people I’d never met came over and ate pies and casseroles for an hour. Theresa, the woman who lived across the street, brought over several pies she’d baked. She seemed prouder that she had baked them than sad for the reasons she had to bake in the first place. 

			I hung the pink swan napkin over the mirror, the white rabbit one over the toilet seat, the black cat over the back of the toilet, and the brown doggie over a framed painting of a horse. I sat down on the toilet, placed my hand on my heart like a torn black ribbon, and said, “Take these poor napkin-animals to napkin-animal heaven.” I wanted someone to find them all unraveled and draped. I wanted them to wonder why the perfect little napkin-animals had been sullied like this. How could someone DO this to the sweet napkin-animals? 

			I ran my fingers through my hair and tried to straighten out the crumples in my clothes. When I walked back in the exam room, Alice was curled into a ball on the silver table and her eyes were closed.

			“Have a seat, Tess,” Dr. Nagano said, clearing her throat. “We need to talk.” 

			My heart butterflied. I sat down in a chair and sighed. “She’s okay, right?” 

			“Well, Tess,” she said, “you did good, bringing her here. She is quite sick.”

			“Sad, you mean. She’s sad. She tried to get herself run over.”

			“Oh,” she said and looked at Alice for a minute. “Isn’t that interesting.”

			“She’s just sad ’cause of my mom. So, she…I think she tried to go find her.”

			Dr. Nagano nodded and tucked a hair behind her ear. “I feel confident that she has FeLV, which is the feline leukemia virus. Lymphoma. It’s not uncommon, and Alice is nearly thirteen now, but then…FeLV has nothing to do with aging, I’m afraid.”

			“Wait…leukemia?” 

			“It’s a cancer of the blood.”

			“Cancer?”

			Again? 

			“I’m so sorry, Tess. I imagine that’s why she’s trying to end her own life.”

			“Huh? Not because she was sad?”

			“It’s a rare occurrence, but it does happen. We’ve seen it. We’ve had owners whose cats were diagnosed with a terminal illness, and later drowned themselves in the family pool. Or just disappeared.”

			“But that’s so sad.” We didn’t have a pool. Maybe that’s why she chose to get run over. 

			“See,” Dr. Nagano said, and stepped toward me. “Cats are tricky. They’re masters of masking illness. It’s a regression to their origins in the wild: a sick animal was easy prey. Cats are not pack animals. They live solitary lives, save for mating and rearing young. They stay silent about pain and illness out of instinct for their own protection. They don’t want to draw the attention of predators. Some animals self-harm when they are sick.”

			“But…Alice isn’t some wild animal. She’s my sister. She can’t die.” 

			“I can’t begin to imagine how hard this must be.”

			I dropped my head into my hands. 

			And then I felt it: steam. I felt the warm, irritating sting. Lava eels swam around my heart and lungs, slithering inside me, slick black flames. I wanted to reach down my own throat, into my own chest, and grab the eels and yank them out and throw them against the wall, watch them smack down onto the ground and stop squirming. 

			I can’t begin to imagine how hard this must be. 

			How many times had I heard THAT one? Oh, like maybe a trillion and twelve times. “Oh, just shut up.”

			Oops. That came out wrong. 

			“Excuse me, Tess?”

			My cheeks burned. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m a toad.” 

			Dr. Nagano sighed. “There’s something else I need to talk to you about.” 

			I looked over at Alice. She looked so peaceful sleeping like that. 

			“Your dad called me yesterday, Tess.”

			My heart kicked me, hard. 

			“He told me that you had a fight and you took Alice and ran off. He didn’t know where you were, but he suspected you might show up here. I’ve called him.”

			Steam. Lava. Rising. No.

			I stood from the chair so hard that it shot out from behind me and hit the wall, then toppled and landed upside down. 

			I looked at Dr. Nagano. 

			She looked so sad. So guilty. 

			“Give me my cat!” I said, probably louder than I needed to. 

			Alice roused and looked up at me, asking with her sad eyes what was going to happen to her.

			Dr. Nagano stepped toward me, and I stepped toward Alice. 

			We both stood still. 

		

	
		
			CRAPBALLS

			“He’s on his way, and we’ll talk, the three of us, about sweet Alice,” Dr. Nagano said. 

			Alice’s thick, long, white whiskers still looked healthy, and her little pink nose looked like a little heart. But her green eyes looked dark, and sad, and inside me the lava eels burned and squirmed. I stepped toward her, so I could pick her up and get the heck out of there, but Dr. Nagano placed her hands on my shoulders and leaned toward me. 

			“Tessa, you are not thinking rationally right now, which is understandable. Let’s talk with your dad. We’ll straighten this whole thing out.”

			“Just give her to me. She’s my cat. She needs me, and I’m—”

			“You can’t take Alice with you, sweetheart. She’s sick, and we need to take care of her, because that is what we do here. That is why you brought her here in the first place, isn’t it?”

			I blinked. 

			“Isn’t it, sweetheart?”

			“I don’t…KNOW! I just wanted to…I thought…she was just sad! I don’t want her to be in a hospital. She’ll die if she stays here. Just give her to me!” The doctor’s medical tools and supplies, papers and other things, were all spread out neatly on the counter beside me. My hand jutted out, swiped at her clipboard, and flung it forward. It clanged to the floor. She knelt to pick it up. 

			Little glass bottles stood on the counter too, the kind that doctors stick needles into to draw out whatever liquid: medicine, a vaccine, anesthesia. I swiped at those too and sent them flying to the floor where they crashed and broke and spat, leaving little puddles. The smell was so strong, alcohol and something bitter, sour. 

			I bolted toward Alice, but Dr. Nagano hopped back up and intercepted me. 

			“Okay, okay, okay,” she said, holding her hands up. “Let’s just stay calm. Let’s just take a breath here. Let’s go out into the lobby.”

			“No. Give me my cat. Now. I mean it.”

			Alice meowed. It sounded hoarse and weak and sad and scared. I could tell she was asking me to pick her up and take her out of there forever. I could tell! 

			“See? She’s telling me that she wants me to take her out of here.”

			“No, Tess. I can’t let you leave here with her. Let’s go find your dad.”

			I shoved Dr. Nagano hard, and she stumbled back into the examining table. It startled Alice and she quivered, her head scrunched down, her ears flattening against her head. She looked at me out of the corners of her eyes as if I had done something bad. 

			Dr. Nagano turned around quickly and lifted Alice off the table, then enfolded her into her chest. Alice meowed, confused. 

			Trapped. I was trapped, and I couldn’t have Alice back. Everything went blurry and freaky and scary. The fire eels slithered, and my heart kicked me. I didn’t know what to do. 

			I didn’t want to see my dad. Not him. No way. Not ever.

			I tried to grab Alice again, darting back and forth, cornering Dr. Nagano. Alice let out a cat scream, and it startled me. I stopped. Dr. Nagano bolted from the room. I tore out after her. I thought maybe I could trip her in the hallway, and she would drop Alice. Then, I would scoop her up and go. I gave chase. But at the far end of the hallway, standing under the pale fluorescent lights like a white shadow, I saw Dad. Staring into dead space. Zombie. 

			Could he even see me? I couldn’t tell. He stood with his hands in the pockets of his robe.

			His robe. His robe. 

			He wore his robe and slippers. To the animal hospital. 

			Shivers ran down my legs and I just SHOVED my foot out to kick something, to kick anything, but the wall was too far away, and I just…kicked the air instead, and because I kicked air, I lost my balance, and toppled hard onto my butt. Then I felt like an idiot. I scrambled up, fixed my sneaker, shot one last look down the hallway toward my dad and Dr. Nagano, and turned and ran the other way, screaming at the top of my lungs, “ALICE I WILL COME BACK FOR YOU!” It sounded so loud it even scared me—and I was the one doing the screaming! 

			I barreled through the back door—an Emergency Exit—and the alarm sounded. Great, thanks. It shrieked so loudly that I had to cover my ears. Why did an animal hospital need an alarm system that sounded like a warning to the humans of earth that the world was going to blow up in 10 seconds?

			The sun beat down sharp and hot. I moved my hands from my ears to shield my eyes from the glare and looked around: I came out on the opposite side of the parking lot from where Eddie had parked. Creeping along the outside walls of the hospital, I peeked my head out. My heart was a giant moth batting its wings against the walls of my chest as I thought about my dad actually doing something, like leaving the house to come get me. He was human after all. Even if he still wore his terry-cloth uniform of doom and gloom to the animal hospital. 

			The exit alarm finally stopped, and the world went silent. I ducked down and scurried across the parking lot to the back corner where I knew Eddie’s mom’s car was parked. When I got there, he was not in the car, and it was locked. He still wasn’t back? Where was he? My heart skipped beats and sweat trickled down my face. 

			I spotted Eddie across the junction, turning his head left and then right and then left again, waiting for a space in the traffic so he could run across. He held two plastic grocery bags. I raised my hands up and waved so he would see me. He raised one of the bags up in acknowledgment. I signaled for him to hurry up, and he bolted across. 

			“I got so much!” he said, out of breath, all sweaty like me. “The Soop-Doop 8 has a lot of stuff! Did you know that? It’s like a mini-Walmart.”

			“Eddie—”

			“Don’t worry, no one we know saw me. I got breakfast food, lunch food, snack food, AND dinner food. I’m a pretty good cook.” He popped the trunk and laid the bags down. He looked at me. “Hey. Are you okay?” 

			“My dad’s here!”

			“He is?”

			“Alice has cancer!”

			“Huh?”

			I turned and kicked the side of the car really hard. Like, really hard. I didn’t mean to put a dent in it, but I did, and it looked bad. Great, thanks. Add “car-kicker” and “dent-maker” to my list of admirable toad skills. 

			“Crapballs. Crapballs on everyone,” I said. “Crapballs all over my dad and—” 

			“Oh, that’s kind of a weird thing to imagine—” 

			“And stupid stinking crapballs on CANCER!”	 

			I took a deep breath and turned back toward the hospital, my fists clenched against my sides. I could not leave Alice in there. I took one step toward the building—thinking I’d just bolt in and beat everyone up who tried to stop me and grab her and hug her and take her back to the haunted house—when suddenly an extremely bright flash of sunlight reflected off the windshield of a car turning into the parking lot. A cop car! We both ducked down hard behind Eddie’s mom’s dented car.

			“Crapballs” Eddie said. Then, “Crapballs on everything.”

			I peeked out and saw the car door open and a cop step out. He stood taller than a lumberjack, had short hair, a long face, dark sunglasses. He put his hands on his hips and looked around. 

			Eddie groaned. “He’s gonna look over and see my mom’s car. We’re doomed.”

			The cop took out his walkie-talkie, spoke some words into it, latched it back onto his belt, and walked across the lot toward the entrance. When he was out of sight, we both scrambled up and into the car. Eddie yanked it into reverse and gunned it out of the parking lot. 

			As we made our way back over the bridge, I kept looking behind us to see if the police car was coming after us. But we seemed to be in the clear. I hated myself for leaving Alice. I flipped down the passenger seat visor, flicked open the little plastic sheath, and looked at myself in the dusty square of glass. I didn’t even look like me. 

			“Eddie,” I said. “What is happening? What are we doing?” 

			Eddie, wiping sweat off his brow, looked at me and said, “We’re helping Alice.” He drummed his fingers nervously on the steering wheel. “But everything’s getting kind of nuts, I guess.” 

			“Eddie,” I said. “Turn around. Let’s go back. I can’t leave her there. Not with the Zombie. He might eat her.”

			Leave her. 

			I thought about Alice in that hospital. Was she surrounded by sick animals who whined and hissed? Would she just curl up into a ball and sleep, knowing I would keep my promise when I said I’d come back for her? 

			I squirmed, like the eels in my belly. “Oh, god. We have to get her now. Go back. I made a huge mistake. Turn the car around.”

			“But your dad is there, and the cops.”

			“I never should’ve brought her there!” I lifted my already aching foot and slammed it against the dashboard of Eddie’s mom’s car like six times.

			“Please stop killing my mom’s car.”

			“Crap. I didn’t mean it. I’m a toad.”

			“We did the right thing bringing her there, Tess.”

			“I know, but—”

			“You got a shock. I get it. You thought maybe they’d say she was sad and would get over it and they could give her medicine, and instead they said she has cat cancer and has to stay there.” 

			I looked at Eddie. 

			“We’re gonna get her back, Tess. I promise. Let’s get back to the house and eat, okay? And then…then…we’ll come up with a game plan. And we’ll go back. Tonight. Okay? It’ll be so much more adventurous that way.”

			“But Eddie,” I said, “I don’t need adventures. I just need Alice to be okay.”

			“But Tess,” he said, and looked at me, “everything’s better when you turn it into an adventure.” 

		

	
		
			RAGE GENE

			It took a long time to return to the neighborhood because Eddie drove all the back streets to avoid getting caught by the cops. We got lost four or five times and I had to figure out alternate routes using the maps app on his phone. But we made it. Eddie passed his street and we both looked down the block at the same time. We didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Eddie’s street was lined with trees, and a breeze rustled the leaves as we drove by. He said, “I should really bring the car back to my house but we should hide it instead, because we have to drive back later and get Alice. Right?”

			I nodded. “Hide it, yeah.” Eddie had read my mind. I didn’t have to say anything. I didn’t have to do anything. He just knew. A little puddle of warmth spread through my belly, as if I had eaten turkey with hot salty gravy. My stomach grumbled. 

			

			At the end of Saint Jude Street, trees sprawled way back to the horizon. Eddie steered his mom’s car into the field, across lumpy earth overgrown with grasses, weeds, and wildflowers. Giant gray grasshoppers ricocheted like little rockets off the tops of stalks. The field smelled sweet and swampy. We got out and pulled loose branches down, gathered leaves from the ground, and covered the car. The leaves, heavy from the last time it rained, worked like blankets. We headed out of the field on foot. Looking back from the street, the car was perfectly camouflaged. 

			We scurried from bush to tree to shrub, like we had earlier, doing our best not to be seen by anyone, and kept our eyes peeled for any cop cars driving the streets of our neighborhood. We did okay until we came around a corner not far from the house and discovered a kid’s birthday party on a front lawn. About fifteen kids screamed, laughed, and tumbled over one another. Music blared, and a freaky clown in baggy pink pants twisted colorful balloons into cats, dogs, and giraffes. We heard the latex squeaking as the clown created birds and alligators too. Parents wandered around, carrying platters of food and sweets, setting them on tables covered with red-and-white checkered tablecloths. 

			We could not get past without being seen by everyone. No way. 

			Crouching behind a tree across the street, Eddie wiped sweat from his brow and looked up the thick trunk. “You a good climber?” he asked. 

			Yes, from all those times I had climbed Stanley on our lawn. I would never climb that tree again. I nodded, and Eddie scampered up like a monkey. I followed, using every little chunk and jut in the trunk to find my footing. We settled on the third branch up, the longest and the sturdiest, which concealed us. I could see out by peeking between the leaves, but it didn’t look like anyone on the ground could look up and see us. We were safe. Through the other side, I saw the main road in and out of the development. I kept my eyes peeled for Dad’s car. If I saw it, I planned to scramble down the tree, run to the car, open the door, grab Alice, and take off. 

			I didn’t see him though. He wasn’t coming home. 

			Eddie and I didn’t speak for a while. We watched the party through the leaves. Above our heads, through the canopy of the tree, clouds lulled like fluffy white arms holding up the blue sky. 

			Eddie turned onto his back and stretched his body out. I leaned back against the main trunk, my legs splayed outward along the branch. I began to doze, but Eddie asked something, and I opened my eyes.

			“What’d you say?” I asked.

			“You’re angry, huh?”

			“It’s the toad. And the steam. I’m a steam-toad.”

			“Wanna know something? It’s genetic. I swear. So, I watched a thing on 60 Minutes where they did tests on people to prove that there is, like, a rage gene. It’s called DARPP-32, I think.”

			“60 Minutes? R2-D2? What?”

			Ha. I know, 60 Minutes, I’m so old. I like Scott and Lesley and Anderson Cooper. I like all the silver hair. It comforts me. So, is your anger passed down from your dad?”

			I blinked. Dad was the calm one. Mom had the temper. If I got it from anyone, it would be her. Well, from her dad, anyway. My gramps in Boston. But she wasn’t an angry person, she didn’t go around yelling at people and kicking things and lying the way I did. She wasn’t an amphibian like me. No, she would just get mad when she was supposed to, and she knew how to deal with it. She could be tough. She’d played field hockey in high school! She once told me it had taught her everything she needed to know about life. That, and being a stage manager in college. 

			Maybe I should go into field hockey and stage management. 

			She got mad when she talked about her parents and siblings, my absent grandparents and aunts and uncles who had basically disowned her because she didn’t want to be a staunch Catholic. As a kid, I would hear her fighting on the phone with her parents. It stopped after a while. But her voice, when she would get angry, used to scare me because of how deep it went, and it didn’t sound like her when her Boston accent peeked out. 

			Never in my whole life did she ever get angry at me. Never, ever, ever. She had tremendous love for me. That’s what Mrs. Melloni said at the funeral. She took me aside and said, “Her love for you was tremendous. She told me so a million times.” Then she said, “Dear heart, you won’t remember her in this coffin. You won’t always see her lying there like that with way too much makeup on her face and that awful wig. That image will fade.”

			But it hasn’t faded. I still see it every time I lie down at night to sleep. 

			I looked at Eddie. His eyes were a rainy sky with one sunbeam piercing through: dark blue-gray eyes sprinkled with reddish light. I admired his rust-colored corduroys and blue windbreaker. He dressed like a little kid, an orphan who’d visited a secondhand store, but I could not imagine him being any different. “Eddie,” I said. “You’re not like everyone says. You know?”

			“You mean stunted? Crazy? Dangerous?”

			“Um, yeah. I mean, I don’t get it. Why does everyone say that stuff?”

			“I’m better now. I did use to be kinda nuts.”

			“Okay, but people still say that stuff. All the time.” 

			“Yup. My therapist says it’s projection.”

			“You go to therapy?”

			“Indeed, ma’am.”

			“What does projection mean?”

			“People feel that way about me because of their own disappointments with their lives, and their own fears that they could be, like, admired and heroic, like I once was, and then in a flash it could disappear, and you could have brain damage like me and become a loser.” 

			Oh. Therapy sounded cool. I wanted to hear stuff like that. 

			“But,” Eddie continued, peeking through the leaves again to look at the party on the lawn, “I don’t know. It makes me feel good that people need me to throw away all their bad feelings. So, I’m like, doing a service.”

			“Well, you really like to help people.”

			He grinned. “I’m good at it!”

			I thought about the day before, when I saw him dressed in his ambulance technician uniform, trying to help the EMTs who were flurrying around Mrs. Melloni, even though she hadn’t gotten too badly banged up. 

			“The thing that really bothers me,” Eddie said, sitting up and dusting himself off, “is that my dad left after it happened. He was my hero and he split. I feel bad for him.”

			“Why feel bad for him? He’s the buttnugget that split.”

			“Because he’s…” 

			“What?”

			“Weak. I think.” He shrugged and smiled a sad smile. 

			I thought about my own dad and shook my head; I was disappointed in him, worried for him. I yanked a leaf from the end of a branch, folded it, and peeled away pieces. I dropped it and watched as the little green triangles whirled down, down, down to the ground.

		

	
		
			DAMI & LUNAR

			Finally the party ended, and as the creepy clown cleaned up all the balloon animals, we slipped back to the house unseen. Eddie made us soup. It came from a can. Chicken and Stars. He warmed it up in a little pan on the stove in the kitchen and then scooped it into two blue bowls that matched the plates we’d used to eat pancakes. Little yellow pasta stars floated on the surface of the soup. After that, we sat on the couch in the playroom next to Clementine and Fox, still holding hands. I picked up Eddie’s phone and went online to check the hours at the vet hospital:

			
MON-FRI 6AM-9PM | SAT-SUN 8AM-8PM

			VETERINARIANS ON CALL 24 HRS 

			FOR EMERGENCY SERVICES 

			


			I looked at Eddie. “Let’s plan to leave right when it gets dark, around 8:15.”

			He nodded.

			I stood and walked over to the pool table where the Ouija board lay like a magic artifact in a museum. I reached forward and touched it. It felt waxy smooth under my fingers, which I moved across the word GOODBYE at the bottom. A tingling sensation fleeced across my hand and my fingers shivered. A magnetic feeling pulled my hand toward the board. I yanked it away and stared down at the arrowhead thingy. Whoa. 

			That felt like the same thing from when I retrieved Alice from under the house.

			Alice. Was she okay? It made the front part of my head hurt so bad thinking of her in there. 

			Then the smell of smoke again, and the distant wind chimes tolling. 

			“Eddie,” I whispered. “Let’s ask the Ouija board something.”

			“No way, Jose. That thing is pure evil.”

			“But it will be more adventurous that way.” He turned his head and raised his eyebrows at me. 

			A door opened.

			I knew it was the back door, because it creaked when it opened and made a whooshing sound as the bottom rubber flap scraped against the floor. 

			I whipped my head toward Eddie, and scrambled for the bully blinder, buried in my pocket. Eddie stood up from the couch.

			“No!” he whispered. “Is it the cops?” 

			I heard voices, hushed and secretive. The floorboards creaked as they crossed the kitchen. Every few steps, they’d pause and murmur. The playroom door clicked and swung open, creaking. Then, loud heavy clomping down the steps into the playroom.

			“I’m telling you, Velv,” a male voice whispered, “Someone was here. Or is here.” 

			We dropped onto our stomachs and shimmied like mad under the pool table. 

			A female voice said, “Maybe it’s Francine.”

			“Are you kidding? You really think she’d go upstairs and cook soup?”

			The strangers stopped and looked around. Then it hit me: Creepy manga Gothie Dami Tross and his girlfriend, Tamara Lebedev, who called herself ‘Lunar Velvet’ or something. She had pale purple-white hair and always wore all white. People called her ‘Lunatic Velvet’ because she would just float by anyone who was mean to her, her eyes staring straight ahead and her face as pale as a small white shell washed up on the beach. Sometimes she wore white lipstick. 

			They were older, maybe sixteen? From beneath the pool table, I saw that Dami wore a pair of grisly black combat boots that went all the way up to his knees, crisscrossed by bright red laces like the stitches on Frankenstein’s forehead. Lunar wore silver-white platform moon boots with four-inch platform heels. The laces were colored pale purple like her hair. 

			“Zepho looks all right,” she said. 

			I looked at Eddie: Zepho? He shook his head.

			She walked right up to the pool table and above our heads we felt the slight vibration of the Ouija board as she slid it across the velvety green surface. 

			“Wait. Where are the hosts?” Dami said and clomped over to the couch. “Look! The hosts have been moved! I told you we should have put everything away! We shouldn’t leave it all out in the open! Anyone can come in here!”

			“Calm down, darling. No one has come in here. You know that. If anyone is here, though, it’s because Francine allowed it. So, whoever is here, or was here, is deffy someone we need to speak with.” 

			I looked at Eddie: Francine? He shrugged. 

			Lunar sat on one of the colored stools around the table and scooted in. Eddie and I stayed silent. I had my bully-blinder monkey light in my fist, ready to blast. 

			She said, “Maybe she’ll speak with us now.”

			“What do you mean?” Dami asked.

			“Mom says they will not commune unless there’s a person in the room with whom they want to make contact.”

			I widened my eyes at Eddie: Contact?

			“Dami! The planchette!” she said and stood up quickly from the stool and stepped back. Then we could hear a whooshing sound. Was it that arrowhead thingy moving across the Ouija board all on its own? Or did one of them move it? Did they know we were under the pool table and were just messing with us? Yuck. Creeps! 

			The arrowhead thingy darted about. I heard it scurry across the board like an urgent whisper, spelling something out. I didn’t like this. I figured if we just stayed silent and hidden, they’d go away and leave us alone. The arrowhead thingy stopped moving, and for a moment silence filled the playroom like a fog. I felt the tingling, the magnetic feeling, all over my body. 

			Then Lunar stepped forward. “They’re underneath the pool table?”

			Eddie gasped. 

			I grabbed his hand and put my finger to my lips: Shhhh. Dami’s tank boots clomped over like some angry troll. A second later I saw the spikes of a mohawk appear and the jostle of silver skull necklaces as he ducked to get a look underneath. His eyes, rimmed with black eyeliner, made his face look pale white. 

			I panicked and pressed the button on my monkey’s butt and shoved it right into Dami’s face. The blinding blue light illuminated, and the monkey screeched, “OOH OOH OOH EEEH EEEH EEEH AAAH AAAH AAAH!” Dami crumpled onto the floor with a thud of black leather and silver jewelry. I smelled earthy, weird cologne, mixed with the sticky-sweet scent of hair glue or spray. I backed out from under the table with Eddie, and we both scrambled up, ready to bust out.

			Lunar walked toward me with her arms raised. I couldn’t tell if she wanted to hug me or strangle me. I raised the monkey again and pressed it toward her face. She screamed, threw her hands over her eyes, lost her balance, and toppled backward on her silvery platform moon boots. We all breathed heavily, our hearts pounding out of our chests. 

			“What IS that!” Lunar hollered. “I can’t SEE!” 

			“I can’t either!” Dami yelled. “You could do SERIOUS damage with that thing, you idiot!”

			I crossed my arms. “Well, that’s what you get.”

			“For what?” Lunar said. “What did we do to you?”

			“You’re creeps, and you creeped us out. That’s what you get, creepy freaks.”

			Dami snarled and clomped toward me, a bull. I could almost see the puffs of smoke shooting from his nostrils. I thought he was going to bring a Frankenstein fist down on the top of my head and end my life in two seconds.

			Eddie stepped in front of me, blocking him. “Do it and die, ghoul.” His voice sounded so deep. 

			Dami stood there huffing and puffing, tall as a house, freaky as a blowfish. Then he started frantically readjusting his tangled necklaces. He had a tattoo of a tarantula on his neck. I couldn’t tell if it was real or drawn on. “What are you doing here, anyway!” Dami yelled at me. “Losing your virginity to the town moron or something?” 

			I walked forward and punched Dami’s face. 

			Oops. That came out wrong. 

			His head snapped back, he stumbled, and suddenly blood started pouring out of his nose, thick and red down his face, over his lips, under his chin, and onto the legs of his neck tarantula. My jaw dropped. He wiped the blood away, and the spider’s legs smeared. Ha—fake tattoo! The white powder on his face smeared into messy, pale pink as it mixed with the blood. Dami’s eyes went wide like a little kid who didn’t know what to do. 

			I’d never a thrown a punch before in my whole life. It really hurt.

			Lunar walked slowly over to Dami—never taking her eyes off me. She touched Dami’s arm gently with one hand, and with her other hand she gestured to me all grandly like a duchess and said, “It’s her. Strong, sad, and real. This is it. What we’ve been waiting for. The planchette has never moved before, until now. Because of her.” She pointed at me. “I know it. I can feel it.”

			“Um, what?” I asked and looked at Eddie. 

			He looked a little stunned that I went all Michelle Rodriguez on Dami Tross. 

			Dami stared at me for a long time, then frowned, turned around, and stomped angrily up the steps, with his hand covering his nose and his head tipped back toward the ceiling. Lunar watched him go, turned back to me, and considered me like priceless art on a museum wall. 

			I stepped back and took a few deep breaths. 

			Oh my godder! I just wanted my cat! I wanted Alice back, so I could hold her and pet her and talk to her and tell her she did not need to die of cat cancer. What was I doing? Where was my dad? What was happening? Was I just making one stupid decision after the other? 

			Dami returned with tissues shoved into his nose. The skin on his chin and neck was still pasty and pink. I looked down at my hand, the one I’d used to sock it to him, and placed my other hand over it and massaged it. It throbbed. 

			“Don’t make fun of Eddie,” I said. “He’s my protector.” 

			Eddie turned and looked at me. 

			Oh. Was that weird? I don’t know why I said that. Great, thanks. “He’s my friend, okay? And he’s helping me. You know nothing, creepy freak. You can’t even make a good fake tattoo, Tarantula Man.”

			Dami plopped down on the purple bar stool and sighed, all sad like. “Don’t call us creeps, okay? Don’t shine that stupid monkey in our eyes. Don’t judge us, okay?” 

			Wow. I suddenly felt bad for him, and then I felt weird that I felt bad for him. 

			Dami Tross had grown up on an US Indian reservation in Michigan before being sent to Weirville to live with some mean uncle. Rumor had it his family had been nearly wiped out by alcohol. I didn’t know it posed such a problem on reservations, but Mrs. Shackleford, my fourth-grade teacher, told us about it. When Dami was in seventh grade and I was in fourth, he got in trouble after he beat up Christopher Renner. Christopher had made fun of Dami’s family, and Dami went crazeballs and beat him to a pulp. The whole class was kinda freaked out, but not me—Chris Renner was a mean buttnugget.

			Lunar joined Dami at the pool table, sitting on the blue stool. She placed her hand on his head to comfort him. I tucked my monkey into my pocket and sat across from them. Eddie sat next to me on the green. We all looked at each other across the table.

			“His uncle hits him,” Lunar said matter-of-factly.

			“Don’t,” Dami said. 

			“His uncle wants him to be normal—whatever that means—and apply to colleges to be an engineer or go into the service to be a pilot. He denies his existence as an artist and a mystic.”

			“Please stop, Lunar.”

			“I see him for who he is. And just like Eddie is your friend who is helping you, Dami is my friend who is helping me.”

			“Sorry,” I said. “You scared us.”

			Dami sighed. 

			Lunar cocked her head and furrowed her brow. She looked just past me, above my head, and she squinted. “There’s an energy around you. I see it.”

			“Lunar, stop,” Dami said. “They don’t understand.”

			“There’s an aura, and…I don’t think it’s Francine.”

			“Who’s Francine?” I asked. “What is Zepho? What’s going on here?”

			“Well, first of all,” Lunar sighed dramatically, “my mom is Liberty Lebedev.” 

			She tossed her purple-white hair back. 

			“Um. Who?”

			Dami said, “Liberty Lebedev? Extremely famous psychic medium? Has a TV show?”

			I shrugged and looked at Eddie. He shrugged too. 

			“What’s the show called?” Eddie asked.

			“With Liberty and Justice for All the Dead.”

			“That’s…that’s the name of the show?” I covered my mouth to stop laughing. 

			“My mom is world renowned. She’s cleaned hundreds of houses. She’s formidable.”

			“If she’s so famous and—what did you say, ‘formaldehyde?’—how come I’ve never heard of her?” I asked. 

			Lunar looked away, hurt. She twirled a strand of purple hair between her fingers. 

			“Lunar thinks she might be a psychic medium too,” Dami said. “Even though her mother says she’s not, and even though her mother ignores her, and even though her mother—”

			“Fledgling. I’m a fledgling,” Lunar said. “I’m blossoming. That’s what happens. It’s a bloodline. It’s passed down. It’s a very important, very rare gift, and I have it. I know I do. And—”

			“Have to go to the bathroom,” Eddie said. “Sorry to interrupt. But it’s number two.” 

			Lunar raised her eyebrows. 

			He got up from the stool and clambered up the stairs. I heard his footsteps as he made his way across the kitchen to the bathroom. Then the door squeaked and closed with a click. 

			While Eddie was going number two, Lunar told me that her parents had divorced and that her mom traveled all over the country, taping her show. Lunar would go visit her every so often in different cities, but her mom basically ignored her. Eventually she started to bring Dami along to have some company. “That, by the way, is where we get all our cool clothes,” she said proudly. “We shop in San Francisco, Atlanta, New Orleans, Austin, Portland. You can’t get this stuff here in Weird-ville.” 

			Whatever. I liked oversized hoodies, skinny jeans, hats, and Vans. I found them at the mall. 

			She told me that the family that had lived in the house—the parents and their child—had been experiencing very scary stuff: furniture moving by itself, music playing from inside the walls. The family members had dreams about a group of seven sisters, from the late 1800s, who had been trapped in a fire, perished, turned to ash, and been blown into a cluster of stars in the winter sky. 

			The 1800s? Like my dream! A fire? What I’d been smelling! WHAT? Francine, Lunar told us, was the sister that had been left behind, lonely, angry, and lost. 

			People in Weirville knew Lunar’s mom was this in-demand-psychic-medium-celebrity-lady, and they implored her to return to her town to help her neighbors, and she did. “But the séances here did not go well,” Lunar said. “My mom is convinced that Francine is an extremely vengeful spirit, so she made the family vacate immediately. They left everything behind.”

			“But why?” I asked. 

			“Spirits can travel with objects and settle in new places, the way we can ride in a car from one destination to another.”

			Outside a summer crow cawed maniacally and the drone of cicadas in the trees sawed the air. Lunar said that no one knew about the house being abandoned, and the family was told not to talk about it, and that maybe, in the future, Francine would vacate, and they could come back. But that was a few months ago. Lunar felt certain that Francine wanted or needed something to “move on.” Studying me out of the corner of her eyes she quietly said, “That’s what I’m trying to figure out here.” 

			I wouldn’t want to give up this house. It didn’t seem like the family’s fault that a crazy ghost girl terrorized them. I wondered if they would ever come back, and what they’d think of us in their playroom: freaky Gothies and town loonies and gawdy mannequins. Ouija boards, Chicken and Stars, fake tattoos.

			Eddie came down the steps with his hands in his pockets. He went over to the couch and sat down and stared at the wall. After a minute, he took out his phone and started tapping and scrolling.

			“But why is it happening now?” I asked. “I mean if she’s been dead for, like, 150 years. It makes no sense.”

			“But spirits don’t experience time the way we do,” Lunar said. “Time is a human construct that works on planet Earth, but that’s about it. A ghost can…well, it’s like they hibernate, and then they wake up one hundred years later with no awareness of where they are or what era they’re in.”

			Dami said, “Weirville is only like fourteen years old and was built on historical land that had been abandoned for a long time. It makes perfect sense that Francine would be agitated by this house, built on land where her people once thrived. This house, this whole town, roused her spirit.” 

			“Bear Snores On,” Eddie said.

			We all looked over at him. 

			“The picture book Bear Snores On? It’s for kids. All the animals go into his cave and have a party and he never wakes up and when he does he’s all gruff and mad that he missed the party and then when he joins the party, all the other animals fall asleep.”

			Lunar said, “Um. Okay. I guess I don’t know it.”

			“I don’t either,” I said.

			Eddie said, “Mom read it to me a thousand times when I was a kid.”

			I shrugged. “But you’re old, Eddie, so that book is too.”

			Eddie smiled, “I know. I’m so old.” 

			Lunar smiled too. 

			I wondered, though, if Francine just needed someone to help her. Why was she stuck? What did she want? Thinking about a trapped dead person, I felt a little needle slide into my side, near my ribs. I didn’t want to think about that. I had an image of a truck caught in the mud, its back wheels revving like crazy and spraying brown mud all over the place. Never getting anywhere. Never getting free. Never getting to its destination. 

			Dami said, “So that’s what we’re doing here. Trying to connect with Francine.”

			“And her sisters,” Lunar added. “But I’m pretty sure they’ve passed on.”

			Dami added, “We take care of this house. It’s good psychic training ground for Lunar.”

			“It is,” she agreed. “But spirits often require hosts. Or at least I think they do. My mom was really into hosts, so I thought I’d try it out.”

			Dami said, “We got the mannequins from the mall.”

			“Hosts?” Eddie asked, turning toward us. “What the heck does that mean?” 

			“When you summon spirits,” Lunar said, “you have to give them somewhere to go. A doll or an animal or a human seem to work best.”

			“Oh my god,” Eddie said, alarmed, and looked at Fox and Clementine. 

			Lunar leaned in close, studied me with hungry eyes, and addressed me with the tip of a long pale purple fingernail. “What’s the wound?” she said. “I can sense it. It’s a soul wound.”

			“Look, Lunatic Velveeta,” I said. 

			“Lunar Velvet,” she corrected.

			“Just talk normal. Okay? I get that you have this whole, like, thing, but just drop it.”

			She smiled. “You’re so wonderful and funny.”

			I rolled my eyes.

			“Tell me what happened,” she said.

			I looked away. A heaviness sat in the air until I said, “Someone died, okay?”

			“Who?”

			“My mom. Okay? Ten weeks ago.”

			“Murdered?”

			“No. Boob cancer. It spread everywhere, fast, she was dead in like four months.”

			“Murdered.”

			“No! I just told you—”

			“Murdered. By a disease.” She stood up and began to circle me like a vulture in the sky. “See, Dami? Francine is reaching out to Tess, through her loss. This is what she wants.” 

			“I think she might just want a cat,” I said quietly, almost as an aside.

			Both Dami and Lunar said, “A cat?” 

			I remembered Alice at the back door, in the branch of the tree, curled in a ball in the corner of the crawl space…had Francine been luring Alice over to this house? Had Alice been making her way here on purpose? 

			“Well, let’s ask her,” Lunar whispered, and reached for my hands, so blue-white they reminded me of my mom’s skin at her sickest. She signaled to Dami. He reached forward and slowly slid the Ouija board into the center of the pool table. 

			I looked over at Eddie.

			Dami looked at me with his smeary raccoon eyes and nodded. I wondered if his uncle punched him or just shoved him around and made fun of him. I wondered what it must’ve been like for him to have to leave his whole family behind.

			I wondered about a lot of things. 

			Everything felt way too weird. 

			Was I the same person as I was yesterday when I decided to walk home instead of taking the bus? If I had taken the bus, maybe I would have stopped Alice from darting into the street, and none of this would be happening. 

			I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and looked down at the majestic Ouija board. The ghostly sun in one corner—YES. The creepy crescent moon in the other—NO. Down at the bottom of the board—GOODBYE. I had a larger part to play in all this, but I did not know yet what it was.

		

	
		
			ALICE NOW FOREVER

			As soon as the arrowhead-thingy leaped across the Ouija board, Eddie yelled, “Nope,” and split. I wanted to go after him, but Lunar hissed, “Don’t disrupt the connection!” and bugged her big eyes out at me.

			“Oh God, Lunar, the planchette feels warm,” Dami whispered.

			So that’s what that arrowhead-thingy is called, I thought. Planchette.

			“And getting warmer,” Lunar whispered. She moaned, dropped her head, moved it around, and made weird sounds, high-pitched like a whining dog. 

			I looked at Dami, whose nose, mouth, and neck were darkened from the bloodstains. For a second, I felt panicky, like I wanted to get out, get Alice back, go home and yell at my dad some more. But then…that anxious feeling melted, as if someone had poured a glass of warm salty water over my head. I felt tingly, sleepy, and the noises of the room sounded far off and echoey. 

			“Yessssss. She’s with us,” I heard Lunar say, but she sounded distant. “Francine is here.” 

			A strange pressure forced away the air: when I breathed out, I was breathing in, and when I breathed in, I was pushing air out. So eerie. The arrowhead-thingy—the planchette—circled and whirled with purpose. My heart hawked as I watched it slither around the Ouija board, suddenly spelling out: 

			A L I C E

			U N D E R

			H O U S E

			
I gasped; icy centipedes raced up my spine, thousands of little legs nestling into the back of my neck.

			“What does that mean?” Dami whispered.

			“Alice. Under. House,” Lunar repeated, trying to figure it out. 

			Then:

			N E E D

			A L I C E

			N O W

			F O R E V E R

			I felt so sleepy suddenly. My eyelids drooped. I put my head on the pool table. 

			The world swirled away…. 

			“Hello,” from behind me, from darkness, a young voice. A girl’s voice. 

			I turned around. Black as pitch. Nothingness. I felt cold, then warm, then cold again. 

			I smelled the crayons and the dampness and the woody-powdery skin and hair-glue of Dami Tross and Lunar Velvet. I was still in the playroom at the house. But it was…different. 

			“Over here,” the tiny voice whispered.

			On my periphery, light spread like a stain. I turned and saw the couch, and the backs of the heads of the mannequins sitting in silhouette. 

			Clementine’s head revolved—a creaking crunching sound like bones snapping—all the way around.

			She fixed her fake eyes on me.

			An ice-spider ran down the back of my neck. 

			Her plastic lips jolted, spasmed upward to make a smile. She stood, her movements robotic but fluid. Her gaudy red wig, big sunglasses, and pink wool sweater clung to her like swamp water. She moved toward me.

			“MEOW.”

			Startled, I dropped Alice. 

			What? She’d been in my arms the whole time? 

			She hit the floor with a thud, a crack, like her little skull had broken. NO. 

			I looked down and saw her in a pool of light…a kitten, tiny and gooey and squirming and pink. A newborn kitty. Tiny slits for eyes, closed, mewling. A puddle of bright red cat blood slowly pooled out from underneath her, and she stopped moving. Her mouth opened a tiny bit, and her pink tongue jutted out. NO. 

			I looked up and sucked in my breath as Clementine’s plastic hands closed around my throat. I kicked her, hard, in her shin and I stepped back, back, back, back, back, thrashing. 

			“What do you want!” I cried out. 

			Clementine clattered to the floor and broke into pieces, the shards colored blue and white, exactly like the ceramic vase I’d made for my mom in art class last year. 

			I watched the shards slowly disintegrate into ashes and fall away and disappear forever. 

			I heard the same voice again—this time in my ear: “Hell-oooooo.” 

			I gasped and spun around. 

			FRANCINE. In front of me. Behind me as well.

			Tendrils of smoke poured off her as though she had come from a burning house. 

			She looked my age. She had long dark hair and olive skin and dark green eyes. She wore a long, white Sunday dress, something little girls wore to church in the old days, lacy and dusty and singed and yet pretty. 

			She looked…kinda like ME.

			She lurched forward suddenly, and I gasped and hopped back. She floated to me and whispered in my ear.

			She told me everything she wanted me to know. In a trillion voices that blazed across the universe like a comet made of feelings and words and thoughts and ideas…the voices grew so loud, so deafening, that I clasped my hands over my ears. My brain started to burn up. I’ll explode like this. I’ll die. 

			I screamed as loud as I could. 

			I startled awake: “FRANCINE WANTS ALICE!” 

			Sweat poured down my face. I felt so dizzy. My head throbbed. I had chills. 

			Breathless, I spat it out: “She told me everything! She started the fire that burned her house down. She killed her whole family, and that that’s why she’s stuck now. She wants Alice. She’s been calling out to her all this time; that’s why Alice kept coming over here.”

			“Slow down,” Lunar said, absorbing every word. 

			“Francine says,” I continued, “that all I need to do is bury Alice under the house and she’ll find her and take care of her forever, and that I can visit anytime and talk to her through the Ouija board.”

			Silence. Then, the planchette drifted to G O O D B Y E at the bottom of the board.

			There was a strange FWOP sound as the magnetic energy in the air popped. The tips of my fingers fizzed like pop-rocks candy. The playroom door opened and Eddie popped his head in. “Is it safe?” he asked.

			“But…what does that mean?” Dami repeated. “Who’s Alice?”

			Lunar looked at me. I blinked, shook my head, and shrugged my shoulders. I bit my upper lip. I nibbled and scraped. Scraped and nibbled. Under the house? Did that mean the crawl space? What was Francine trying to say? Need Alice Now Forever.

			I shivered. My cheeks and ears burned hot as peppers. I suddenly felt really scared and I didn’t want my cat involved in any crazy creepy ghost crap. I wanted…I didn’t understand what was happening. I stood up abruptly. Everyone looked at me. 

			I swallowed. “Gosh golly,” I said, all fake-happy. “That sure was…just…WOWZA.”

			“Huh? What are you doing right now?” Lunar asked, suspiciously. 

			“Spooky fun, huh? Ghosts! Who knew! Guess your mom’s not a phony after all, Lunar.” 

			Deadly serious, Lunar glared at me and said in a deep voice: “She’s not.”

			A murderous ghost lived there.

			Her name: Francine.

			She wanted my cat. Now. Forever.

			Great, thanks. 

			“So!” I asked, shoving my hands into my pockets. “What’s for dinner?”

			“Who are you all of a sudden?” Lunar asked. She knew something was up. “What’s wrong? Sit down. Talk to us about this Alice. Whoever she is.” 

			“Oh, I know!” Eddie suddenly called out from the top step. “Pizza!” We all looked at him. He shrugged. “Makes me feel better.”

			“We don’t eat,” Lunar said.

			“Um, you don’t eat?” Eddie asked.

			“We don’t eat fake food,” she clarified. “It disrupts the energy field. We keep our energy fields clear. No fake food.”

			“But aren’t you hungry?” Eddie asked.

			They both shook their heads in unison. 

			“Huh,” said Eddie. “Um, well, I get a really bad headache if I don’t eat carbs, like, every two hours. Now that I know that food keeps spirits away, I’ll have to start eating even more!” He laughed. 

			“To each his own,” Lunar mumbled. “We all have a different set of gifts.” 

			“Speaking of gifts,” I said, loudly. “Eddie, we need to go, um, watch the very gifted pizza guys make the gifted pizza. You know how I love to watch them flipping the dough high in the air and flipping it around and, like, swirling the red sauce on with the back of the big metal ladle.” 

			Eddie cocked his head, confused. I pursed my lips and widened my eyes, a nudge. He got it and nodded. We headed up the steps. 

			“Do you know who Alice is?” Lunar called after me calmly. “Please tell me.”

			“What does ‘under the house’ mean?” Dami asked. “Tell us.”

			Lunar added, “You’re hiding something from us. This is really important.”

			I turned and looked at them.

			“It’s okay if you’re scared,” she said.

			In the strange light of the playroom and the whirl of weird energy that remained behind, they looked like bony figurines from a Tim Burton stop-motion film. I realized in that moment that I kinda liked them. 

			“We want to help,” Dami said.

			“This is happening for a reason,” Lunar said. “Trust us.”

			Trust: a weird word for what it is. I didn’t trust my dad anymore. I didn’t trust my teachers, or the guidance counselor, or maybe not even Dr. Nagano at the animal hospital. Did I trust Mrs. Melloni? Cotter? Eddie? What did it mean to trust someone? I had trusted my mom. I knew that. She wanted good things for me all the time, and when she’d cried so hard at the end, I knew it wasn’t because she knew she was going to die, but because she wasn’t going to be able to give me good things anymore. She didn’t have to say that, though. I just knew. I felt a golf ball form in my throat thinking about all the good things I would never get from her again. 

			“We’ll be back later, okay?” was all I could say. 

			Lunar understood. She nodded. 

			We left and made our way out through the mossy slat in the fence. The sky, like fleece, and streaked with dusky, stringy clouds, blanketed us. Under those clouds, smears of pink danced like a painter’s brush moving.

			Eddie said, “Hey. Are we really going to watch the pizza makers?”

			“No. We’re going to get Cotter, and he is going to help us get Alice back.”

			“Oh! Good idea. How is he gonna help?”

			“Well, we might need more distractions in order to get Alice.”

			“Right.”

			“Eddie, I have a bad feeling. Some psycho ghost wants my cat, and I don’t know why.”

			We started running.

			Eddie said, “Wait—do you actually like to watch pizzas being made?”

			I chuckled. “Mom would take me to WeirPie and lift me up on the counter, so I could watch the pizza chefs make the pizzas.” 

			Eddie laughed. “Sweet! I like that first swirl of red sauce on the dough!”

			“That’s my favorite part too, Eddie. It looks like a red spiral galaxy, right?”

			“Yeah. The Tomato Way. Instead of the Milky Way, it’s the Tomato Way!” 

			Ha.

			Dusk grew muggy. Buggy too. Even the dogs didn’t bark. The back of my hoodie stuck to my skin. I wanted to slip it over my head and tie it around my waist, but I didn’t want any mosquitos biting me, either. The air smelled of honeysuckle, fresh-cut grass, backyard barbecues, and the chemical scent of fresh paint.

			For a Saturday, the neighborhood was quiet. We made our way toward Saint Charles Estates. The sky darkened as we ran. Pink, orange, purple, settling into a thick navy as we rounded the corner and headed toward Cotter’s. 

		

	
		
			SQUIRREL

			To get to Saint Charles Estates, we had to slip around side streets, duck into a thicket of trees, follow a rusted fence until we found a foothold, and scale it. I led the way the whole time, like some ninja spy.

			We hurried up and down the hilly roads, freshly paved, looking at the living dollhouses that flanked us on either side. Sprawling velvety green lawns sloped up from the street, with the houses set back on the summits. Storybook homes, fairytale homes, the homes you see on TV where “typical” American families lived. Even the mailboxes at the curbs looked fake: perfectly painted in the icky colors that the richies liked: weenie periwinkle, vomit burgundy, and see-ya-later lime. 

			The warm night air swelled with cicadas. I used to love them. Mom told me about the different breeds, some that emerged only every seventeen years. The ones I loved were annual, colored gold, the size of thumbs, with long limey wings and little bubbles for eyes. I thought they looked like tiny baby dragons. Alice sniffed at them, patted them with her paw, followed them with her nose as they scampered, but she knew not to pounce on them or eat them. She sensed that I didn’t want them harmed. She always checked in with my feelings. She knew things that I didn’t. 

			Alice needs me, and I need her.

			What if I don’t get to hold her again? To feel her thick fluff and outline the little “M” above her eyebrows with my finger? What if she never slowly blinks her glowy green eyes at me again? Those whiskers long and thick as milkshake straws. What would happen to her whiskers? Do whiskers die too? How horrible. 

			We reached Cotter’s place and stared up at the gargantuan white house with pillars. It looked like a monster wedding cake. Wowza Maria. A lone light glowed pale yellow in a small window at the tippy top of the house, like some attic room. We walked up the driveway and through the gate to the side yard. 

			We came upon a big garden filled with fruit trees, dragon’s trumpets hanging low, and patches of vegetables. Rose bushes lined a white fence on the far end. A bittersweet scent filled the air. The back of the main house had pretty upper porches that ran the length of the house and looked like official platforms for royalty to step out on and sneer down at the hungry grunts below: “Let them eat tacos.”

			In the middle of the garden, a dirt path led to a little nondescript gray box of a house. As we approached I heard the television blaring, some scary movie judging from the music. In front of the door lay a straw welcome mat with a faded turtle on it that read, Welcome to our Shell. We knocked on the door and it immediately swung open: Cotter stood there barefoot, wearing baggy blue overalls, his hair all messy, holding a half-eaten ChocoNutter. 

			“Want one?” he said and held up a dark, chocolatey puck. 

			I shook my head. I did not like factory chocolate. 

			Eddie said, “ChocoNutters? Two, please!” 

			Cotter put his hand to Eddie for a high-five. Eddie obliged.

			“Oh, so, now you guys are best friends?” I said. “What about what you said earlier?”

			Cotter looked at me. “Simmer down, sister. I admit I fell victim to the idle talk of the ignorant masses.” 

			Eddie grinned. 

			Cotter went into a cupboard and pulled out the orange and blue box of ChocoNutters. He handed one over to Eddie, all regal, like the two of them were kings or something. We sat on a dusty, dark-red couch in the middle of the living area. I looked at the television: terrifying dead people chased terrified living people and if they caught them, they ate their faces off. Why is it okay for that to be a popular movie? Why? 

			Beside the couch on a small table sat a big pile of comic books very neatly stacked.

			Cotter looked at me and smiled. “Hey, you’re in my house,” he said, and leaned toward me. “When you become my wife, you can make the place a palace.” I rolled my eyes. A smear of dried chocolate dribbled out the corner of his mouth. I reached forward and wiped it off with my thumb. He blushed hard.

			“Now that I have your attention,” I said, “Will you help us again? Alice is stuck at the animal hospital. I thought you could come up with some ideas for how we could rescue her.”

			“Happy to help, but this means you go to Midsummer Carnival with me too. As my date.” 

			I closed my eyes, thinking, Oh my god. “Can’t wait,” I said. “Can I borrow those overalls?”

			Cotter looked down at himself. “Heeeey, don’t make fun.” 

			I picked up the remote and muted the sound of dead people eating the living. 

			We discussed logistics: going downtown, getting into the building, searching for Alice, finding her, and taking her out of there. “Then what?” Cotter asked.

			“What do you mean?” I said.

			“What are you gonna do with her? Like, what if she’s better off in the animal hospital?”

			“She’s not, Cotter. She needs me to hold her. That’s all.”

			“Okay, but how do you know that?” Cotter asked, raising his voice. “Did she tell you that or something?” Something about his tone sounded like he felt mad at me. 

			“I just know, Cotter, okay? Alice and I have been sisters for over twelve years, okay? I think I know what she needs, okay?” 

			“Okay! But then why did you take her to the dumb animal hospital in the first place!”

			“Because I…I…” The steam spat like a geyser. I stood and a strange squeaking noise came out of my mouth. I walked over and kicked the doorframe as hard as I could. Cotter and Eddie looked at me, but said nothing. I felt humiliated. My cheeks and ears blazed. Even my teeth hurt. 

			Crapballs.

			“Jesus’s Cheez-Its!” Cotter shouted. “I got it! I know what we can do!” 

			Cotter darted out to the garden, beckoning us to follow. We trailed him down a dirt path, the sky even darker, that time of the year when the days felt so long that light lingered in the sky for hours. 

			Suddenly Cotter veered off, ducking under one of the trees and scurrying through the brush like a hunting dog. We followed him across the garden to the white fence. When we caught up to him, he pointed at a dead squirrel. Right there on the ground. A deep chestnut brown, with a bushy red tail and little black eyes that looked like big apple seeds. It lay in the middle of a circle of velvety rose petals. 

			“I did that,” Cotter said. 

			“You murdered it?” Eddie asked.

			“Cotter Wingham!” I yelled. 

			“No, you doofuses, I mean I laid down the rose petals. I’m gonna bury her. Look.” Cotter knelt to the dead thing and stroked its fur. “Feel her,” he said. 

			Eddie leaned over and stroked the dead squirrel. “Wow,” he whispered. “I never knew how soft they were. How do you know it’s a girl?”

			“She had babies. She’s lived here for years. She was like one of our pets. The babies are all over the place back here. Look, there’s one up in that tree.” He pointed and we looked up. 

			I saw it looking down at us in the fading light. Or maybe looking down at its dead mom.

			I swallowed, felt a cold lump in my throat. 

			I knelt and stroked her back. She was very soft. She reminded me a little of Alice. “Why are you showing us a dead squirrel?” I asked. 

			Cotter looked at me like I was a moron. “Um. HELLO?”

			I looked at him, then at Eddie, who shrugged. I threw my hands up. “What?” I said. “What am I missing here?”

			Cotter rolled his eyes. “I’m gonna bring her to the vet. That’s how I’m going to get inside. DUH.”

		

	
		
			HER NAME IS GREGORY

			Cotter found an old shoebox in a small toolshed at the far end of the garden and emptied it of rusted nuts and oily bolts. He ran inside and pulled a faded orange kitchen towel from a drawer beside the sink and used it to make a little bed for the squirrel. He gently scooped up the warm lump with his hands and placed her into the box. “Gregory. Her name is Gregory,” he said.

			“‘Gregory?’” Eddie asked. 

			He shrugged. “Always wanted someone named ‘Gregory’ in my life. When my mother was pregnant with my sister, I used to pray to God that it would be a boy and that we could name him Gregory. But she was a girl. Renee. I called her Gregory anyway.”

			“Where are they now?” Eddie said.

			“They divorced. Mom took Renee and moved to St. Louis. I couldn’t leave Dad. Come on. We gotta go.” 

			He hurried us out of Saint Charles Estates the back way. We darted down fancy streets, past mansions, across manicured lawns, through enormous backyards until we came to a big wooden fence and climbed over. On the other side we saw a vast field and a brightly glowing pale-yellow moon rising on the horizon. 

			Whoa. We stopped and stared in awe. Gigantic moon! You could see it crawl up the sky.

			We booked it to the end of Saint Jude Street and arrived at the car.

			After we took the leaves and branches off under the giant moon’s yellow glow, I felt so tired. I didn’t know if I could even go through with the plan. A tingly itchy prickle scraped my throat. I leaned against the car. I looked at Eddie and said, “Can I lie down in the back? I’m, like, really tired suddenly.”

			He put his finger up, like “hold on” and then went to the back of the car, popped the trunk, and pulled out a mustard-colored fleece blanket and a fluffy little pillow. “Sometimes when I take my seizure meds, I get really tired and sleep in the back too.” 

			“Seizures?” Cotter asked. “Uh. You won’t have any while you’re, like, driving?”

			“Hope not,” Eddie said and grinned. 

			Cotter considered this for a moment, then nodded and said, “I’ll take the wheel if anything happens. Tess and I have our first of two dates next week and no force on earth is going to rob me of that.” He looked at me and said, “Friday, it’s going to be partly cloudy with a high of eighty-eight degrees Fahrenheit, thirty-one degrees Celsius, but will cool down at night. Winds will be out of the north-northwest at about fifteen miles per hour.” 

			I just looked at him. 

			I slinked into the back and snailed into the corner with the blanket over me. “Can we please, please just go get Alice right now.”

			Eddie drove down a stretch of road that had no streetlamps, so I could see only the warm glow from the windows of the houses we passed, hidden by oak trees whose canopies glowed under the light of the full moon that hovered in the sky like a portal to another world. What were all those families doing in those houses? Finishing dinner? Watching a movie? Playing video games? Feeding their healthy, safe cats? Had any of them lost someone they’d loved? 

			Before long we veered down the hill and across Founder’s Bridge 

		

	
		
			ANIMAL GOD

			At the vet’s office we crouched behind a hedge and peered across the lot into the double glass doors. A large front desk stood front and center, and a college-aged Asian girl in light blue scrubs tended to her work. The reception desk looked like a big horseshoe, and at the back, file folders filled a wall of shelves, stuffed to the gills. They had blue, green, yellow, red, and orange tags on their edges. So many folders. 

			When I looked at those files, I thought of all the times I’d passed by the nurses’ station at the hospital when my mom was sick, and my stomach dropped out of my body. The sad smiles from the nurses and doctors who knew what you didn’t want to face—that she wouldn’t make it. But don’t worry, ’cause look: here’s this big bowl of yummy candy on our counter for you to feel better. We give this to the kids who have parents who are about to die. Oh look, today we have Nutter Butters. Here you go, Tess.

			The horseshoe-shaped desk had four individual stations for workers, each with a computer and a telephone. The surface of the desk brimmed with plastic displays crammed with pamphlets and dispensers for goodies, like dog and cat treats. The girl in the scrubs worked alone. We watched her awhile. I took a deep breath and looked at Cotter.

			“So, Cotter—”

			“Wait—call me C-Wingy, and I’ll call you T-Sand, and E-Poff.”

			What? Rapper names?

			“No.”

			“C’maaaaaaawn!”

			I clapped my hands hard in front of his face. “Focus, doofus!”

			“Okay, okay, simmer down, future wife.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Go around the far side of the desk and distract her. Give us a signal if it’s clear. Then we slip in and bolt down the hall. Cotter, keep her back to the doors. I mean it.”

			“And give you a signal. Duh-to-the-ninth.”

			Eddie chuckled. 

			Cotter sighed. “Eek, I’m a little nervous. Tess, depending on how hairy this whole thing gets, you might end up going to the Junior High dance with me in the fall.”

			“Do you want me to hurl all over those blue overalls?” 

			Cotter touched them a second, then looked at me with a hurt expression. “Heeeeey,” he said. “I love these. Stop making fun of them.” 

			“We’re gonna get her, Tess,” Eddie assured me. “She’s gonna be okay, I promise.”

			I swallowed. “Pancakes in the morning?” 

			“Aww. You betcha.” 

			I instantly felt better. 

			“Whuuuuu?” Cotter asked. “Pancakes are my FAVE.”

			“You can come have some too—if you don’t screw this up,” I said.

			We crouched and skittered across the lot toward the doors. We made it to the entrance and hunched down just to the side of the doors, able to peer inside. Beside us, two tall potted plants stood like guards. Scheffleras. My mother had loved them. We had them outside our house too. I reached forward and gently rubbed one of the waxy dark green leaves between my thumb and forefinger. Then I plucked a chunky little rock from the soil. I reached into my pocket to make sure I had my bully-blinder monkey. All good. I took a deep breath. 

			Cotter rubbed his hands together very hard and very fast. Eddie and I stared. Cotter said, “I gotta keep Gregory warm, so it looks like she’s still alive!” and then picked her up and held her there in the heat of his hands a moment. Placing her gently back in the box he looked at us. “Karate Kid, duh. You really need to watch more ’80s movies, freaks.” 

			“I saw that one!” Eddie whispered. “I liked that one!”

			They high-fived, silently. I shook my head. 

			Cotter stood up, held the box in one hand, and approached the entrance doors. They were not locked. WHEW. He slipped right in. Before the door clicked shut behind him, I slid the little rock into the door jamb to keep it ajar. That way we could hear him. 

			“Please heylp me! Please heylp mah Greg-ree!” Cotter yelled, all panicked—and with a thick Southern twang.

			Cotter even altered his walk as he crossed the lobby to the far side of the horseshoe. He lifted out of his back heels, bobbing, like Tom Sawyer or something, the weirdest thing I ever saw—but it went perfectly with the accent. He plopped the box down on the counter and the girl stood and investigated it. Then she looked at Cotter.

			“Hello, ma’am, I am Billy-Bo Nathaniel Thibodeau and this here be my pet squirrel Gregory Bill Eilish Thibodeau. And what is your name, ma’am, may I ask?”

			“Uh. Sunny.” 

			“Sunny, now we was watchin’ naght cartoonins after dinner is all, and Gregree was just settlin’ in for the night, dozin’ in my lap like she do, when I look down and see her start to breathe real heavy-like.” Cotter put his hand on his chest and imitated heavy breathing. “Like this, see.” 

			“Uh. Okay,” said Sunny. “This is your…this is your pet?”

			“Gregory Bill Eilish been in my family for four jin-rations now.”

			“Uh. Okay,” said Sunny, and tugged at the back of her ponytail. She turned and looked at the front doors for a second…Eddie and I froze. Then she turned back and regarded the box. 

			Cotter checked the hallway and then looked at us and shook his head: not clear. 

			Sunny asked, “Is she registered here? Is she licensed and microchipped?” 

			“I do not know, ma’am, I do not know the answer to these questions, I do not know what ‘maaaaacro-chiiiiipped’ even means! All I know now is Gregree Bill is my one true companion like the younger sister I never knew I needed. She can’t be dyin’ today, ma’am. Let’s get her in there. Now, please. Now, go on.”

			“Well, wait a minute…do you have a parent with you? How did you get here?”

			“Ma’am, I ran like the chickens.” 

			“The chickens?”

			“Sho nuff the chickens.” 

			“Um. Well, let me—”

			“Sunny! Let’s get her some CPR! Please! Get the fib-dub-yur-laters on her.”

			“I need to…make a call here, can you just give me one minute?”

			“No, I already told you we won’t be waitin’ for a minute or for anything else!”

			Cotter lifted Gregory up out of the box with his bare hands and then RAN across the lobby toward the hallway. Sunny came from behind the desk yelling, “Excuse me! Where are you going? Hey! Come back here right now! DAD!” Her voice faded as she chased him down the hall. 

			“Did she say ‘Dad’?” Eddie asked.

			“Yeah, I think so.”

			“So, someone else is in there.”

			I nodded. 

			Eddie and I slipped through the doors and ran down the other hallway. We couldn’t see where Cotter and Sunny had gone. The first rooms off the main hallway were small exam rooms: no animals in those. We ran down another hallway and found offices and supply closets. 

			How were we going to find Alice? 

			I felt afraid, like we did not belong there, because an animal hospital was a sacred institution, and we were forbidden to disturb it. What if there was an Animal God who was going to strike us all dead for invading this sacred space? I’d felt the same way about visiting my mom—like I wasn’t welcome there either. Like Death had claimed her for its own, and we of the living had no right to intervene in its house. 

			We tiptoed to the end of that hallway and edged against the wall beside big, colorful posters with information about cat and dog vaccinations. We carefully peered around the corner. All clear. In the middle of the next hallway, we saw a big set of doors, with a sign: AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. 

			We started to scurry down there when the doors opened, and a veterinarian walked out, an older-looking man in a white lab coat—Sunny’s dad, maybe—wearing blue rubber gloves and holding a clipboard. Eddie threw his arm out to stop me just in time. The vet wrote something on the clipboard and then disappeared. 

			I’m coming, Alice. I’m almost there, girl.

			
We scuttled down the hall, about to push open the double doors, when suddenly we heard Cotter way across the other side of the animal hospital—yelling out and crying: “WHADDYA MEAN MAH GREGREE’S DEAD? NOOOOOO!” I glanced at Eddie. 

			“He’s the best freak ever,” he whispered. “We should go now.” 

			He pointed to the doors, and we went through them and into what looked like a big operating room. Several giant, white overhead lights that looked like metal octopus’s tentacles jutted out from the ceiling, like the kind in the dentist’s office. The smells—rubbing alcohol, cat pee, vanilla candle, Pine-Sol cleaner—reminded me of how our house smelled when my mom was dying. I wondered if I would always think about death whenever I smelled rubbing alcohol and pine needles. 

			On the far side of the room there was a set of doors. I ran over and looked through the windows. On the left were little metal cages built in perfect squares, three rows on top of each other. Opposite them were individual rooms, each the size of an elevator, with glass doors. The light there was dim. The animals slept soundly. I thought they might have been drugged up after their surgeries. I wondered what would have happened if they all woke up and saw us.

			Um. And then they did.

		

	
		
			EDDIE’S PLAN

			Eddie turned on his phone light and held it over his head so we could see. An old German Shepherd started barking loudly, which made a little brown Chihuahua yap and spin in its cage, rattling it. I started freaking out—Sunny and her father would come back any second! We’d be busted. I hoped that Cotter, wherever he was, kept them distracted with Gregory the dead squirrel. 

			I looked around: A black poodle was curled into a ball at the back of the first cage, dead asleep, its food and water bowl knocked over. A super-fat tabby cat sat in the next cage down. Its eyes glowed a bright yellow-green in the light of Eddie’s phone, and it moved to the front of the cage slowly, as if its weight slowed it down.

			It was like that, cage after cage: an irritated, pacing Schnauzer; a trembling little dachshund with leaky eyes; a hissy black cat that hated the world; a gray-white rabbit that twitched its little pink nose. A brown Pitbull, a black pit bull, a red pit bull, and another pit bull with a freakishly long tongue.

			All of them barking, growling, glaring, hissing.

			But no Alice. 

			No Alice! 

			The sound deafened me as it reverberated through the room. I clapped my hands over my ears and crouched down. “Do you see her, Eddie?” I yelled. He was darting from cage to cage. He looked over at me and shook his head. 

			Where could she be? Where else would she be? 

			We had to get out.

			I stood up, then immediately froze. Bright flashes of red and blue lights strobed into the room from the other end, opposite where we came in. I ran there, to a pair of metal double doors with red-and-white Emergency Exit stickers on them. I could see through the windows that we were at the very far end of the hospital. The entrance was ahead, and right in front of the doors, lights flashing, was a police car. 

			“Eddie!” 

			He dashed toward me, yelling “I don’t see Alice! Why isn’t she in here!” 

			“Look!” 

			He looked outside and then whispered something under his breath. I heard boots, and heavy jangling, and voices—the cops coming to bust us. 

			I peeked outside again. My jaw dropped to my toes when I saw a lady police officer escorting Cotter out. Oh no! In the red-and-blue flashing of police lights, I saw that he clutched something to his chest: Gregory. Oh my godder. 

			I watched as the police officer opened the back door of the car, put her hand on the top of Cotter’s head, and guided him into the back seat. I turned to say something to Eddie when he suddenly shoved me into a crevice between the exit doors and the end of the row of cages. A tight squeeze, my shoulders barely fit. I was all scrunched up in there. 

			“Stay there, Tess!” Eddie hissed. “Don’t make a sound! I’m going to distract them and when the coast is clear, you find Alice. I’ll meet you back at the house.”

			“Eddie, what are you going to do?”

			“Tess, trust me.”

			Everything went quiet then, as if the sound had been sucked up through a straw in a glass of strawberry milk. Trust him? I totally did, and…I’d never felt that before. I blinked, nodded, and swallowed hard. My throat hurt.

			“Okay, Eddie,” I whispered. 

			“Pancakes in the morning,” he said. “I promise.” 

			I wanted to hug him so hard.

			The doors at the other end of the room burst open. I nestled further into my cranny, willing myself to shrink, like Alice in Wonderland. The dogs went wild. Poor dogs, poor cats. All sick and sore, all they wanted to do was sleep through the night and get better. But no. Instead, they got attacked by “Operation Rescue Alice.” 

			“POFFEY, FREEZE!” 

			“Um, hey. Officer Glenn. How are you, sir?” Eddie suddenly sounded like a lost little boy. 

			I heard the heavy boots and the jangle of handcuffs and the static of the walkie-talkie as the cop walked toward him. “What the hell are you doing, Eddie!”

			“Oh, um, well, I think I was sleepwalking, Officer Glenn sir. I’m, I’m on this new medication and I, I had a dream that the animals had to be saved from a…a fire! So I—” 

			“Don’t give me any crap. You took your mom’s car, Eddie. You don’t have a license. Where’s the girl?”

			I clapped my hand over my mouth, held my breath, and shrank into myself.

			“Girl? What girl?”

			“The girl you’ve been playing Bonnie and Clyde with for the past two days.”

			“Hmmm. I don’t know any girl, sir.”

			“Don’t mess with me Eddie. Enough now. Is she in here?” I heard him take a few steps toward the doors. My heart deflated. I knew he would look over and see me.

			Sweating, I reached into my pocket for my bully-blinder monkey and yanked it out. No, Tess, do not bully-blind a cop. Suddenly I heard a whoosh and a squeal, the sound of sneakers on linoleum, and realized Eddie had bolted. The cop barked, “HEY!” and chased him. I heard the clang of the doors as they both scrambled out and shot across that operating room. The dogs went BONKERS. I clamped my hands over my ears again. I felt like I might pass out. My heart kicked me, my head buzzed and fizzed, my mouth felt dry like cotton, and my cheeks and ears were on fire. 

			I craned my neck out so I could see outside and watched Officer Glenn bring Eddie out in handcuffs. I dropped my head. No. No. No. No. No. I couldn’t believe it. They lowered Eddie into the back of the car next to Cotter. I could faintly see the backs of their heads and wished they would turn around and look over and see me through the doors, just so I could say I was sorry. I’m sorry.

			I put my hand over my heart as it skittered and thumped out of my chest and I knocked my fist against my forehead to get clear. Breathing heavily, I shimmied out the gap, wiping sticky sweat from my face. I peered out the glass again and saw Sunny and the veterinarian talking to the cops, their arms crossed across their chests, their seriousness. I wondered if they were Dr. Nagano’s husband and daughter. After a moment they nodded, turned, and went back in. 

			Alice, where are you? 

			I closed my eyes. The steam rose, boiling up my blood. I felt it inside me, the lava, hot bubbles popping just below my skin, aching to burst out. My heart wanted to explode like Old Faithful, burn everything in sight, burn it like acid, make people scream and run for their lives. I hated everyone and everything on planet Earth forever and ever: Dad and his crapball sadness, Alice for trying to kill herself, my mom for leaving me. I hated myself the most—for being a steam-toad and leaving my cat behind earlier, which basically just ended up sending my friends, the only two I had, to jail.

			Jail. Great, thanks. 

			But the worst thing? 

			Worse than all that? 

			The dumbest, freakiest, suckiest thing—which hit me in the face like a flying crapball—on top of everything else, I now had to go on two dates with Cotter Wingham.

			

			As silently as possible, I slinked through some other areas of the animal hospital, scared and sweating. 

			She wasn’t there. So, where could she be? 

			I escaped from the hospital and started walking. I didn’t even know where I was going, but after what felt like hours, I looked up…and there before me stood my house, looming like some creepy entity from a nightmare. The full moon hovered over it, up in the black sky, shining down foggy white light, the color of Alice’s fur. The moonlight even lit up the dark dirt, gnarled roots, and mossy rocks in the hole on our lawn where Stanley once stood. 

			The house waited, silent as a gravestone, with no lights on in any of the windows. 

			A zombie house. 

			My dad’s car sat in the driveway. Had he even looked for me? Well, I was about to find out. I walked up the lawn to the bush where we kept a real “fake” rock hidden on the ground, which had a little combination lock underneath for the spare key. I pressed in the code—0709 (my parents’ anniversary) and I clicked open the lock. No key. I lifted the rock and threw it as hard as I could against the front door. It clanked loudly and bounced back. 

			I picked up the rock again and hurled it at the window in the front door. It broke, and I reached in, unlocked the door, and let myself in. 

			Silence.

			And the house was so dark.

			The little blue lights on the microwave oven glowed 11:03 p.m. It felt so much later! I called for Alice, wondering if maybe my dad had brought her home. I could have avoided such a huge hurricane of flying crapballs—Eddie and Cotter could be in jail right now—if I had only thought to sneak over to my house earlier and check for Alice. 

			But no. I guess we got distracted by a ghost. And adventurousness. 

			I stomped up the stairs in the dark. I passed the family photos on the wall and instinctively punched one. It shattered as it fell from the wall, hit the stairs, and clanked to the bottom, leaving jagged little slivers of glass in its wake. If my dad could throw a cast-iron skillet, well then, I could throw my fist. 

			At the top of the stairs I turned and looked down the hallway; the night-light flickered like my rage. It was a Finding Nemo night-light, Nemo and Marlin. We’d had it for a long time. The teardrop-shaped bulb needed to be replaced. It had been flickering for months. 

			I wiped sweat from my forehead and angrily yanked my hoodie over my head, tossing it on the stairs. My T-shirt underneath stuck to me with sweat. I’d wanted to take off my hoodie much earlier in the night, but there was no way I was gonna do that. I looked down at my boobs. I felt nauseous. They killed my mom. I didn’t want mine. I was afraid of them.

			I walked to the end of the hallway and put my hand on the doorknob to my parents’ room—now my dad’s room, and that fact slid through my belly like a razor blade. 

			I took a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped into the room. 

			With the door open behind me, a perfect square of dim light from Nemo spread across the rug in front of me, flickering. My shadow stood in the middle of the sad twinkle. I stared at it for a moment, made a monster shadow-puppet with my fingers, and said, loudly, “Wake up.”

		

	
		
			IN THE MOONLIGHT

			The Zombie’s bedside lamp clicked on so suddenly that I yelped and hopped back. He was sitting up in bed, his head resting against the headboard, his eyes closed, an ice pack lying across his forehead like a big blue jelly slug. He plopped the hand he’d used to pop the light on back into his lap. Sweat beads formed on my forehead. I felt shaky. “What are you doing sitting up in bed like that in the dark?”

			“Migraine. I can’t with the light.”

			“Oh, something’s wrong with you? Gee, Dad. What else is new?”

			He didn’t open his eyes or move.

			“Where is she?” I took a step toward the bed, Mom’s side of the bed, former side of the bed. 

			He sighed, but so quietly, as if trying to hide the sound. Can you hide a sigh? 

			“Dad.”

			He opened his eyes. “¿Qué te pasò? ¿Dónde has estado?” 

			“¿Dónde está Alice?”

			He looked down at his hands. “Sit down, Tess. Sit there on the bed.”

			“Nope.”

			“You’re bleeding.” I looked at my hand. Blood trickled off the tops of my knuckles from sticking my hand through the broken door window. I hadn’t even felt it.

			“She was very sick, Tess.”

			“Who?”

			“Who? The cat.”

			“Alice! Alice! Her name is Alice!” 

			“Tessa, sit down.” 

			“I know she was sick,” I said. “Because I’m tuned into the reality channel and you’re tuned into static.” I made a face at him and held my bloody hand up and twisted it back and forth like I was turning a dial. “Static. Okay? Estatico, Dad. I got her to the vet. Why? Because you said, ‘Leave her.’” 

			“Dr. Nagano didn’t tell you how bad the cat really was because she—” 

			The cat. 

			“I hate you so much right now I can’t even begin to describe it.” 

			“Tess. Calm down.”

			“Don’t. Tell. Me. To calm down, Zombie Sadman!”

			“Tessa.”

			“¿ESTÁ ALICE AGUI?” 

			“We put her down. She wasn’t gonna make it. She’s gone.”

			“Is she in this house!”

			“Are you listening to me? She’s gone, mija”.

			My hand flew to my mouth. I tasted the blood on my fingers, all the air left my body, and then I vomited everywhere. 

			Great, thanks.

			My dad slowly climbed out of bed and slid his glasses on. He went to the bathroom and came back with a towel. He put his hand on my head, as if to comfort me or something. He smelled like soap, like he had showered. 

			“Where is she?” I whispered, sounding garbled and warbled and pukey. My dad cleared his throat, wiping up my pancake puke. He looked up at me. “Where is she, Dad?” 

			Quietly he said, “I brought her home. She’s on the back stoop.” 

			The back stoop. 

			“I hate you.”

			“I know,” he said.

			I hurried down the hallway, down the stairs, through the living room and the kitchen, and out the back door. I stepped onto the back stoop and looked down: a box, about the size of a shoebox, was tied up with twine, like a box of doughnuts. I untied it, tugged it free, and opened the cover.

			In the full moon’s light, I saw a thick, gray plastic bag, tied at the end with more doughnut string. I removed the string and opened the bag. I reached my hands in and yanked them back when I touched Alice’s cold, stiff body. 

			I stared at my hand for a long time, wondering whose hand it was. I felt stuck in a nightmare. Once again, I glided my hands in, wrapped them around Alice, and pulled her out. 

			I held her in my hands. 

			She didn’t look too dead. 

			“Alice?” I shook her gently. “Wake up. It’s me, Tessa.” 

			I stared at Alice in the moonlight and a memory came to me: I had been painting a big purple-and-blue, hot-air balloon lifting into the sky. I was working on the plume of flame that shot up into the canopy. I was eating sticky Red Vines; our teacher always had a bucket of them in the classroom. Vice Principal Phillips came into the art room and smiled and waved me over with her hand. I followed her as we walked past student-made posters on the wall for the school play, a raffle, the talent show.

			When I walked into her office, the principal, the guidance counselor, and the school nurse were all sitting there with tight-lipped smiles and glassy grown-ups’ eyes. I thought I was in trouble again and couldn’t even remember what I might have done. Did Becky Poffey tell on me for something? I sighed and sat in a corner chair. The guidance counselor reached her hand across to take mine. 

			“Tessa, honey,” she whispered. “She’s gone. Mom’s in heaven now.”

			In heaven now. I heard that a lot in the weeks after she died but took it as a stupid formality, the way we say Happy Birthday to someone on their birthday. Or God Bless You when they sneeze. 

			The day before she died, I had Facetimed with Mom. I couldn’t go see her because I was sick, and her immune system wasn’t strong enough to tolerate even a bad cold. Mom was kind of loopy from all her medicine. Her cheeks were puffy, her face slightly blue. She sat up against her headboard, her headscarf crooked and falling off. Behind her, in the hospital white light, I could see and hear machines beeping, different-colored wires going everywhere, and the pictures I’d drawn for her taped to the wall.

			But what I remembered most about that day at school was how I’d leaned forward in the chair, opened my mouth, and watched pieces of Red Vine fall out onto the beige carpet below. I stared down at the mess of bright red candy bits mixed with tiny white spit bubbles. No one moved to clean it up.

			I blinked the memory away. My eyes fizzed and blurred and steamed. 

			“Alice!” I whispered. “Wake up!” 

			Her thick white fur looked too bright and fluffy for death. Her eyes were not all the way closed. They were still lime green, like doll’s eyes. She looked smaller. Was that because…her soul had gone away?

			Her soul? 

			I laid her down and stroked her fur. I lay down on my back and put her beside me. Looking up at the sky, I saw the lady in the moon. Her face looked so sad. It was my mom’s face. No. I scrambled back to my knees, picked Alice up, brought her to my neck, and made like she was hugging me, just like she used to. 

			She just wanted a hug. 

			I heard my dad coming.

			No.

			I quickly slid Alice back into the box, replaced the top, picked it up, and took off. As I made my way around the side of the house, I heard the screen door clap shut.

			“Tess,” my dad called. The sound echoed through the yard like when I was a kid and he’d come and call me in for dinner. “Tess, please come back.” He sounded so worried and something about that—the sound of his worry—made me feel so satisfied.

		

	
		
			FRANCINE’S RAGE

			The moss on the slat in the fence felt so much slimier than before. I hovered on the other side of the fence, peering through the slat to see if my dad had decided to come after me.

			Nope. 

			I stood and kicked the fence as hard as I could with the foot that hurt less than the other one from kicking Cotter’s doorframe earlier. Great, thanks. I stared down at the box that held Alice’s body. I heard the eerie wind chimes. 

			Francine.

			I dashed through the backyard and into the house.

			Holy glowballs! Candles burned all around the kitchen; spruce-smelling flames danced in dozens of little green glass jars. I followed the light toward the playroom. I opened the door and went down the steps. Lunar ran over, all wobbly in her big silver platform moon boots, with her pale purple hair swinging back and forth and her ghostly white dress swishing against her knees.

			“There you are!” she said. She put her hands on my face. “We’ve been so worried.” She looked me over. “Uh-oh. Are you sick? Did you vomit? I can smell it.”

			Great, thanks. 

			“Is Eddie here?” I felt a chunk, a ball, a little fist in my throat. 

			“Eddie? No, we thought he was with you.” She looked at the box. “What’s that?” She hovered her hands over the box for a few seconds, then drew them close to her chest and glanced up at me. “Alice.”

			I nodded.

			“Your cat?”

			I nodded.

			“Oh my god! Sit down right now, Tess! Talk to Francine. Come come come, now now now.” 

			Lunar led me by the arm over to the pool table, where Dami was sitting. The whole playroom glowed from the candles. 

			Dami seemed fidgety or something. His leg bobbed and he tapped his fingers wildly across the edge. He stared at me and then said, “You watched the pizzas being made?” 

			“Huh?”

			“When you left, you said you were going to watch the pizzas get made.”

			“Yeah, right,” I said as I sat on the stool across from them. “It ruled. Lots of cheese.”

			Why wasn’t Eddie there? My heart kicked me. 

			“Well,” Lunar said, and flipped her pale purple hair back. “What you said before, about Francine wanting a cat, I think you were right. She has been unquiet all day and night. Like she knows something. She’s…anticipating something.”

			“But why would she want my cat?” I asked. “It doesn’t make sense.”

			“We can ask her. And, just for the record, ‘sense’ isn’t something I tend to believe in. But, sensing something? Well, that, yes, I do trust that. I don’t know what this has to do with Alice—”

			“Pizzacat!” Dami barked.

			We both looked at him.

			“Ignore him, Tess,” Lunar said, dismissing him with her hand. “He’s not connected. He’s drifting, manic, and salty.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“He found a can of Kickk Startt at the bottom of his bag, and he downed it. Be glad you weren’t here ten minutes ago when he thought he could fly and then tried to eat the Ouija board.”

			Twitchy Dami looked at me, licked his lips, then sang a song, like a dude in a band. He even played air guitar: 

			“You went to watch 

			the pizzas getting made

			But now you’re back, 

			so won’t ya take a spade 

			’Cause your cat’s dead and it’s a 

			pizza cat

			Died from th’pizza ’cause it got 

			too fat

			Pepperoni spade, dig holes in the ground

			Stuffed-crust paws up, wave em’ all around.

			Yeah.”

			I blinked. Was every boy in the world a total lunatic doofus? Why did they always have these, like, freakiac outbursts of butthead weirdness? Why did boys always look like they had just lost something they could never get back? And then look at you like it was your fault?

			“Dami, stop being ridiculous. Get our hosts,” Lunar snapped at him. She jerked her head toward the couch. I looked over to see Fox and Clementine sitting together as if watching TV. 

			Remembering my dream, or whatever that was, I said, “No way—Clementine came after me in my dream.”

			“Clementine?”

			“The girl. That’s her name. She tried to strangle me.”

			Lunar leaned toward me. “That was Francine. She plays tricks.”

			“Tricks?”

			“Yes. She’s a restless spirit. She’s stuck, remember.”

			Did all dead people get stuck? Was Mom stuck too? As far as I could tell, she wasn’t haunting our house, so maybe she had “moved on.” Or “passed on.” “Transitioned.” “Ascended.” Those were all the different words I’d heard about my mom’s death since it had happened. Words spoken by funeral directors, teachers, parents, even a poem on the back of her mass card. If she had been haunting our house, maybe quietly and privately—unlike angry Francine—well, then I wanted to be friends with my calm, quiet ghost-mom. 

			Lunar said, “Don’t worry about the mannequins, okay? I’ll protect you, Tess.”

			Dami brought Clementine and Fox over and placed them on the stools beside us. I glanced at Clementine’s smooth plastic face, fearing she’d come alive and leap at my neck.

			“Give me your hands.”

			I couldn’t give her my hands because they felt GLUED to Alice’s box. 

			Lunar studied me. “You don’t look good. Are you okay?”

			I looked at her. 

			She nodded. “Sorry. Very insensitive of me to even ask.” 

			She centered the planchette on the board and closed her eyes. She placed her thin fingers on the edge of it and signaled for us to do the same. As soon as we did, the planchette started gliding. It had that same feeling as before, like opposing magnets repelling each other, and the charge in the air, something electrical. The smell of fire. 

			A L I C E 

			Then, again: A L I C E

			And again, A L I C E 

			And again, and again, and again: A L I C E A L I C E A L I C E A L I C E A L I C E A L I C E A L I C E A L I C E

			“I guess she’s glad about Alice,” Dami said.

			“Shh! What do you need us to do, Francine?” Lunar whispered. “Tell us.”

			She didn’t spell anything. But I had this fuzzy, fizzy feeling, like soda bubbles in my brains. Was Francine up there, in my head? 

			“Bury Alice under the house,” I realized.

			Y E S, she spelled, quickly. L O V E H E R S O M U C H 

			She moved to the smiling sun in the corner of the board and circled there. 

			But I loved Alice too. 

			And it stung down deep that Francine felt so happy about Alice’s death. Because I wasn’t happy about it.

			“Wait,” I said. I could barely talk, like I had strep throat. “I have some questions first. Before I just give Alice to you. Just like, oh, okay, here’s my cat.”

			“Uh-oh,” Dami said. He looked at Lunar with alarm on his face. 

			“If you answer my questions,” I said to Francine, “I’ll bury her under the house. Otherwise, forget it.”

			“Please,” Lunar warned me. “Francine is very temperamental.” 

			I said, “You’re not going to do anything bad to Alice, are you?”

			N E V E R 

			“How do we know for sure? Because you were mean to the people that lived here.”

			T E R R I B L E P E O P L E 

			“That doesn’t mean you…terrify them and force them to leave.”

			The planchette sped up. S T U P I D, she spelled out. 

			“We’re all gonna die,” Dami hissed.

			I strained to swallow. “Promise, Francine, that you’ll be nice.”

			The planchette whirled in a troubled figure eight, then shot to N O N O N O

			“No?” I said. “Fine. Then you can’t have Alice.”

			Suddenly the candles went out and darkness encased the room. The tension in the air felt like a bungee cord about to snap. Dami removed one hand from the planchette, pulled a lighter out of the front pocket of his leather jacket, and flicked it. Reaching over, he quickly relit the closest candle. It flickered but then went out. 

			“Oh my god,” Dami squeaked.

			The windows flung open and slammed shut, one after the other, so violently that the glass broke and the house shook. My hands trembled. I felt so afraid. Then all the doors of the house, SLAM SLAM SLAM SLAM, opening and closing with such force that you could hear the wood in the doorframes splintering, that awful cracking sound. Dishes and glasses up in the kitchen, whizzing across the space, hitting the walls, shattering, falling to the floor.

			She could cave the roof in. She could kill us. How could a ghost be this strong?

			Sweat poured down my forehead. The lump in my throat throbbed.

			The Ouija board and planchette flew up off the pool table and smacked against the ceiling, then tumbled back down onto the floor.

			Fox and Clementine flew up off the stools and struck the ceiling hard, then both of their heads snapped off and clanged back down to the floor alongside their bodies. Lunar gasped. 

			“NO! Stop this, Francine!” I yelled. I shot up and the stool flew back and tumbled over. “You’re not just gonna terrorize people and break windows to get whatever you want just because you’re a ghost!”

			Dami grabbed Lunar by the hand and they ran up the steps toward the door, but it slammed shut. Lunar screamed. Francine started kicking it (a familiar sound to me), and the wood cracked, tore, split, and shrieked. They couldn’t get out. She’d locked us in. Dami and Lunar turned and ran back down, trembling. 

			“She’s going to kill us,” Dami whispered.

			“I’m not afraid of you, Francine!” I screamed. “You want my cat? Be our friend! Be nice! We’re trying to help you, you stupid ghost buttnugget!”

			A wild, icy wind shot past my ear, FWOOSH, as if she wanted to smack me upside the head. I gasped and ducked. It came back from the other side—FWOOSH WAH. She got me that time, and I went down hard.

			I smelled smoke. Oh no—what if she burned down the house? Again.

			“Talk to me!” I screamed from the floor. “I know why you reached out to me. I’m here!” 

			Silence.

			I ran over to the board and set it back up again. I sat down and placed my fingers on the planchette, which immediately slowed down.

			After a minute, the candles flickered and there was light in the room and the windy melody of the chimes. 

			Taking a deep breath, I said, “I want to give her to you, okay? But will I be able to visit her?”

			Many moments passed while we waited in spooky candlelight. 

			Once Francine had calmed down, she spelled out Y E S

			I looked over at Lunar, and she smiled and nodded, tears running down her face.

			My heartbeat returned to normal. The feeling of electricity in the room began to fade. Exhausted, relieved, and ready to remove my fingers from the board, I suddenly said, “Where is my mom?” I realized it was the only question I really wanted to ask. I didn’t want to lose my chance—what if Francine decided to go away now?

			“Did you hear me? My mom, Francine,” I repeated. “Where is she?”

			Suddenly the planchette stopped dead.

		

	
		
			NEAR YOU IS FAR AWAY

			I could hear the silence, like an oceanic rush in my ears.

			“Tessa,” Lunar whispered, “this is a really bad idea.”

			“Just be quiet,” I snapped.

			We waited for a long time, wondering if Francine had disappeared.

			After another minute, the planchette moved in a dreamy figure-eight.

			N O T H E R E

			“Where is my mom, Francine?”

			“Tess, please stop this!” Lunar pleaded.

			“Stay out of it, Lunar!”

			F A R A W A Y

			“Far away where?”

			The planchette circled for another minute or so, and then spelled: 

			R I G H T B E S I D E Y O U 

			Spiders scuttled across my heart. Lunar and Dami gasped. 

			“What does that mean?” I said. Right beside me was ‘far away’?

			A double droplet of sweat dribbled off my forehead and landed on the board.

			S H E I S V E R Y N E A R 

			Y O U 

			B U T 

			W H E R E Y O U A R E I S 

			F A R A W A Y 

			F R O M W H E R E I A M 

			I dropped my head. 

			In third grade I took dance classes. I hated them. Becky Poffey in her pink tutus. She was so mean to me. Every week we met in a studio down the street from a big church. After the first four lessons, whenever Mom dropped me off I’d wait for her to drive away and then walk up the street, open the big wooden doors to the church, and go inside. 

			The air was cool and smelled like wax and incense. Candles burned softly all around, and I admired the few scattered churchgoers in the pews with their heads bowed, praying. I would sit in a pew at the back and stare up at the stained-glass windows. I loved the colors and the light, though I did not understand the stories of the people in the pictures. But nothing special came to me. Nothing warmed my heart or inspired my brain or anything like that. I always just felt relaxed, maybe curious. When I sat alone in the big church in the middle of the daytime in dance tights, I felt like maybe there wasn’t a big giant world out there to worry about. I felt like all people wanted out of life was a church to sit in, to gaze at colored light shining through pretty windows, and to smell incense. 

			We had my mom’s funeral at a church, which was so weird. My grandparents showed up too, though they hadn’t seen me since I was a baby. I had no idea who they were. Dad pointed them out. They sat in the back, heads bowed, praying. My dad spoke to them briefly. I think he thanked them for coming. His mom, my abuela, was so little, with big, sad, dark almond eyes, dark hair softly streaked with silver, and warm, umber skin. She reached up and caressed Dad’s cheek with a shaking hand and cried, “No puedo evitarlo, te amo.” 

			I stood beside him, staring at my grandparents, who seemed to love God more than their own children and grandchildren. I felt a million miles away. I turned toward Dad to see his reaction, but he was facing the other way. So I asked my grandparents if they were coming to the house afterward. They looked uncomfortable and looked down. My dad looked down. Everyone in the church looked down. The eyes on the statues of the saints looked down. I looked down too, at the parade of feet passing us by as people shuffled out of the church. 

			My parents told me that I’d “discover my own spirituality.” 

			What had I discovered so far? 

			That no one teaches you about death? 

			That you have to figure it out on your own? 

			That your dad is a zombie, and your friends get arrested, and ghost girls want dead cats?

			I placed my hands on the box that held Alice. “We’ll bury her under the house tonight,” I said, my voice barely audible. I knew where we had to bury her. I knew because Alice had told me: she’d followed Francine’s call, and she’d come to this house and crawled underneath it, because she knew it would be okay. Otherwise she never would’ve come here in the first place. She was telling me each time I’d retrieved her. So I knew it would be okay, even though it felt completely nuts.

			I cleared my throat. All you could hear was the sound of the three of us breathing. I looked at the box that held Alice. Alice, it will be more adventurous this way. 

			I placed my hands back on the planchette.

			T H A N K Y O U T E S S A.

			Whoa, dude. She knew my name. Chills spilled down my spine. 

			I wanted to ask her if she could ask my mom to come through…but something stopped me.

			The planchette moved to G O O D B Y E, and the letters sparkled. I looked at Lunar and Dami, who looked back at me, blinking, their eyes wet, their mouths open. The playroom felt smaller, and it was quiet, and still, and sad.

		

	
		
			CAT CHURCH

			We buried Alice.

			Well, Dami did. He insisted. He gathered tools from the garage, struggled into the crawl space while Lunar and I held flashlights for him to see, and dug a hole in the earth in the corner. She was found in a hole, and she was going back into one. 

			No one talked as he dug the hole, and then Dami started singing. Chanting, I think, in his Native American language. His voice was so deep, it didn’t even sound like him, and it echoed in the tiny space beneath the house. It gave me goosebumps. I stared at him, his big body and clunky black boots curled up in a little ball in the corner, singing over Alice’s body.

			“Wow,” I said after he finished. “That was really different from the pizza-cat song.”

			He looked back at me, and even in the shadowy light I could tell he was grinning. “So that Alice’s soul will be released, and then Francine can find her,” he said. Lunar let out a sigh. I could tell she was going to cry again, but in a way that meant she was proud of him and that she loved him.

			I closed my eyes and imagined I was all alone in a tiny cat church by the sea, at the edge of a forest. A forest of catnip. A church for cats. The pews were formed of beige carpeting and of rope, like cat trees. A priest hovered in a metallic calico robe up at the altar, a Cat Priest. He held his paws up to the ceiling, where stained-glass windows with scenes of cats shone down colorful light: cats with balls of string, cats eating fish, cats curled on pillows. I could hear the gentle purr of cat paws pattering gently across the floor of the cat church. I looked over my shoulder: a congregation of cats walked up the aisle. They held little candles made from tabby fur, and they padded up to the altar, turned around, and became a cat chorus. They opened their little pink mouths and started singing. It sounded like the Gregorian chants that they’d played for my mom at her funeral service. Except it was Gregorian meows. It was so beautiful. The song soared up, up, up through the entire cat church. 

			I opened my eyes. “Dami, wait. I forgot something.” I stumbled into the house, up the stairs, and down the hallway to the boy’s bedroom where I had settled my things. I found the Hermione backpack and rummaged in it until I found Mom’s scarf. I held it to my nose and breathed in its scent: fading, but still powdery, woodsy, flowery. 

			I hurried back outside, where I dropped to my belly and shimmied in. Dami slid over and reached for the scarf, but as he was about to take it, I said, “Wait. Get her for me?”

			“What?”

			“Pull her out of the box and bring her to me?”

			“Why?”

			“Just do it, Dami,” Lunar said calmly. 

			Dami went back and brought Alice to me. I held her stiff furry body in my hands. She was so much lighter. I wrapped the scarf around her, making sure she was nice and snug, all wrapped up like a newborn. I touched her long whiskers. 

			I handed Alice back to Dami and before he took her, he reached his hand forward and touched my cheek. He smiled, a sad smile. 

			“Thank you,” I said, real croaky. I was so, so tired. “Thanks, you guys.” 

			Lunar took my hand.

			“No, I really mean it. You guys really helped me, and Alice. And Francine. And I…” 

			I passed out.

		

	
		
			BRIDGE

			Francine looked beautiful. She glowed. 

			Dark, wavy hair fell all the way down her back. She wore a butter-colored dress that looked like it was woven of paper. A little crown of blood-red flowers rested in her hair. She plucked one out and handed me a tiny, tiny rose, small as a button. I put it to my nose. It smelled like fire. 

			M E O W

			I looked down to find Alice snaking through my legs, knocking her head gently against my calves. She used to do that when I was little! I loved it. She looked plump and healthy, and her coat glowed shiny white and her eyes so neon lime. I picked her up and held her in my arms like I had so many times before. She nuzzled my neck and purred wildly. 

			I looked around: Francine’s room had long, lacy curtains hanging from the windows, and a small wooden desk and chair. On the desk lay a porcelain teacup and small saucer on a doily, beside a red-and-black leather-bound book with clover-green trim. I walked to it and picked it up. 

			A journal.

			I looked up when I heard wind chimes. Oh! I saw them swaying from a branch in a tree outside her window. They’re real. They looked very old, not from our time. Wow. The tree looked like Stanley, and my heart ached. 

			“Why did you do it?” I asked her, flipping through the pages of her journal. The handwriting looked so different, very cursive, in long sentences, but I couldn’t make out the writing. Doodles danced in the margins. One was of a cat. Another of a hearth with a fireplace and thick, angry flames shooting upward. I shuddered and put the book down. “Why did you turn yourself and your sisters to toast?”

			She said, “Anger.”

			I looked at her.

			“You should know all about that. 

			“Um, yeah, but that’s a reason to burn your house down and kill your family?”

			“Our mother died giving birth to me,” she snapped, “And they never forgave me. I grew up ignored, despised, and abused. I set us on fire so we would perish together.”

			I shuddered. “Well, I would’ve just, like, beat them up and tugged at their pigtails or something.”

			She smiled. “Don’t worry,” she said. “They’re in the sky now. My six sisters.” 

			She came toward me with her hands outstretched. Wisps of smoke poured from her fingertips, and I could see the ashes, feel the smoke, hear the screams of her sisters. 

			I stepped back, afraid, and she stopped and cocked her head. “I’m not going to harm you,” she said. “I only wanted to warn you.”

			“Warn me about what?” I asked, petting the top of Alice’s head. 

			She blinked. “Don’t set anyone on fire,” she whispered. 

			I couldn’t help it—I cracked up. Ha. Was she NUTS?

			“You’re angry too.” she said. “So angry.” She stared at me, suspended in a long moment. 

			I stared right back. Her eyes were marigolds. 

			“You felt it, I know it,” she said, “When I splintered the doors and smashed the windows, you understood.” 

			Yes. But…I would never in a trillion centuries set my house and family on fire!

			As if she could read my mind, she said, “But you already have. You’ve hurt your father terribly by running away. You set fire to his heart. And to your own. I’ve been smelling the fire for days.”

			Okay, so she was a ghosty psycho buttnugget, but maybe she was right. 

			Francine reached for Alice, and I handed her over. Francine took her and hugged her close and cooed. 

			“Why did you want my cat so bad, Francine? Why Alice?”

			“I couldn’t move on from here without loving something again and cats are the thing I love the most. But it’s taken me all this time to find one that I wanted, and someone I could reach out to. Someone who could hear me.”

			“Who?”

			“You!” 

			“Me?”

			“Yes, and you can keep helping, if you want. You’re a bridge.”

			I shuddered at the thought of dealing with nutty Francine ghost girls for the rest of my life. I thought about Rosa-Maria, and whether she had needed my help too before she disappeared…. “So now you’ll go away?” I said.

			“It cannot be comprehended in a way you would understand, but yes.”

			“But I thought you said I could come here to visit Alice!”

			“Alice and I will be in many different places at the same time. Just call out for us, and we’ll come find you.”

			I swallowed, wondering the same about my mom. Call out to her? Would she find me? 

			Francine hugged Alice and wept and wept. Her tears were the color of flames, bright orange and red and a glowy bright blue. As they rolled down her face, her tears left little burn marks on her cheeks. Little black trails. I stepped back again, afraid of these eerie scorch trails in her flesh.

			Alice looked at me and did that thing with her eyes where she slowly blinked, like she was falling asleep. Like she was saying how much she loved you. 

			I knew that she would be all right. I knew they would both be all right. I knew. 

			Alice blinked at me again, long and slow—she was talking to me! I could hear what she said!

			She told me I did the right thing.

			That we would still be together now. 

			She told me I had to go home. To Dad. 

			I startled awake, sucked in breath, and yelped. 

			It took me a minute to remember where I was…in the boy’s bedroom in the abandoned house, the room I’d first retreated to after I’d run away. Where I found Eddie. 

			Eddie. Oh god, Eddie and Cotter. 

			What time was it? What day?

			Lunar sat in a chair beside the bed feeling my forehead, covered with a towel. 

			“What happened?” I asked. I could barely speak. My voice was toast. 

			“You have a high fever. You’re really sick, Tess.”

			“I have to find Eddie!” I tried to get up but then had a coughing fit. My lungs burned. 

			“No. No. No. Dami went to my house to get medicine. Just, shhhh.”

			“How did I…how did I get into this bed?”

			“Dami carried you. You passed out under the house.”

			I dropped my head back. I’d never felt so bad in my whole life, as if I’d detached from my own body. The joints in my arms and legs trembled. 

			Lunar removed the wet towel from my head. She stood up and walked out of the room in her impossibly tall silver-white moon boots. She walked to the bathroom, turned on the water, then returned a moment later with the towel wet and cold. She placed it back on my forehead. She adjusted the pillow behind my head, fluffing it up. 

			I croaked, “They got arrested and it was all my fault. I have to make sure they’re okay.” I tried to get out of bed again, but she gently pushed me back down. 

			“Tess, no. You need to rest.”

			“Please let me get up, I have to find them.”

			“Find who?”

			“Eddie and Cotter.”

			“Cotter? Cotter Wingham?”

			“You know him?”

			“He lives near me in Saint Charles Estates.”

			Of course she lived where all the richies lived. 

			“Don’t look at me like that,” she said, clearly reading my mind. “It’s not my fault. I hate it there! We only moved there after my mom got rich and famous. She grew up in Pittsburgh and wanted to live somewhat close to her childhood home. But everyone hates us and thinks she’s a big fraud.” 

			“It’s okay,” I said. “You’re not like all the other richies that live there, anyway.”

			“Thank you,” she agreed. “Hey, where do you live, Tess? Where are your parents?”

			I plopped back down, wondering how many times during my life someone would ask that and how I would have to tell people that my mom had died. I wondered if it would ever get easier to say it, or if I would always feel like there was a knife going right through the middle of my chest. 

			“I’m sorry. I meant to say where is your dad? You might need to go to the hospital.”

			“No, Lunar. No.” No more hospitals. 

			“Listen to me. When Dami gets back you are taking medicine and if it doesn’t help you or your fever does not go down, we are getting your dad and taking you to the hospital!”

			“Okay, calm your purple horses, looney tunes. I just…don’t tell my dad.”

			I remembered the dream, Alice telling me to go home. But I couldn’t yet. 

			“Why?”

			I wanted to say it was the same reason she did not want to talk to her mom or why Dami didn’t want to talk to his gross uncle, or Eddie to his mom and creep sister. The same reason we were all there in that crazy house filled with freaky mannequins and pyromaniac ghosts. But I felt too tired. 

			Lunar leaned in and adjusted the towel on my forehead. “If you ever…I mean…if you want to be friends, and, like, we can go shopping. To concerts. I can get you cool stuff. I can introduce you to really good music.” 

			“Like what bands? Like BTS?”

			“Um, not quite my taste, but thanks.”

			“Well, I don’t know! My mom and I used to listen to Florence and the Machine together. Mom loved her.”

			“Me too. That voice! Some of my faves are, like, Zola Jesus, Chelsea Wolfe, FKA Twigs, Pontius Patricia, Bat For Lashes, Bjork, and Siouxsie Sioux.”

			“I can’t believe those are actual names. So you wanna, like, emo me out? Make me all manga-goth?”

			She smiled. “If you want that. You’d look good. You have the light eyes and the dark skin. It’s exotic. You’re so gorgeous.”

			“Gross. I don’t know. I like Vans and skinny jeans and baggy hoodies and trucker caps.”

			“Then Vans and hoodies it shall be!” She thrust her hand out to shake. “Friends?”

		

	
		
			RIDICULOUS

			I woke up to the sound of church bells. 

			I thought about Francine’s wind chimes.

			Wait—the church bells? They rang out at noon. Had I slept THAT long? I tossed the covers off and stood, feeling dizzy and weak but much better than the night before. I walked downstairs to the kitchen. The house was empty. I found a piece of yellow paper on the table:

			Meow, Tess.

			Sorry to leave you alone, 

			but you were sleeping SOoOoOoO deeply

			~ ~ Just like a dead girl ~ ~

			If u wake and c this, fret not.

			Will b back 2 get u very s(w)oon. 

			Just keep resting please

			~ ~ Z z Z z Z z Z z Z z Z z Z ~ ~

			x LV + DT x

			I drifted to the playroom and floated inside. The Ouija board rested in the center of the pool table. I reached forward and gently touched the edge of the planchette. I didn’t want it to move or anything. I didn’t want to speak to Francine. I just wanted to touch the small magical object that somehow bridged our separate worlds. 

			Where you are is far away from where I am, Francine had said.

			If my mom was really “next to me” I wanted to see her, touch her, talk to her. I didn’t want invisible stuff floating around me. If she was with God somewhere, up high above the stars in some shiny white palace filled with angels and trillions of souls, what was she doing there? Just, like, hanging out with every other person who had ever died in the history of the world? Wouldn’t the place be CROWDED? Did they play Bananagrams? Cards Against Humanity? Did they sing karaoke? Did they watch Avatar: The Last Airbender and Spirited Away on giant white screens held up by angel’s wings? Did they fall in love with one another, go on dates and eat spaghetti? Did they get married and have glowing little winged souls for babies?

			Are we really so important that we get to go to heaven?

			Even buttnuggets like Becky Poffey? 

			And if you had religion in your life, would you have the answers to all these questions?

			Crap-to-the-umpteenth—death is so confusing!

			“Mom,” I suddenly said out loud, surprising myself. “If you’re really next to me, don’t look if I’m doing bad stuff or listen to my brains if I’m thinking bad thoughts. You’re only allowed to pay attention when things are good and I’m, like, winning at life. Okay?”

			Silence.

			“’Cause I don’t…I don’t want you to see us like this, so look away, or float away, or ‘hibernate’ like Francine did, until things get better.”

			Nothing.

			“And if you’re not there, floating around me like an invisible cloud or something, then never mind all this. I have to go now. My friends are in trouble because of me and I’m gonna fix it. Francine, if you can hear me, please take care of Alice. She likes to sleep on the bed, so let her sleep on your bed with you in your little room with the old brown curtains. She likes the purple bag of KittyPawz, the salmon and rice flavor. And, um, you have to talk to her a lot because she listens. I’ll be back to visit her, okay?”

			It sounded ridiculous, but how ridiculous was it really, given everything that had happened in the past two days? And how ridiculous was it that the people we love more than anything in the world get boob cancer, so painful that they have to shoot them full of tons of drugs that make them not know who you are anymore? And then they die forever like they were never even here in the first place. Ridiculous? I never liked that stupid word, anyway. It sounds like the name of a cough medicine. 

			I gathered everything I’d brought with me and put it into my Hermione backpack, zipped it up, and left the house. 

			Eddie and Cotter needed me.

			Ridiculous, forever and ever. 

		

	
		
			BECKY POFFEY

			She either hissed horrible things about me behind my back or, like today, screamed at my face: “SHUT UP DORA THE EXPLORER. HE’S AT THE POLICE STATION WHERE ELSE!” 

			Becky Poffey glared at me, arms crossed across her chest. I looked away, wondering why Eddie would still be at the police station. Wouldn’t they have let him go home by now? Did that mean Cotter was still there too? Crapballs. I’m a toad.

			“IT’S ALL YOUR FAULT TESSA SANDOVAL, YOU FREAK, THIS WHOLE MESS.”

			“Give it a rest. It’s more yours than mine.”

			“NO IT’S NOT WHAT DO YOU MEAN SHUT UP!”

			“Stop screaming at me.”

			“NO GET LOST GET AWAY FROM MY HOUSE HELP HELP!”

			“If I had a brother or a sister,” I said, “I could never be mean to them, the way you are to Eddie. You don’t know how lucky you are to have an older brother and—”

			“YOU DON’T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT IT, DORA!”

			“I do, Becky. I know Eddie split because you’re so horrible to him.”

			I turned to go, but she grabbed me by the shoulders, whipped me back around, and then shoved me hard. I pushed back, and she fell. I wanted to jump on her, wail on her, make her feel as bad as she’d made me feel for so many years, make her feel how I felt for not having a mom anymore, for losing a cat I really loved. 

			I growled. Loudly. I growled, like a dog, at Becky.

			I reached for the bully blinder in my pocket, feeling the hot sparkly rage in the tips of my fingers and the top of my head. It wanted out. It wanted to find a new person to live inside of. It wanted to be transferred. Remembering what my mom had told me in the hospital about my anger, something inside me suddenly POPPED, like a button from a shirt that was too tight.

			No.

			I bolted forward, helped Becky up, made sure she was okay, and brushed her off. 

			She pushed me away and stepped back and fixed her hair and stared at me. 

			We looked at each other for a long time. 

			She looked down at her feet and started to cry. 

			I hurled the bully blinder onto the ground and jumped on it, smashing it. We both stared down at the plastic pieces and the little glass eyes, broken to bits. But I saw nothing else in there. It was empty inside. 

			Becky took one last look at me and then went inside, closing the door on my face.

			I felt lighter, like I could lift into the air and fly.

		

	
		
			YOUNG UNCLE SAM

			I ran down the block. When I arrived at the corner, I turned and looked down the street toward my house. Something caught my eye…on the road…way up ahead. Something bright. It moved strangely, zigzagging across the road, back and forth, back and forth, in big sweeping arcs. Then I heard wheels on pavement—a skateboard! Maybe I needed glasses. Great, thanks. 

			Then, all the blood in my body exploded: “OH MY GODDER, IT’S COTTER.” 

			I started running toward him. As we approached each other, I noticed his outfit: a tall red, white, and blue top hat that had a rim of silver stars; a big, floppy red bow tie around his neck, and a blue vest with stripes and stars on it. His pants looked like clown pants, big and long and baggy, and covered top to bottom in red stripes that made you a little dizzy to look at. What the hickory dickory!

			He skated toward me with his arms raised over his head in greeting. He wasn’t the best skater; he looked like he was about to take a bad tumble any second. And then he did—he attempted to stop all smooth and mint sauce, like the cool skater dudes with squid haircuts at school, but instead he flew forward and belly-flopped onto the street, the skateboard flipping off to the side. He got up and brushed himself off, his face red. 

			“Finally!” he said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you! How’s Alice?”

			My stomach dropped out. “Dad had her put to sleep.”

			His face drooped, and he dropped his head. He moved in for a hug. I’d never hugged a boy before. Cotter smelled like dryer sheets and mac and cheese. He smelled like he had a mom around, even though he didn’t because she had to leave. It made me feel bad for him. But then he wouldn’t let go, so I had to wriggle free and nudge him away.

			“Sorry,” he said. “I can’t help it. I love you.” 

			“Get real.”

			“I’m sorry about Alice. That’s me getting real. I feel terrible.”

			“What are you wearing?”

			“Oh, this?” He said, looking down at himself. “I’m ‘Young Uncle Sam’ in the Weirville Fourth of July float next week. The one in DoWe. We had rehearsal this morning. I had to go down there and, like, get on the float and do my speech and wave and make sure I wasn’t gonna fall off the ride and splatter in the street.”

			“What happened last night? Tell me everything right now.”

			Cotter picked up his skateboard and tucked it under his arm. We started walking. The sky sparkled deep blue over our heads, but in the distance thick gray clouds hovered. Nimbostratus clouds. No, wait—cumulonimbus! I’d learned that in science. They did all the heavy lifting, those clouds.

			He told me the cops nagged at Eddie and him in the police car, like giving them a lecture about good behavior and maintaining the public peace or something. He said that Eddie was acting weird, though, like he didn’t know who Cotter was, that they hadn’t gone to the animal hospital together, and that Eddie said he went because he was listening to “the voices” in his head. Cotter said he thought that Eddie was “protecting” him so that he wouldn’t get in trouble. The cops had dropped Cotter off at the gates of Saint Charles.

			“What happened to Eddie after that, Cotter?”

			“I figured they were gonna just drop him home too. Right?”

			“No, I was just at his house. He’s at the police station! How did that happen?” I hopped in front of him, placing both hands on his shoulders. “Cotter. You have to help me.” He grinned, and his cheeks went red. “Stop that,” I said.

			“Stop what?” he smiled.

			“Cotter, I need your help. Again.” 

			“Anything for my future wife. But that means another date. That’s four now. Four dates.”

			“Try two. Okay? Don’t push it, freakboy.”

			“But getting picked up by the cops doubles one of them.”

			I dropped my head. Four dates with Cotter Wingham. Four horror movies from the ’80s. What was I thinking? 

			But I had to. For Eddie. I sighed and nodded.

			“Okay, Tess. Yo, what we gonna do, yo?”

			“Okay, don’t talk rapper, Post Malone.” 

			“But ‘I Fall Apart’ is such a good song. I’ll sing it to you at our wedding.” 

			I rolled my eyes. “We have to go get Eddie.” 

			Cotter’s eyes went wide. “From the police station?” 

			I nodded. 

			“How are we going to get down there?” he asked. “Eddie can’t exactly drive us in his not-exactly-stolen car.” 

			That was true. I hadn’t thought about that. 

			“Give me your phone,” he said, putting his skateboard down and adjusting his red-striped clown pants, hauling them up dramatically. He put his hand out. 

			“I don’t have one!”

			“I thought you did. You’re an only child, don’t only children get everything?”

			“I was supposed to get one but then this little thing called DEATH happened and the cell-phone thing kinda got buried. So to speak.”

			“Well, me too, except a little thing called SAUCE DAD.”

			“Why do we need a phone?”

			“To call a Uber.”

			“A what?”

			“A Uber.”

			“Do you mean ‘an’ Uber? 

			“Yeah, but I like ‘a’ Uber better.”

			“Oh! I know! Mrs. Melloni!” And I ran ahead, feeling a little wobbly because I was still sick. I really hoped she was home. 

			Cotter ran after me, yelling, “It has to be a cell phone. You need to use an app. She won’t have one, she’s 111.”

			“She does, though—I saw it Friday afternoon when she killed Stanley.”

			“Who’s Stanley? She killed someone? Jesus’s Cheez-Its!”

			“No, my tree. Stanley was the tree.”

			“Um. What?”

			“Just c’mon!”

			“Okay, yo! Let’s go get us some dope E-Poff!” 

			We ran up the block toward Mrs. Melloni’s house. 

			Cotter dropped his skateboard twice.

		

	
		
			GILDA MELLONI

			I held Mrs. Melloni’s cell phone in my hands. “Cotter, she has ‘a’ Uber!”

			“What, dear?” she asked as she came back into the living room with two slices of pecan pie. She placed them down on her little coffee table, shook a can of whipped cream, pointed it at the pie, and let loose. As she bent over, her eyeglasses fell off her face and landed on the rug below. “Rats,” she said. She couldn’t reach them. She couldn’t bend over that far. Cotter darted over and swept them up for her and handed them back. “Thank you, Yankee Doodle,” she said.

			I held up the phone to her. “You have the Uber app.”

			She said, “Oh, that horror. Yes, well, my granddaughter Pauline put the app in there Friday after I almost killed Alice. That poor sweet cat. Goodness. I won’t be driving again, but I still need to get around. And if she can’t take me—she’s a therapist and sees clients all day—then I can have some nice young person in a clean car pick me up. Very adventurous.”

			“May we use it, please?”

			“Is everything all right?”

			“We just have to go help a friend,” I said.” That’s all.”

			“How’s Alice, dear?” she asked. “Did you find her?”

			I tried to swallow but the lumpy ball in my throat began to throb. Sweat beads formed on my forehead. “Um,” I said. “Well, I did. I got her to the vet. Then I tried to get her back from the vet because I didn’t want to leave her at the vet’s, but then, um….” I looked down at the phone. I could see my reflection in the black glass. I didn’t look like me. 

			Tess of the Black Glass scared me.

			“What is it, Tess?” she asked. “She’s safe at home now, yes?” 

			I shook my head, looked over at Cotter, who looked back at me. He dropped his head. 

			“No?” Mrs. Melloni stepped toward me.

			“My dad had her put to sleep.”

			Her eyes went wide, then watered, filling up with the biggest tears I had ever seen. She walked over to a little wooden side table and plucked a tissue from a pink and beige box with a marble pattern on it.

			“It’s not your fault, I promise,” I said. “It’s just…she was sick. She had cat leukemia. The vet said that cats sometimes try to end their own lives when they are sick. Or…something like that.”

			She put a hand on her heart. “Oh, my goodness, oh my goodness. That beautiful cat was so sweet, so majestic. She loved your mother so much. And Eileen, she loved Alice so much. I don’t understand this. I don’t understand this.”

			I sighed and looked over at Cotter. He looked at me, and a tear darted out of his eye. Then another. And another. 

			The steam rushed from my feet all the way up to my head in about two seconds. It burned my cheeks, seared my throat, and flushed my ears. I felt my fingers grip the edges of the phone so hard I thought I might crack it and kill Tess of the Black Glass. Between gritted teeth I snarled, “STOP CRYING. WE HAVE TO GET EDDIE.” 

			Mrs. Melloni slowly turned and looked at me. For a very long time. Like she was looking through me, looking into my soul. My soul. Where the lava toad, all globby and hot, warted through my veins. 

			I exhaled loudly and looked down at the rug. Then I opened the Uber app and asked her for the password. “How do we pay for this?” I asked. “It says it will cost $13.00. Here, Mrs. Melloni…” I pulled my backpack off and retrieved money from inside. Money, I realized, that I had made from helping her do yard work. I peeled off two crinkly fives and three ones. “Here it is.”

			Still staring at me, she said, “You keep it, love.”

			I left the crumpled bills on her side table. I stared at the money, thinking that my mom would’ve wanted me to do the right thing. She would have wanted me to pay for it myself.

			What was I doing? 

			Nothing made sense.

			Boob cancer killed my mom.

			Planet Sadman stole my dad and made him a zombie.

			A ghost stole my cat.

			And…Eddie! 

		

	
		
			STEALTH

			In the lobby of the Weirville Police Department, Precinct Three, the light-gray and dark-blue striped rug on the floor smelled freshly cleaned. The white paint on the walls smelled new too. Tall wooden cabinets on either side of the entrance doors gleamed with gold medals, blue ribbons, and framed certificates that looked polished and clean. Even the overhead lights  looked shiny. 

			“Wow,” Cotter said. “Look at this place. It’s like the Police Palace. My dad would sure be happy his tax dollars were being put to good use.”

			To the right of the entrance stood a long wall, with two large Plexiglas windows. The officers behind the window wore dark-blue uniforms with gold badges and name tags affixed to their shirts. 

			We walked up to the windows. 

			“Hi,” I said to the officers. “Um. Can we please see Mister Edward Poffey?”

			They stared at Cotter, at his outfit, like he was nuts. They looked at each other. One of the officers picked up a phone, dialed a number, and then a female cop came forward. Her name tag said “Washington.” She looked at me a moment. “Are you family?” she said.

			“Sure.”

			“You are?”

			“Kind of. We’re his friends.”

			“Sorry, Miss.”

			“It’s totally an emergency.”

			“Is it now? What kind of emergency would it be?”

			The man on the phone turned his back to us and lowered his voice as he spoke.

			“Well,” I said, “He shouldn’t be here, that’s all,” I said. I started to feel dizzy again.

			“Really now?” the woman said and crossed her arms. “And why is that?”

			“He didn’t do anything wrong. It’s my fault. I—”

			“How old are you two?”

			I panicked and turned to Cotter, but he wasn’t beside me. He stood in the middle of the lobby tossing his hands out and moving back and forth. Like a rapper. 

			A rapper. Oh my god no. “Cotter, no,” I hissed. “No. No.”

			“You asked for my help,” he hissed back.

			He swept his top hat up onto his head and started snapping. I thought he was going to start break dancing right there in the police station. Instead, he rapped: 

			There once was a guy named Eddie Poffey

			He really didn’t like the taste of coffee 

			He was a handsome gent, and a gifted kid

			A baseball pro who unfortunately did

			Crack his po’po head and turn to toffee.

			Then he did a spin, and the top hat flew off his head in a blur of red stripes and blue stars. It landed on the floor, upended, a few feet away. 

			That sweet kid sho’ mess’d up his brain 

			So many peeps sho’ felt a lotta pain

			Swingin’ his bat just a little too hard

			Ever-one thought: he eternally scarred!

			Cotter did “the wave” with his hands, but it was not smooth like the kids at school. The officers at the window stared at him through the Plexiglas. The lady, Washington, blinked.

			But nothin’ could be further from the truth

			Sure as Wingham’s my name—don’t call me RUTH 

			Poffey’s cool—just you wait ’n’ see

			He ain’t some FOOL—he a prodigy!

			He was helpin’ us out, and took the fall

			For me and catless Tess—and that is all.

			I wanted to smack him and hug him. At the same time.

			Washington said, “Listen, Yankee-Doodle-Eminem, you can rap your way from here to Kanye’s house, you’re not getting in if you’re not family.”

			“Mad skills, though,” one of the other officers said. The other one, the one who’d been on the phone, erupted with laughter. Right at that moment, a door off to the side of the reception windows hurled open and a big cop—Officer Glenn, from the animal hospital!—came barreling up to Cotter.

			“Officer Glenn!” Cotter said. “Wattup, dawg.”

			“Sit down, both of you, right now.” Pointing to Cotter, he said, “I knew you were involved in this. I knew it. I gave you a freebie and dropped you off because Eddie said you weren’t involved, you and your dead squirrel, but I knew it. Sit down!”

			Cotter sat down and then Officer Glenn marched up to me and pointed at the bench. “And you,” he said to me, as I walked over. “How many more calls am I gonna get about you? From your dad, from the vet hospital, from Eddie’s sister, who said you tried to BLIND her! Give me that monkey thing right now!”

			“She called the cops on me? But…I helped her up.”

			“Becky is weird like that!” Cotter yelled from the bench. “One time she threw a volleyball at my head in gym and then later she came up to me and said she was sorry and she thought I was cute and then the next day she ignored me and stabbed me with a pencil.”

			“Pipe down, Uncle Sam!” Office Glenn said. “Give me the monkey!”

			I looked at him. “It doesn’t exist anymore.”

			“Where is it?”

			“I smashed it, and…there was nothing inside it.” 

			Officer Glenn threw his hands up. “Has everyone gone insane? Ever since that tree on your lawn went down Friday afternoon, I’ve had the craziest weekend of my life!” 

			“Me too! We just want to see Eddie,” I said. 

			“No! You’re not seeing Eddie!”

			“He shouldn’t be arrested. It’s MY fault, he didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“Oh, really? He stole a car, drove without a license and with a serious disability, and broke into an animal hospital—”

			“To get Alice!”

			“He’s got a history of insane behavior like this,” Officer Glenn said. “He’s not stable.”

			“But the car was his mom’s,” I said. “He didn’t steal it, he borrowed it. We didn’t break into the vet hospital, they were open. We were trying to help my cat, I swear.”

			“If you don’t stop talking, I’m going to throw you into a bullpen back there.”

			“Good, do it, then I’ll get to see Eddie.”

			Cotter looked at me and said, “Tess, stop, yo.”

			Officer Glenn leaned down so that his face was an inch from mine and whispered, “For your information, Nancy Drew, Eddie isn’t even here.”

			“Then how come she said we could only see him if we were family?”

			“They were stalling you while they called me to come down.” 

			“Stealth” Cotter whispered. 

			“And YOU,” Officer Glenn said, snapping his head at Cotter. “What in God’s name are you wearing?”

			“You missed my rap,” Cotter said. “It explained everything.”

			“No, it didn’t,” Washington called out from behind the glass. “I don’t know what that was.”

			Officer Glenn rolled his eyes. “And people are always asking me why I don’t have kids.”

			“Where is Eddie?” I asked. “Where is he, if he’s not here?”

			“None of your business.”

			“He’s more stable than anyone I have ever met,” I said. “You just don’t know him. You never ate his pancakes!” 

			Officer Glenn threw his hands up and walked back toward the door, yanking his heavy black police belt up as he went. He turned back before opening the door and said, “I’m going to take ten deep breaths. I’m going to go get my keys. I’m going to drive you home right now, and this madness is going to end today.”

			I stood up from the bench. “He totally took care of me and cooked for me and helped me get Alice to the vet because she was dying! DYING! Don’t you know what that’s like? Haven’t you ever loved anything?”

			Officer Glenn shook his head at me. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you, or who you think you are, but—”

			“She’s sick,” Cotter said. “She has a fever right now, okay? Things are cray-cray. Don’t arrest us. We just came to rescue our friend. We love Eddie. Give him back to us, you thieves.”

			“Eddie is normal!” I yelled. “It’s everyone else who’s a CRAPBALL!”

			I mopped the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand. 

			Eddie, where are you?

			I still had no idea what I was doing.

		

	
		
			FLOWERS

			I sat in the back of the police car and stared out the window at Officer Glenn talking to my dad, who wore blue workout pants and a black V-neck T-shirt. I couldn’t believe he wasn’t in his robe and slippers. His hair looked clean, yes, but his face still looked all zoned out to me. He only nodded at what Officer Glenn said. He looked across the lawn at me in the car. I immediately looked away.

			Officer Glenn nodded, shook my dad’s hand gruffly, and huffed back toward the car. 

			I couldn’t get Eddie out of my mind. Was he at work? Did he go back to the abandoned house? Lunar and Dami were probably worried sick. I had to get back over there. I had to. 

			Officer Glenn opened the back door for me, and as I turned to walk away something bright flashed in the corner of my eye. I knelt and brushed away dirt and grass until I uncovered the corner of an old orange and pink jeweled collar. Whoa. I’d made it in art class for Alice. She’d lost it within a week. Alice and I turned ten years old that year, and I’d made us these matching collars for our birthdays. 

			Mom had measured both our necks at the kitchen table with her red-and-white measuring tape. She took little notes on a pad, making it important and official. I could see the little marks she made on her notepad perfectly. Her handwriting always made me feel so safe. 

			It felt like my mom would die every day over and over again for the rest of my life and there was nothing I could do to stop it. 

			A spider scuttled across my heart. 

			I pulled the collar out and dusted it off. I walked up and brushed past my dad. He dropped his head. I stepped into the house and closed the door on him.

			Wowza, Maria. The house had shrunk. 

			A beautiful bouquet of flowers, wrapped in brown paper, fountained from a vase on the table. Where had they come from? I also noticed a folded piece of paper and a card in a little yellow envelope. I walked in and saw that the card said “TESSA.” I could tell from the handwriting it was from Mrs. Melloni. I sighed and placed that one down and picked up the folded paper instead. I flipped it open: lavender-colored, with cute drawings in the corners: bat, witch, skull, spider. 

			TESS. WE R SO WORRIED. WHERE R U? R U OKAY? PLEASE STOP BY 12434 GRENADINE WAY. 

			WE LEFT THE HOUSE, COS FRANCINE ISN’T ‘THERE’ ANYMORE. OR, IF SHE IS, SHE’S NOT BOTHERING ANYONE NOW. 

			SHE MUST BE V HAPPY TO HAVE ALICE. 

			(MY MOM WOULD BE SO PROUD. 

			IF ONLY SHE CARED)

			x LV + DT x 

			P$: I CAN GET U A PHONE.

			Then I opened the greeting card from Mrs. Melloni: the front showed a litter of white kittens in a basket. I opened it. Something slid out and onto the floor under the kitchen table. As I ducked down to get it, I heard the front door open. 

			My dad stepped inside. 

			“Tess,” he said.

			I picked it up—a business card—crawled back out from under the table and stood. I looked at my dad for a second. He put his hands in his pockets. I glanced at the card:

			PAULINE KEELEY-ACHARYA, MFT

			Divorce ~ Bereavement ~ Career ~ Lgbtqia

			Women’s Issues ~ Children & Teens

			243-473-8081

			paulineacharyamft.com License# 08183561

			Mrs. Melloni’s granddaughter, Pauline. 

			Gilda Melloni was always looking out for us. I felt so thankful for that. I sighed. “Did Eddie stop by?” I asked Dad.

			He looked at me, angrily shaking his head. “You could’ve been killed. You know that? Paralyzed.”

			“Did he leave these flowers? Did he leave me a note? Outside, or under the door?”

			“He could’ve had a seizure while driving and lost control of that car.”

			“Yeah, well, he didn’t.”

			“Of all the kids in this neighborhood, that’s the one you choose to get into trouble with? That loser?”

			“We had to get Alice to the vet. You refused, so there you have it.”

			“Tessa—”

			“‘Leave her.’”

			“Tess—”

			“That’s what you said. ‘Leave her.’”

			“Can I explain please?”

			“Guess it’s a good thing I didn’t die, though, ’cause then everyone in this family would be dead, but would you even care?”

			“Hey,” he said, raising his voice. “Hey!”

			“What.”

			My dad took his hands from his pockets and dropped them by his sides. He looked down at the floor and mumbled, “I’m really doing my best here.”

			“Really? I think your ‘best’ is defective. Exchange it for some ‘best’ that works.”

			He shook his head, turned, and walked into the living room. How could I feel so bad about everything yet feel so good that I had just said that to him? The mighty steam toad croaked again.

			I looked at the flowers: irises, mostly, bright white ones with blue and yellow centers. Irises were my mom’s favorite. My dad used to buy them for her and tell her to enjoy them “for the next few hours,” because they always wilted and died quickly, and she would laugh. Somehow, she always made them last longer.

			My dad turned and said, “I need to tell you something, Tess.”

			“Yeah, I know, I could’ve died. Big whoop. I did stupid things, who cares.” 

			“Listen to me. Your mother was my life. My life. I’m struggling, okay?” Dad continued, his voice higher, strained. “I’m lost here. I knew it would be hard, as soon as she first got sick, I knew it would be hard for us, of course it would be hard. But…she went fast, so fast, and I never imagined it would be this bad. No way. No se que hacer.”

			My dad sat down on the end of the couch and ran his hands through his hair. I saw all the gray, and I shuddered. Before all the boob cancer stuff had started with my mom, he didn’t have gray hair. He dropped his hands in his lap. The ball in my throat swelled like a balloon, and it turned to ice. 

			“And then there’s you, Tess. I can’t…I don’t know how to do this without her. I’m figuring it out, you know? How am I going to raise you into a young woman, especially now, when you need her the most? How are we going to do this? Estoy asustado.” 

			I whirled away from my dad, leaned across the table to the flowers. It felt like they were calling to me or something. I fingered one silky petal of an iris. In its center, a little dark-blue star bloomed. My first pair of Vans that Dad had bought me for my birthday had dark-blue stars all over them. I loved that he’d bought me those Vans. I felt so psyched to wear them to school the next day. I know everyone thinks that only children are spoiled brats and get everything they want, but that wasn’t true in my family. 

			“Where did these flowers come from?”

			“I bought them,” Dad said.

			I looked at him, still sitting on the edge of the couch, staring straight ahead out the window at the lawn, where Stanley once stood like a wooded sentinel. We would also have to get used to a new view. No more Mom, no more cat, no more tree.

			“Why’d you buy them?”

			“For Alice,” he said quietly. “So we could bury her in the yard together.”

			A little bomb detonated inside my throat. Dad and I were stuck. Just like Francine. But Francine did something bad and was being punished, wasn’t she? Maybe it didn’t matter what anyone ever did—anywhere, anytime—to get stuck. Maybe the only thing that mattered was what you had to do to get unstuck, and whether you were brave enough to do it, knowing what it was that had to be done. 

			I closed my eyes tight. I wanted it all to stop. 

			I. Want. My. Mom.

			I. Want. My. Cat.

			I. Want. My. Dad. 

			He came over and knelt, and I wrapped my arms around his neck. I shook with icy goosebumps. My whole body convulsed, my skin crawled. I saw little silver stars floating behind my eyes. I wondered if that was what happened to Eddie when he had seizures. I heard a weird, long, high-pitched shriek, which turned into a scream. I realized that the sound was coming from me.

			“Shhhh,” my dad said. “It’s okay. It’s okay, mija. Shhhhh.” 

			I let go of Dad and dropped to the floor. Eyes clamped shut, I banged my fists so hard, pummeling the floor so intensely that I thought I might punch a big black hole that went straight from our kitchen right down to hell.

			When I opened my eyes, Dad had collapsed to the floor too, and tears shot from his eyes, and he was shaking. We both howled, sobbed, and shook. It felt like the world had cracked open. 

			It felt like we lay on the floor crying for days. 

			I’d never heard my dad cry like that. His voice sounded so deep, like from a pit down inside of him, a well, and if you sent down a bucket on rusty chains, you’d pull it back up filled with tears. Dad was trying to say something, but he was crying so hard I couldn’t figure it out. Then he took a deep breath and sobbed, “Never run off on me like that again. I’m sorry.” 

		

	
		
			ZOMBIE WITH A SUITCASE

			Dad made me lunch—quesadillas, extra melty, my favorite—and afterward I slept the rest of the afternoon. I didn’t dream. When I woke, it was dark outside. The orange glow from the streetlamp filled my bedroom. I sat up and looked around. I tossed the covers off and walked over to my mirror. I looked at my face and touched my throat—so sore. I pulled my hair into a ponytail and went downstairs. On the way down, I passed the family photos on the wall. I felt like there were so many things we needed to change about the house to make it okay for us to live there. To not go crazy missing my mom. 

			I walked into the living room and found my dad lying on the couch with his eyes closed, his hands folded across his chest like a dead man in a coffin, and an ice pack across his forehead. I didn’t see the Zombie Sadman in his face anymore. He opened his eyes and when he saw me standing across the room, looking at him, he grinned. A sad grin, but at least it was a grin.

			“Estas bien, Dad?” 

			I walked over to him, and he embraced me. He smelled like himself again: minty and woodsy. I stayed there, in the hug.

			“Dad?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Is the zombie gone?”

			“He’s packin’ up, yeah.”

			“Dad?”

			“Yeah.”

			“He can’t come back.”

			“I know, mija.”

			“Dad?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Mrs. Melloni gave me her granddaughter’s card. She’s a therapist. Can we go?”

			“Um.”

			“Dad! Can’t we just try? I think it will help.”

			“Okay, okay, we can try.” 

			“Thank you.”

			“Tess, where’s Alice?”

			My heart kicked me. “Um. Oh. Maybe you should sit back down.” 

			I told him everything. When I finished, I said, “If you want, I guess we could go over there and dig her up and bury her here instead…but that might really upset Francine.”

			My dad looked at me for a really long time. He said, “Kinda freaking me out that you’re telling me this, but also not freaking me out at all. My Abuela Mildred, your bisabuela, made a living talking to dead people in Mexico City for about forty years. We all thought she was nuts. Brujería.”

			I thought about my imaginary friend, Rosa-Maria. “She wasn’t nuts, Dad.”

			“Okay, well, sure about that? She used to talk to Jesus Christ himself, said he was in the kitchen with her making empanadas.” He stood up. “Enough about that. I need to run to Grocer Ease. Want to come with me?” 

			It was the first time we had done anything together in a long time. I gave him a big hug. It felt so good to hug him again.

		

	
		
			SHE CHANGED ME

			I didn’t call it a “date”—more like an agreement.

			Cotter showed up at my door in a light-blue suit (a suit, yes) with black velvet lapels, and a darker-blue ruffled shirt. He wore a small yellow carnation pinned to his lapel. He wore a wig of shoulder-length curly blond ’70s hair. I didn’t know if I should laugh, run for my life, or just hug the weirdo.

			“Uh. Aren’t we seeing a creature double-feature?” I asked.

			“Yup. Don’t you know who I am?” he asked.

			“No, freak. Who are you?”

			“Tommy Ross! From Carrie.”

			“Who’s that? I haven’t seen it.” I wore a white zip-up hoodie sweatshirt, maroon skinny jeans, my blue-star Vans, and my dad’s oversized trucker cap (so I could pull it down over my face if I needed to hide from anyone I knew).

			“Well, strap yourself in, wifey. It’s a Stephen King double feature. Let’s roll!”

			“Bye, Dad,” I hollered. 

			He came to the door. “Whoa, little dude,” he said. “Look at you, guerito.” 

			“I’m Tommy Ross from Carrie. Ever seen it? The original, not the lame remake.”

			“Yeah, when I was a teenager. Are you the curly-haired kid who brings her to the prom and then they get a bucket of pig’s blood dumped on them?” 

			“SPOILER ALERT!” Cotter yelled.

			“Whaaaaat?” I said. “I’m not seeing that!”

			“Ughhhh, Mr. Sandoval,” he groaned. “You ruined it.” 

			“Wait,” I said. “What’s the other one about?” 

			“Cats and parents that come back from the dead.”

			I crossed my arms. “Are you kidding me right now.”

			“Too soon?” Cotter asked. 

			“I can’t believe I am doing this. Dad, save me. Ground me or something.”

			“Lo siento. You’re on your own.”

			“A deal’s a deal, Tess,” Cotter reminded me. “Besides, when we get married, we’ll watch horror movies together while we eat dinner every night.”

			My dad guffawed and shuffled back into the house.

			

			The movie was outside. A skinny, strawberry-blond girl named Carrie, who could move things with her mind, was now being targeted for revenge by the popular girls, who planned to dump fresh pig’s blood from a glitter bucket onto her during the prom. She looked so pretty that my heart hurt. When the black-red blood spilled down onto her head, I took off. 

			Girls and blood. Really? Maybe they can dump something on the boys’ heads instead. I looked at Cotter, rapt as he sucked orange soda through a straw. I hopped up. “Gotta pee, Tommy Ross.”

			“Get me a box of Cracker Jack?” he asked and handed me money.

			I walked up the middle aisle into a pretzel-salt summer night breeze. The converted high school football field glowed, filled with chairs that had been placed in neat rows up and down the grass all the way back from the giant goalposts. The movie screen stretched across the posts at the far end. Giant lights were placed at the ends of the rows of chairs every twenty feet or so. Walking down from the school onto the field, it looked like the site of some secret governmental science experiment. But the turnout was impressive. Especially people our own age. I had no idea that so many kids my age were so into old horror movies from the ’70s and ’80s! I never watched them. I watched Miyazaki films. 

			The bathrooms were inside the high school, all the way across the parking lot where carts selling popcorn, candy, pretzels, and glow necklaces were scattered about. Food trucks too. It smelled like a summer carnival. Older kids, teenagers and college-aged, hung around their cars, vaping and laughing. As I walked through the carts and food trucks, making my way toward the school, I heard my name. I stopped. 

			I turned around. 

			I didn’t see anyone, other than people in line at the food trucks. 

			I looked to my left, then to my right, but where had that come from? 

			I continued toward the school, then heard my name again. 

			What the chickens? It sounded like it came from above me. I turned and looked up: a copse of trees lined the edge of the parking lot, near the entrance. Big oaks, like Stanley. The rimy orange light from the school’s streetlamps filtered through their leaves and made them look alien, like underwater creatures. 

			Something dropped suddenly from one of the trees and landed with a thud. I yelped. It was Eddie Poffey, wearing his ambulance technician uniform. Oh my godder. I ran to him and nearly knocked him over because I hugged him so hard. 

			“Is Alice okay?” he asked. 

			“She died,” I said.

			He dropped his head. “Aww, no. I’m so sorry, Tess. Aw, buttnuggets.”

			In that moment, he felt like my big brother, home from college for Thanksgiving or something. 

			“Eddie, what were you doing up in that tree?”

			“It’s a good spot to watch the movies from—you can see over everyone’s heads!”

			“Ah. I never thought about that. That’s so smart.” 

			“And, um, I wanted to see you, Tess. I knew you’d be here. Well, if you’d held up your end of the bargain, anyway.” He grinned. “I wanted you guys to know that I was okay, and—” 

			“Eddie! Where have you been? Did you get in trouble?”

			“Not really. I mean, I’m staying with my friend Emmett. We work together. He has his own apartment in Smith’s Pond, in SoWe. He’s a freshman at Rock Creek U.”

			“But what happened that night?”

			“I got chewed out pretty bad by Officer Glenn, but, basically, I was let go a few hours later with a serious warning. I called Emmett. I didn’t want to go home, you know?” 

			“Are you gonna stay there? With Emmett, I mean?” 

			“Um. I kinda decided that it would be better for me to go live with my dad.”

			“Your dad? Where is he?”

			“California.” 

			California? Oh no. “Where in California?”

			“Santa Cruz. It’s near San Francisco.”

			“This. Bites. So. Hard! I’m going to kill your sister. This is all her fault. Frickin’ Becky.”

			“No, Tess. Becky’s got her own stuff. Believe me. It’s just better if I’m not in this town anymore. It’s been years since my accident and things aren’t getting better for me here.”

			A roar from the crowd, then the sound of a car screeching and an explosion. What the heck was happening to Carrie with her freaky powers and her creepy pig’s-blood hair? 

			I looked at Eddie. “When are you leaving?”

			“Oh. Um. So. Monday.”

			My stomach dropped. “But I don’t want you to go. Who will take me on adventures?”

			“You have Cotter.” He nodded toward the field. “I mean, that kid is crazy about you, Tess. Maybe give him a shot.” 

			“Eddie,” I said.

			He looked at me. “Yeah?”

			Suddenly the crowd screamed, and we turned toward the football field. The screams crumpled into laughter and squeals, and then died down. 

			Eddie looked at me again. His eyes were calm storms. 

			“Nothing,” I said, and swallowed.

			Another roar from the crowd, creepier. I could hear Carrie’s mother’s voice. She moaned or cried out or died or something. Freakiacs.

			People will say that what Carrie struggled with wasn’t real. That strange powers were fake. That was okay—I knew the truth. I knew because it had happened to me. And to Eddie. And to my friends Lunar and Dami. And Alice. I knew I didn’t have to convince people that that stuff was real, but I wondered if I might someday want to try. Like Lunar’s mom. Could I do that? 

			“Tess, I gotta cut, but tell me what happened with Alice.”

			“She’s with Francine.”

			“The ghost girl?”

			“Yes. We buried her under the house and I’m gonna be able to visit her.”

			“Whoa,” Eddie said. “She knew what she was doing.”

			“Francine?”

			“No,” he said. “Alice.” 

			I smiled.

			“Man,” he whispered, shaking his head. “There’s more stuff out there than we know.”

			I nodded. My eyes filled up. 

			“You knew what you were doing too,” he said.

			I looked at him. 

			“You rescued the zombie from Planet Sadman.”

			I looked down, and gently kicked an acorn. 

			“You knew.”

			I nodded. 

			“Listen,” he said. “I need you to tell Alice thank you. Tell her, ‘Thank you from Eddie,’ ’cause Alice changed my whole life in two days. Things are making sense to me for the first time in years. She changed me. I mean, I love that freakin’ cat. And now…she’s a ghost cat. It’s so wild!” 

			I hugged him again and sobbed. It felt okay. It felt better than the steam, the warty toad crouched in my belly, the spiders, the moths, the little thing with strong legs kicking the back of my heart, and me, always kicking things and hurting myself. Crying just felt better than all that. “She changed me too,” I whispered.

			And I had changed. From a person who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—cry, into a person who could, and would. And did. I even cried in high school parking lots surrounded by food trucks and people screaming.

			Eddie pulled something out of his pocket.. “Give this to Cotter, okay?” He handed me a little purple and green octopus figurine. 

			“What’s this?” I asked, looking down at it in my palm.  

			“He’s a shape shifter. He can become anything he needs to be. He’s a total octopus!” 

			“Okay,” I said, tucking it into my pocket. 

			Eddie grinned, saluted me like a soldier, turned on his heel, and marched away. I watched him move all the way across the parking lot and up a grassy rise toward the main street; and just as he was about to disappear, he turned back and waved to me. The giant oak trees glowing orange in the streetlamps made it look like a painting. 

			I smiled. 

			I raised my hand high and waved back—but I didn’t want it to be a goodbye wave. 

			

			After the movies, when everyone was streaming out of the parking lot as we waited for our ride home, I slipped my hand into Cotter’s, holding the octopus figurine. He opened his palm and stared down at it for a minute. He smiled and said, “You saw Eddie!” 

			“How did you know?”

			He grinned and shook his head. “It’s our secret.”

			My eyes widened at that. 

			“Listen,” he said, sliding the octopus into his suit jacket pocket so that its tentacles stuck out the top, “You might love a lot of people through junior high, high school, college, and after, but no one will ever love you more than I do.” 

			I sighed, shaking my head. I put my arm around him, and he smiled.

			“Hey, Cotter,” I said. “I don’t think I thanked you for helping me so much, and—”

			“Aww, yeah,” he said and yanked off his curly blond wig. Shoving it clumsily into his pocket, he said, “Is this my big first-kiss moment?”

			I shook my head, and he smiled.

		

	
		
			WEIRD HOUSE ON GRENADINE WAY

			The next morning I walked over to Saint Charles Estates and wandered through its streets until I found 12434 Grenadine Way, a mini-mansion, painted light blue and dark black. The mailbox had a miniature cathedral on top that said “12434” in swirly gold numbers. Something felt off about it—like a house Voldemort would’ve lived in if he’d married Snow White. Lunar Velvet’s mom’s house. “Wow,” I said out loud. “The dead sure pay out.”

			I walked up the driveway to the walloping front door—like eight feet high—and stared at a giant brass knocker of a peacock whose feathers spread up the door in a wide fan. Suddenly the door swung open, and Lunar Velvet in a pair of oversized black silk pajamas, and Dami Tross in a velvety red robe with his hair spiked up six inches high, stood there smiling at me.

			Lunar grabbed me and hugged me hard. “Are you okay? Did you get my letters?”

			“Yup. Sorry. Didn’t mean to ignore you guys. I kinda needed to hibernate with my dad.”

			“Oh, I know. I could feel it. I was tuned in.”

			“You were not,” Dami groaned. “You were freaking out all week.”

			She turned and swatted him, laughing. “Never question my powers, you.”

			We stood in the doorway for a moment, quiet and still, like we were each remembering, in our own way, what had happened at that house. It felt like a dream. A part of me wondered if it had really happened. But I knew it had, and I knew we would have to deal with it.

			“Before we go over there,” I finally said, “I just wanted to say thanks. Thanks for taking care of me while I was sick. And thanks for helping with Alice, and…and everything else.”

			“We’re friends,” Lunar said. “That’s what friends do. You’re gonna need friends.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked. 

			She stepped forward, closer to me. “Whenever my mom shoots an episode of her show where a kid your age has lost a parent? I always cry my face off.”

			I looked down at my feet. I reached forward and took her hand. She nodded and looked at me, her eyes watery. I looked up at the sky and saw a tubby billow of clouds floating over the house in the deep bright blue. Two fat puffs of white fluff moved slowly toward each other, and when they met they formed two protruding ears, a head, a body, and at the end, a long fluffy tail. It looked down at me, blinked, then dissolved. Whoa dude.

			“Well?” I said. “Let’s go.”

			She nodded. “Sure. Let me grab Zepho,” she said. 

			“Huh?” I asked.

			“The Ouija board? Remember? Its name is Zepho?”

			“Right. Zippo. I forgot.”

			“ZEPHO,” she said. “Oh! And look at us—we have to get dressed!”

			

			As we walked over to the house, Dami told me that he had finally stood up to his creep uncle—shoved him hard into a wall. After that, he packed a bag and left. He had been reaching out to his family in Michigan, and everyone was getting better, but he did not know if he would ever go back. For the time being he was happy with Lunar in the Snow White-Voldemort house.

			I nodded. “Anger is totes okay,” I said. “Just...don’t burn the house down.”

			We laughed. 

			Lunar, wearing a white flowing dress, a white fringy head shawl, and white combat boots, said that she had told her mom everything that had happened. Her mom contacted the people who had abandoned the house, who said they’d come back to check it out. “They’re from Japan; they came to Weirville because the dad is a visiting professor at Rock Creek. So, I guess they just went back to Japan while their house was being haunted. But now they’re coming back!” She’d explained to her mom that we’d helped Francine, and that we made the bad energy go away, that we had “cleaned” the house.

			“Because of us,” she added. “We did it. We made the change.”

			“Well, really, because of Alice,” I said.

			“True,” Lunar said. “Because of Alice.”

			“Alice the cat,” Dami said. 

			“Alice the pizza cat?” I asked.

			We cracked up.

		

	
		
			PAW

			We sat at the pool table in the playroom, fingers on the planchette. No Alice. No Francine. Nothing. I shook my head. I couldn’t believe it. Francine had wanted Alice to love and care for, to make amends for the bad things she had done. Stuck there, she’d haunted that land for 150 years! So, what now? Had she been granted freedom to pass on? To where? And she took Alice? I could kill her. 

			“Where are they?” I said.

			Lunar shushed me and shook her head, staring past me, her brows furrowed, her eyeballs bright and glossy. Dami sat beside me. I turned to look at him, but he had his eyes closed.

			“Do we need to go under the house?” I said. “Let’s go under the house.”

			Lunar dropped her head and fell forward in slow motion, like she might melt her face through the green velvet of the pool table. She stayed that way for a few minutes, mumbling quietly, calling out. She lifted her hands off the Ouija board where they hovered mid-air, and she moved them around as if the air were water. After a moment she opened her eyes, looked straight at me, straight into me. She reached for my hands, placed hers gently over mine, then tapped on Dami’s hands. He opened his eyes and removed his fingers so that only I touched the planchette.

			I felt that familiar pressure in my hands. A prickly tingling ran the length of my back. It felt like my spine extended past my butt and into the air behind me. Jesus’s Cheez-Its! My jaw dropped open when my whole face felt like fur. My whole body, in fact. I looked down at myself to see if I was, in fact, furry. I felt it. I felt fur. My pores had sprouted millions of fluffy hairs. 

			I wanted to remove my hands from the planchette and run them up and down my body. I felt the gentlest breeze dance across the tip of each individual strand covering my body. I never even thought about how sensitive fur would be if it covered our bodies.

			Then the planchette stirred…a little itty-bit, a teeny-tiny tremor, a small, slight shove.

			Then again. A gentle but unmistakable nudge, and the sound of purring, as if from another dimension. I could feel the purring, warm, a warbly quivering in my throat, jaw, cheeks, and ears.

			I gasped. “Is that…?”

			“That,” Lunar said, clasping her hands together and beaming, “Is a paw!”

			Hello Alice.

			She came through. She came into me. I became my cat. 

			Dami whispered to Lunar, “Your mom might never be proud, but I am, my love.” 

			Lunar’s jaw trembled as her eyes filled up. When the tears spilled down her cheeks, they left little lavender-colored trails from her eyeliner. They looked like unicorn tears.

			I looked down at the board. The planchette rested in the middle. I looked at the perfect circle of glass in its center, our little spherical window to other worlds. My own tears fell and blurred the letters beneath. I looked up at Lunar and Dami and smiled. 

			Cat tears ran down my furry cheeks. 

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Dear Mom, 

			Leesee, our group-therapy dudette, asked us each to journal constantly about our time in TBG (Teen Bereavement Group. Everything is an acronym). Mostly because there may be sessions where we don’t get to talk because we have to “share the time” and LISTEN sometimes instead of talk. LISTEN to one another. Leesee says this a lot. Also, she says we should dedicate our journal entries to the one(s) we’ve lost. So, these entries are dedicated to you, Mom (and Alice and Stanley and the bully-blinder monkey light too). 

			I just got home from my sixth session.

			The four other kids in my group are Aidan, Ryan, Dot, and Jazz. Four teens who, like me, have lost someone. Aidan lost BOTH parents in a car crash last year, and he’s only fifteen. He cried soooo hard today that it made the rest of us cry. Ryan uses ‘they’ pronouns. They are so pretty that when they dress in jeans, kicks, T-shirts and backward baseball caps, they are the most good-looking person ever. Ryan’s dad shot himself in the heart. He used to be a musician. They lived in Chicago, but after it happened they and their mom moved here. Ryan mostly stares at the floor and cries quietly. I feel bad and hope we will be friends. Ryan has steez to the ninth and I need it.

			Dad came to the first three sessions with me and Leesee, just the three of us then. We talked about dad’s PTSD, which means Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, though Cotter calls it “most dramatic stress disorder.” Ha. I said the PTSD stands for ‘Party! The Sadman’s Dead!’” and my dad smiled. But his PTSD was one hundred percent real and that was why he went all Zombie Sadman. Leesee also said that when I ran away, the reason I had no idea what I was doing or what was happening was because of grief. Grief fogs your brain and makes everything feel like a dream. Sometimes late at night when I wake up and can’t fall back asleep, I stare at the ceiling thinking about grief fog, wondering if any of it really happened. Like maybe Mrs. Melloni ran over Alice that day and killed her and that was all. The rest of it was a dream. 

			But I don’t think my heart would hurt when I think about Eddie if it were just a dream.

			After those sessions, I started to go to TBG without Dad, on Saturday mornings. Guess who’s paying for it? Mrs. Melloni. Dad flat-out refused to accept her money, but she pays anyway. She said she owed it to us because she killed the tree, but that’s buttnuggets—I know her real reason is ’cause she wants us to be okay.

			Oh, and you’ll never in a trillion years believe who also goes to therapy. Frickin’ Becky. She goes to a group meeting every week too, but for kids of divorce, aka KOD. Hahahahahhahah. JK. I don’t think her parents ever actually divorced, but they separated after her dad took off to California and she never heard from him again…until recently, because of all the stuff that happened with Eddie. 

			I hope it’s more adventurous for Eddie out there in Santa Claus, California. 

			I always see Becky in the waiting room, wiping tears from her eyes while she glares at me. She dresses like a Barbie doll. To therapy. Today I marched up to her and offered her my hand to shake but she didn’t take it, so I said, “We don’t have to be enemies. Your brother means more to me than almost any person I’ve ever met. He changed my life and he helped me so much. So, we don’t have to hate each other.” But she looked away. I’m not popular enough for her, I guess. She’s coming around, though, I think, because she said, “Do you need a ride?” She knew I didn’t. She saw Dad waiting in the parking lot, but she asked anyway.

			Alice isn’t curled up in a ball at the foot of my bed anymore when I wake in the middle of the night or early in the morning. It feels like there’s a hole there, right in my bed, and I can’t look down into it because it is so dark. The darkness belongs to things that have nothing to do with me, or with humans living their lives on earth. But it’s there, on my bed. I have no business there, though, so I just cover that hole with old stuffed animals I found in my closet. I will talk to you again, Alice, I swear, but first I need to befriend the kid who lives in the house. His name is Kei, and he is cute, has a squid haircut, and skates. Lunar, Dami, and I scoped out the scene, gathering info. Oh! And he has a British accent because they lived in London for so long, after Japan, before they came to Weirville and moved into “Francine’s house.”

			Leesee said something to me and Dad in one of our first sessions. She asked if we’d considered moving to a new town. At the time we just kind of looked at each other, me and Dad. Leave Weirville? I don’t even know if it’s possible. But I also don’t know if I have enough old stuffed animals to place over all the black holes that keep opening all over the house. I wonder if we could move to California? That’s where you two met, Mom! I hear it is super sunny at the bottom of California and super rainy at the top. So, it’s an in-between-place. What is it like in the middle part? Sun + Rain = Rainbows, and fog = Fogbows!

			Dot from group said something today that I can’t stop thinking about. I love Dot because she is black and has wild red hair and freckles; I love everyone who has red hair and freckles. She starts her senior year in the fall, and she can’t accept that she won’t have her mom around for any of it: not for college applications and visits and auditions (she acts), not for her driving test, her homecoming, her senior prom, senior class trip, graduation, turning eighteen. We’re like our own Band of Weirdos, because we’re the only ones in each of our schools who a lost parent. If I made a list like Dot’s, whoa dude, I would have to add a lot of things to it. If I think too hard about it, about how long that list will be over the rest of my life, I don’t know what will make it feel okay. I don’t know if anything ever will.

			I also wanted to tell you that we talked about my boobs today. It was really challenging and kinda embarrassing, but I’m trying to accept them so I can trust that my body is not going to hurt me. The other kids in TBG are cool, I trust them, and I guess that’s why it felt…okay to talk about it. Finally. 

			Gotta cut, Mom. We’re going into DoWe so I can give my saved-up money to Dr. Nagano, the veterinarian, to pay for the stuff I broke the day I went steam-toad crazy on her. I also owe money to Eddie and Becky’s mom, ’cause I dented her car. Eek.

			Mom, did you see what Dad and I planted on the lawn where Stanley used to live? Iris bulbs. Yup. They’re for you. Oh, and we planted some white ones too, for Alice. They stay in the cold hard ground, alone in the dark dirt all winter long, but that’s just their way. 

			They’ll bloom in the spring. 
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