

[image: Cover]






[image: image]







Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright Page

	Dedication

	Praise for "Anatomy of Lost Things"

	The Necklace

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	The Candlestick

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	The Robot

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	The Bugle

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	The Lion

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43

	Chapter 44

	Chapter 45

	The Necklace

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author





Navigation


	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents












[image: image]

Published by

PEACHTREE PUBLISHING COMPANY INC.

1700 Chattahoochee Avenue

Atlanta, Georgia 30318-2112

PeachtreeBooks.com


Text © 2024 by Shawn K. Stout

Jacket illustration © 2024 by Oriol Vidal

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Edited by Catherine Frank

Design and composition by Lily Steele

Printed and bound in April 2024 at Sheridan, Chelsea, MI, USA

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

First Edition

ISBN: 978-1-68263-587-2

Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available from the Library of Congress. 







This one’s for the weird kids.

Because: me too.

Stay weird.







Praise for

ANATOMY OF LOST THINGS

“This clever, complex, and quirky book is full of my favorite things: friendship, humor, a little heartache, and a lot of hope. What a beautiful book, from first page to last. I will miss these sweet characters but am grateful to have met them.”

—Jo Knowles, author of See You at Harry's and Where the Heart Is 

“This book is a treasure! I wanted to crawl into this story and hang out with its assortment of wacky, wonderful characters. A loving look at how we define ourselves through relationships, place, and the objects we endow with meaning—and how losing them can sometimes lead to self-discovery. Full of warmth, humor, whimsy, and, above all, emotional honesty. The kind of novel that feels like a friend.”

—Jennifer Ziegler, author of Worser 








THE NECKLACE

On a very hot, tropical morning about twenty million years before this present day, a hungry beetle, minding its own business, scuttled up a courbaril tree. The beetle, having a brain the size of a punctuation mark in a book, unknowingly scuttled into oozing, sticky sap. Splurchh.

The beetle’s scuttling days were cut short. Just. Like. That.

Meanwhile, the sap continued to ooze. It flowed down, down, down the tree, carrying off the beetle to wet soil. Soon, a freshwater current found the sappy beetle and swept it away to a mangrove swamp. There, it sank deep into the muck. Thwurrp. Blunnck. Blip. And there it stayed for millions of years, hardening into amber.

 That is, until a spring day in 1959, when Jorge Ortiz, barefoot and shirtless, chiseled the chunk of amber out of layers of lignite rock 130 feet below the ground. He held the rock in his hand and licked it. Yes, licked it, which revealed the golden amber and the beetle inside. Incidentally, the flavor was not especially good, but Jorge had tasted worse. His sister’s sancocho, for one thing. Like eating boiled feet. But times were hard, and Jorge would eat a wheelbarrow full of rock if he could make a few pesos doing it. 

Jorge sold the amber to the village jeweler, Leandro Gil. Leandro spent months fashioning it into a necklace. The beetle inside was as close to a pet as Leandro ever had, and as he worked on the necklace late into the night, he told the beetle his dreams, his fears, and all the secret things he kept close to his heart. 

Leandro eventually sold the necklace to an American tourist, Finnigan Drake, who gave it to his daughter, Margorie. Margorie took one look at the necklace, shouted “Pineapple!” and promptly shoved it into her mouth before her father could stop her. Pineapple was Margorie’s favorite food and favorite word. (Margorie was one and a half.) 

Worried that keeping the pineapple-looking necklace might result in little Margorie not seeing age two, Margorie’s parents gave the necklace to their neighbor, Janice Freeman. Janice was petrified of two things: bugs and rudeness. So she accepted the necklace, but only to be polite. 

Janice couldn’t be rid of the necklace fast enough. She gave it to her mother, Dinah, that same day. Unlike Janice, Dinah wasn’t petrified of anything, and she wore the necklace while skydiving and refereeing pro wrestling matches. To prove that she wasn’t even afraid of death, she lived to be 107. When she died, all of her belongings that Janice didn’t want (which was most of them) were sold at a garage sale. 

Ezra Platz, a garage sale fanatic, offered Janice twenty dollars for the amber necklace, which she accepted immediately and with an abundance of enthusiasm. Ezra gave the necklace to his niece Myra when she graduated from art school. She always liked the color yellow. And she had a thing for bugs. She drew pictures of them. Bugs had it easy, was how Myra saw things. Bugs led simple lives and didn’t ponder life’s big questions, such as “Who am I?” and “What am I supposed to do?” 

Bugs, thought Myra, didn’t feel lost like she sometimes felt. 

Myra kept the necklace for several years and then passed it on to its present-day owner, her daughter, whose name was Tildy Gubbers. 







CHAPTER 1

Tildy

In the middle of Daddy Lou’s auction house, Tildy Gubbers was surrounded by poodle lamps. And they weren’t the least bit interested in her problems, she could tell. They certainly weren’t interested in the business with her mama.

They just sat there, staring at her with their flat, painted-on black eyes while Tildy was overcome with a peculiarly awful feeling. It had started in her head, moved into her tonsils, and settled unpleasantly in her gut. 

It felt like something was missing.

She had to admit it was strange to have such a missing sort of feeling when there were tables loaded with stuff all around her. The stuff, in addition to the poodle lamps, was all kinds of collectibles. Antiques. Knickknacks. Bric-a-brac. Gewgaws. Notions. Sundries. Curios. There were a lot of names for the things people bought at her father’s auction house. 

“What could be missing?” said Tildy, running her hand through her short hair. She had posed the question to one of the pink poodle lamps in front of her. It had an annoyed expression on its face. But maybe that was more likely to do with the electric cord coming out of its butt. In any case, it didn’t answer.

The poodle lamps, along with everything else that had been spread out on the tables, had belonged to a local collector named Frederica Verne. A lady who had lived just outside of town in a trailer next to an old crumbly-down farmhouse. A lady who had amassed so much stuff in that farmhouse that there wasn’t any room left for her to even scratch her armpits. (Not that she ever had cause to do such a thing. That’s just the way townspeople described her situation: “She’s got so much jam-packed in that house of hers, the poor woman can’t even lift up her arms to scratch her pits.”)

Incidentally, Ms. Verne seemed to be missing nothing. The woman had twenty of everything. At least while she was alive. Now that she was dead she was probably missing a lot. Because by this time tomorrow, thanks to Tildy’s father, Daddy Lou, all her stuff would belong to somebody else. 

Gubbers Appraisal & Salvage Auctions, which was the name of Daddy Lou’s auction business, had been passed down from a long line of Gubberses. All of them named Lou. The business was in the same cinder-block garage where Daddy Lou’s grandfather, who was known as Big Lou, had started it more than eighty years before. 

The auction house was just one room, big enough to fit about a dozen cars, and a tiny office and even tinier bathroom in the back. There was a wide wooden door at the front that was always propped open during business hours to let some light in the place. Air, too. Which was a good thing because there were no windows, and even though it had been a very long time since it was an actual garage, the place still stank like motor oil and old wet towels. Tildy was used to the stink because for the last 186 days, she’d spent a lot of time there after school and on weekends. 

A lot, a lot.

That was just one of the many ways Tildy’s life had changed after her mama left.

“What could be missing?” said Tildy again. She checked the pockets of her shorts. Honey lip balm, a ball of lint, and her anatomy notebook and drawing pencil. All there. 

“I’ll tell you what’s missing,” said Leon Monteforte, who was suddenly beside Tildy. “Good taste, plain and simple.”

Cripes. Leon.

There were times when Tildy felt like she was being punished for a terrible thing she’d done in a past life. (Not that Tildy one hundred percent believed in past lives, but it was a worthy explanation.) 

This was one of those times.

Leon was eleven, the same as Tildy, and he lived next door to the auction house in an apartment above his grandparents’ tavern. They’d been in the same class at Roselark Elementary since kindergarten. Leon said it was something called kismet. Tildy didn’t know what kismet was, but if it meant somebody following you around all the time even when you didn’t want them to, then yeah, it was kismet all right. 

Leon’s straight hair came down to his chin and was always parted in the middle. It hung right in his face, and sometimes the ends got caught in his mouth when he talked. This didn’t seem to bother Leon, not even one iota. But Tildy, no matter how much she tried to pretend that Leon’s hair clogging up his mouth wasn’t (1) distracting and (2) really gross, couldn’t help but fantasize about pulling a pair of scissors from her pocket and taking care of things once and for all. 

“Any chance Ms. Verne had a thing for candlesticks?” said Leon. 

“Huh?” said Tildy. 

“You know, candlesticks. Sconces. Taper holders. That is to say, lighting of the non-electrical variety. And preferably without poodles.” 

“State your purpose, Leon,” said Tildy.

“I need a candlestick for my séance,” he said. “I’m going to summon the spirits of those gone before.” He managed to blow out a few strands of hair before sucking in some more. 

It was hard not to look at his haired-up mouth.

“Listen here,” said Tildy, “I’ve got to get helping my daddy. I’m supposed to be running tickets today, so I don’t have time—”

Leon touched Tildy’s arm. His fingers were warm. “I heard your mama’s back.”

It was no surprise that Leon had heard about Tildy’s mama. The whole town of Plucketts, Maryland, knew that Myra Gubbers had left her family 186 days before without so much as a note or a phone call, so it was only a matter of time before everybody found out that yesterday morning she had shown up at their doorstep out of the blue. There were no secrets kept in this tiny town, even when you wanted them to be. 

“Yeah,” said Tildy. Because what else was there to say? Tildy was glad her mama came back. But who was to say she wouldn’t leave again?

Daddy Lou said that her mama had felt stuck. That’s why she’d left. And even though she was back she needed time to get used to being here. Which is why she stayed home today instead of helping out at the auction like she always had before. 

Daddy Lou also said that Mama needed things to be peaceful around the house. And not to bother her or cause her any upset. Or she might leave again. Daddy Lou hadn’t said that last part in those exact words, but that’s what he’d meant. “Think of her as an egg,” he’d told Tildy. But Tildy didn’t want to think of her mama as an egg. 

Tildy Gubbers was allergic to eggs. 

“So,” said Leon, “what about a candlestick?” 

“A what?” said Tildy, whose thoughts were still lingering on her mama’s unexpected return. 

“A candlestick for my séance. Yeesh.” Leon straightened his back so that his eyes, somewhere behind the hair curtain, were even with Tildy’s shoulders. “I’m going to summon spirits with my newfound psychic abilities. But I need to set the kind of mood that’s inviting to the spirits of those gone before. And nothing says ‘Welcome, spirits!’ like the flicker of candlelight. Everybody knows that.”

“Since when do you have psychic abilities?” 

“Since I went to Grandmother’s church revival last weekend.” Leon stepped closer to Tildy. “I heard a voice,” he whispered. “Right there in the middle of Preacher Eddie’s homily, I heard it. It was the voice of my dead grandfather. He wanted to know why there were grapes in the chicken salad sandwiches.”

Tildy didn’t think someone would come all the way back from the dead to ask about sandwiches. Last regrets, unfinished business, and sweet revenge, that’s what people came back for. If they came back at all. But she decided not to tell Leon that because if there was one thing she knew about Leon Monteforte, it was that he pretty much thought he knew everything and he wouldn’t stop talking until you agreed with him or until your brain turned to cheese. Whichever happened to come first.

Don’t say anything, Tildy told herself. Whatever you do, don’t say a word. And for cripes’ sake, don’t look interested. She made her face stiff and expressionless. Like a zombie. For certain, she thought, a zombie face would put a stop to the story.

Hardly.

“I kept quiet, of course,” Leon went on, “because as I mentioned, it was right in the middle of Preacher Eddie’s homily, so I didn’t have a chance to answer my dead grandfather’s question. But as soon as Preacher Eddie was done, I told Grandmother what had happened, and she said, lo and behold, I must have the Gift, so now that I know I have it, there’s no stopping me. I’m going to see how many spirits I can summon. Which brings me back to needing a candlestick.”

Tildy looked across the room to where Daddy Lou was auctioning off a taxidermied pheasant wearing a seersucker apron and a matching bonnet. Marguerite, her little sister, was standing on a milk crate and holding the dressed-up pheasant over her head so that all the customers could get a good look. Tildy noticed some candlesticks on the table behind her sister. 

“Over there,” Tildy told Leon as she pointed to where Marguerite was standing. “But you’ll need to get a number first before you can bid on anything.” She started to walk away.

“The thing is . . . ,” said Leon, biting his thumbnail. 

Tildy stopped. 

“I don’t have the traditional means to buy them.”

She looked at him. “Huh?” 

Leon patted the empty pockets of his wrinkle-free khakis. “Unfortunately, I’m without funds. But perhaps we could barter? After all, I have the Gift. And before, I heard you say that something was missing. Maybe I can use the Gift to help you find it, in exchange for a candlestick, of course.”

Before she could think about what she was doing, she said this: “All right, Leon. Fine. Whatever.”







CHAPTER 2

Leon

Leon was looking around the floor of the crowded auction house, doing all kinds of deep thinking. Behind his hair, his brown eyes blinked more than usual.

He thought, Things that go missing aren’t missing forever and ever. 

He thought, If you just try hard enough, things are bound to turn up.

He thought, Grandfather, if you’re out there, and if you’re listening, maybe you could help me find whatever it is that Tildy’s lost. Grandfather, are you out there? Grandfather?

The only answer came from Tildy as she cleared her throat. 

“Right,” said Leon. He rubbed his hands together. “Now then, let’s get down to business. What could you be missing?” He swept away the hair that hung over his right eye and stared at Tildy’s face. Really close up. Tildy smelled nice, like glass cleaner.

She backed away. “What are you . . .”

“Don’t worry,” said Leon. “It’ll come to me.” His eyelid twitched. A feeling came over him. It made the back of his neck tingle coldly. “Hold on, I’m getting something. I’m having what those of us in the spirit business call a revelation.” He tried to make the cold, tingly feeling turn into a picture in his mind. A picture of what Tildy was missing. His eyelid twitched again. He dropped his hair and nodded. “I’ve got it. You’re missing a pen.”

“Nope,” said Tildy.

“A pencil, I mean.” He tried to hold on to that tingly feeling, but it was fading fast.

“Nope,” Tildy said again.

“A lucky penny.”  

“N—”

Leon didn’t let her finish. “Wait, maybe not a penny, but a coin. Or dollars? Money of any kind?” 

Tildy shook her head. 

He was getting desperate. “A long-lost kissy-kissy love?”

“A what?” said Tildy. “Don’t be gross.”

“Well, this is highly unexpected,” said Leon, shaking his head. “But my grandmother warned me that the Gift is like a muscle, and I’ve got to exercise it a great deal in order to make it stronger.” He flexed his arm. Somewhere between his elbow and his shoulder there was a muscle waiting to show itself. What was it waiting for anyway?  

“Forget it,” said Tildy. “Look, there’s a box of damaged stuff that we won’t sell. Maybe there’s a candlestick in there, and maybe there isn’t. If there is, you can probably have it for your séance. But then you’ve got to stop following me around like you’re doing, because I’m supposed to be helping my daddy.”

“For your information, I’m not following you around,” said Leon. “I’m helping you find whatever it is that you’re missing. And helping, by its very definition, requires me to be in close proximity to you.” 

Tildy sighed. “Fine, then. Come on already.” 

Leon followed Tildy across the wide room of the auction house. They passed Frederica Verne’s collection of knitted outfits for teapots. Then they squeezed through a crowd huddled around plastic fruit centerpieces and cut through an opening between two tables of wooden sculptures of corn. 

As they passed by a collection of feather scarves, Tildy knocked into a girl who was trying on a carnival mask. It was an accident because there were lots of people crowded together, and besides it didn’t look like a big knock anyway. More of a bump. The kind you just let pass. But the girl turned around and folded her arms across her chest, blocking the way. She had long brown hair in two braids and was wearing an orange dingo face mask that covered her nose and eyes. 

“Sorry,” said Tildy.

“Yeah, sorry,” said Leon, even though he wasn’t the one who did the bumping into. He just wanted the dingo to know he was on Team Tildy. In case there were teams. People always seemed to be on teams. Even when they weren’t playing a game. 

The girl wearing the dingo mask had a trumpet hanging around her neck by a leather cord. Her fingers were gripping the mouthpiece, and her fingernails were painted with dark blue polish. There were tiny bits of gold glitter, too, which looked like stars against the night sky. It made Leon wonder what it would be like to hold the universe on his fingertips. Maybe then he’d be able to make things different. And maybe even make his grandfather’s spirit say something to him again.

Tildy tried to squeeze by, but the girl wouldn’t let her. 

“Don’t get your tail in a twist, Miss Dingo,” said Leon, stepping closer to Tildy and standing as tall as he could make himself. Team Tildy was in dire need of some stature. “Tildy said she was sorry for knocking into you.”

Tildy whispered to Leon, “She’s a fox, not a dingo.” 

“I don’t think so,” said Leon, moving the hair out of his face. “I’m familiar with Canis lupus dingo. That’s the scientific name for dingo, Canis lupus dingo. My grandmother only lets me watch the Nature Channel. So I know a Canis lupus dingo when I see one.”

The dingo said nothing. The dingo did not move.

Then Leon remembered what the Nature Channel said to do in the event of an unwanted dingo encounter. He clapped his hands and stomped his feet.

“What are you doing?” said Tildy.

“Do you have an umbrella?” Leon shouted.

“A what?” asked Tildy.

“Sometimes popping an umbrella works,” said Leon. “If you want to scare a dingo and make it run off, you’ve got to make a lot of noise.”

Tildy grabbed his arm and give it a yank. “Would you cut it out?” she said. “You know it’s just a mask, right? And cripes, Leon, for the last time, it’s a fox.”

Leon stopped clapping and stomping. Tildy Gubbers had touched his arm. 

His skin tingled a little where her hand had been. 

All at once, two opposing thoughts came into his head. The first: he was glad he decided to wear his short-sleeve Oxford that morning. The second: he wished he had been flexing his arm when Tildy grabbed hold of it. 

He flexed his arm then and held it for as long as he could. Come on, muscle. Show yourself. He quit after five seconds. Trying to be strong was exhausting. He said to the girl in the mask, “Listen here, whomever you are aiming to be, me and Tildy happen to be on a very important mission to find a candlestick. . . .”

 While Leon was telling her about the very important mission, the dingo brought the trumpet to her lips and blew. The notes came out short and fast. They dipped high and they dipped low. 

Ba-bi-ba                                                   da-do

bum-ba-bi

da-di-di-di

Leon noticed a few people nearby glancing at her, but there was so much noise in the auction house, her playing blended right in. In any case, anybody who noticed didn’t seem bothered enough to tell her to stop.

If nobody else was bothered, neither was Leon. He kept on talking, making his voice louder and louder, right over the trumpet playing. “And you are standing in the way of our spiritual endeavors!”

The girl paused and then started playing again just like before. Short and fast. High and low. 

Ba-bi-ba-bi di-do

da-di

di

There was something familiar about the sounds. The rhythm. And then Leon had another revelation. Her music sounded exactly like him. She was mimicking him. 

He stopped talking and stared past her dingo nose and whiskers right into her brown eyes. Then very slowly, in a voice that he tried to make as deep and no-foolin’ as his grandfather’s, he said, “Step aside, Miss Dingo.”

She did it again. Played just like he sounded. Step aside, Miss Dingo. 

Bum-dum-di

dum

da-dum

When the girl in the mask finished, she bowed and then turned back to the table. 

“I guess your father doesn’t care who he lets in this place,” Leon said to Tildy as they scooted past. 

“Come on, you’ve got to admit that the bugle playing was pretty good.”

“Bugle?” said Leon. “I thought it was a trumpet.”

Tildy shook her head.

Leon shrugged. “Well, I’ve heard better. But I’ll tell you one thing: I don’t trust a dingo farther than I can throw it.”

“And how far is that?” 

“Not very,” said Leon. “My grandfather always said that I’ve got unusually weak arms.”







CHAPTER 3

Nell

Either way, dingo or fox, it didn’t make much difference to the girl wearing the mask.

She had picked up the mask from the pile on the table because it was something to do. And besides that, she wanted to pretend to be someone, or something, other than who she was: Nell Evetts McDonough, houseless wanderer.

It had been twenty-four days since her twelfth birthday. Twenty-four days since Hurricane Abel hit the Florida coast. There were one-hundred-mile-per-hour winds that blew and blew and blew and rain that fell and fell and fell. And by the end of all the blowing and the falling, her family’s house by the water was a soggy pile of rubble. 

Happy birthday, Nell!

In honor of your special day, we thought you might want to try losing your home.

Love, 

The Universe

Thanks, Universe.

Next to the table of masks, Nell held her bugle tight. She pressed her fingertips into the familiar dents in the copper tube and took a long, deep breath. Why were they even here at an auction when they were supposed to be on their way back home so that they could start rebuilding? Even if her mom wanted to buy some of this junk, it’s not like they’d have any place to put it. Their camper was already packed full of the stuff they were able to save from the storm.

She pushed her fingertips even harder against the dents. They were smooth and cold. Her fingers felt at home there. She took another long breath.

Nell looked around for her mom. Just to see where she was. Man, there were a lot of people. She adjusted the mask so that her eyes lined up better with the holes. Who knew that a dingo or a fox or whatever had such small eyes? 

She stood on her toes and caught a glimpse of her mom’s purple ponytail near a bunch of mannequins. Oh good, that’s just what they needed. A mannequin. What a terrible idea. 

Nell hadn’t planned on imitating that boy with her bugle. What happened was, people kept bumping into her. Like she was invisible or something. So she’d drawn a line. She was good at drawing lines—imaginary ones—in her life. And she tried her best to keep from crossing them. After being bumped into more times than she cared to be, the line she drew was this: 

The next person who bumps into me is going to get bugled. 

Which just so happened to be that girl. Who just so happened to be with that boy. Who just so happened to call her a dingo. 

So: bugled.

Gah, the mask was itchy. She scratched her cheeks and nose. It probably wasn’t such a good idea to put on somebody else’s old mask. Who knows where it’d been? Or whose face it’d been on? Gross. It was probably swarming with bacteria. 

Could bacteria swarm? Yeah, bacteria could definitely swarm. But anyhow, it was too late. The mask was already on her face, and there was no point in taking it off now.

Maybe the bacteria would trigger her eczema or cause her face to swell up to the size of the that big arch in Missouri that her mom had just had to see. Which they did. Six days ago. Nell didn’t see what the big deal was. Yeah, it was an arch, so what? 

Anyway, a swollen face might make her mom feel sorry for her and then take her back home. 

On second thought, nope. A swollen face wasn’t a big enough deal to make Orla McDonough do something she didn’t want to do. Nell’s mom Orla was a beauty therapist. She’d just give Nell a tube of overpriced face cream and tell her to find the next intriguing place to visit.  

Intriguing. Nell was really starting to hate that word.

Her mom had picked up a copy of Uncharted Spectacles! Guide to the World’s Most Intriguing Places from a truck stop in St. Augustine. She’d told Nell that they could visit all sorts of spectacles and be intrigued by the world. According to her mom, that was the best way to take their minds off the rubble pile and the tragedy that was their life. 

They were only supposed to be gone for two weeks. They’d see Goldie 1971—the Fallen Robot in Alabama, the Lost Sea in Tennessee, and a couple of other unusual and intriguing stuff and places, and then they’d go back home, face the rubble, and start over. That was, as her mom put it, the grand plan.

But somewhere between the Doll’s Head Trail in Georgia and the House of Mugs in North Carolina, Nell suspected that the grand plan had undergone an alteration. Because here they were. Twenty-four days later. In Maryland. Nine hundred forty-five miles away from Florida, if you were keeping track. Which Nell was.

“Found you,” said Nell’s mom, coming up behind Nell and tugging on her braids. “Can you believe all this stuff belonged to one lady? I got us a bidding number, just in case we see something we can’t live without. Did you see all those mannequins? And poodle lamps? What an intriguing collection.”

“Yeah,” said Nell, shaking her head. She turned around to face her mom. “Intriguing.”

“Well, look at you.” Mom touched the whiskers on the mask. “Seems like somebody found something they can’t live without. What are you supposed to be anyway?” Then she held up her hand. “No, wait. Don’t tell me. I’ve got this. You’re a coyote. No, that’s not right. A dog. You’re some kind of a dog.” She snapped her fingers three times. “What’s the kind of dog that has a black tongue? Oh, I should know this. I went to high school with a boy who got bit in the face by one. A chew-chew or chi-chi or something. Nasty little face-biters. Cute, though.” 

“Can we go now?”

Mom sighed. “I suppose. There’s not much I can afford to buy anyhow.” She smiled and put her hand under Nell’s chin. “Besides, how can I resist this furry face?”

“Really?” Nell felt something inside her chest expand. “You mean it? We can go back home now?”

“Back home?” 

“Yeah,” said Nell. “Back to Florida. Remember? The grand plan?”

There was a long stretch of quiet. Mom chewed on her lip. “Plans are made to be changed now and again. That’s why they’re called plans.” 

Nell let go of her bugle. “That makes no sense.”

Her mom wrapped the end of her ponytail around her finger. “Ah, come on, Nell. We can’t turn back yet. I haven’t been satisfactorily intrigued.” She peered over Nell’s shoulder. “Ooh, is that an umbrella vase?” And then she was gone.    

How could her mom alter the grand plan without telling her? Was the new plan to just continue driving on and on and on until that pile of rubble that was their used-to-be home became a small and worthless thing in their brains? 

Maybe Nell was being melodramatic. Her mom was always telling her that. “Stop being so melodramatic, Nell. This is not The Real Housewives.” The Real Housewives of Whatever was her mom’s favorite show. Nell didn’t understand why they were called real when everything about them was so fake.

Anyhow, if you asked Nell, there were certain events in life that justified melodrama. The complete decimation of a house by a hurricane, for one. 

But since her mom was acting like their house hadn’t been decimated, and since she seemed to be opposed to melodrama outside of a dumb television show, and since she had refused to tell Nell about the new grand plan, Nell had one last line to draw. And this one would have consequences.

Right after the auction, they wouldn’t go a single mile farther away from home. They’d head back toward Florida immediately. And if they didn’t, Nell would stop talking to her mom altogether. If she absolutely had to say something, she’d communicate by bugle.

She’d practiced on that boy and girl. It went okay, aside from the boy’s weird clapping and stomping and calling her a dingo. This could work, Nell thought. It will be my own grand plan. She’d invent a new language. Bugleish. No, that’s no good. Buglese. 

Or something. She’d work on the name later. 

See what her mom said about that. 







CHAPTER 4

Tildy

Tildy led Leon through the crowded aisles. The No Sells box was all the way in the back of the auction house. As she passed by a table stacked with piles of old Life magazines, she heard her mama’s name. 

Tildy stopped, and Leon ran into the back of her. 

“That’s right—Myra Gubbers has returned,” said Betsy Day, the town florist, in a hushed voice. She was very tall and very thin, and she was drooping over some man like a wilted daisy. 

Tildy grabbed a Life magazine and hid behind it, listening from across the table. 

The man, whom Tildy didn’t know, looked up at Betsy and raised his bushy eyebrows. “You know those artsy-fartsy types. Flaky as a snowstorm.”

Tildy shouldn’t have been surprised. That was Plucketts, Maryland, for you. Everybody had their nose stuck so far into someone else’s business you could smell what they had for dinner the night before. 

But Tildy was surprised that Betsy Day was doing any gossiping. Betsy had brought over a lasagna every week for a month after Tildy’s mama left. It had the kind of vegetables you wouldn’t expect to be in a lasagna—broccoli and okra—but as Daddy Lou said, it’s the thought more than the taste that counts. 

Tildy was sorry she even ate a bite of Betsy’s gross lasagna.  

“What’s the matter?” asked Leon, leaning in close to Tildy and having a look at the Life magazine she was holding. “I thought we were going to find my candlestick.”

Tildy’s ears felt hot. She closed the magazine and tossed it onto the table. “We are. Come on.” She headed toward the mannequins, where there weren’t so many people. She hung a right at the table of ceramic caddies for holding balls of string. And that’s when she heard her mama’s name again. This time from Mr. Banzoni, owner of Banzoni Hardware. He was talking to his twin sister, Wanda.

“If you ask me, Myra never did seem to belong here,” he said. “She’s always been full of those big-city ideas.”

“You may be right,” said Wanda as Tildy slowed her pace and pretended to be interested in a string caddy in the shape of a cat. “But if you ask me, some people are never satisfied with what they’ve got. They’re always looking for something better.” She combed her fingers through her white-blond hair.

Wanda had some nerve.

“Grass is always greener,” said Mr. Banzoni.   

“Way greener,” said Wanda. “Bright green, you know. Like a ripe avocado.”

An avocado? Was Wanda comparing Tildy’s mama to an avocado? Tildy sped up. She wanted to hear more, but she also didn’t.

“Celery,” said Mr. Banzoni.

“Celery?” said his sister. “Celery isn’t bright green. It’s barely green at all. What are you talking about? I’m sticking with avocado.”

When her mama left, it felt like a hole had formed inside Tildy. It was a strange thing, to feel a hole. Because a hole was full of nothing. Just empty space. But somehow Tildy could feel it. All this talk about her mama made it feel like the hole was getting bigger.

“Hey, wait up,” called Leon from somewhere behind her.

She looked back at him. Mr. Banzoni was holding on to Leon’s arm asking if Leon could escape the Banzoni Clutch, and Leon was desperately trying to wriggle free.

Tildy kept on going. She could see the box of No Sells along the back wall. Then there was a tap on her shoulder. She turned around, expecting it to be Leon. 

It wasn’t Leon. It was Mrs. Vasquez, Amelia’s mother. Amelia and Tildy were friends from school, or at least they used to be. Tildy wasn’t sure what they were now. Amelia had invited Tildy over a couple of times right after her mama left, and at the beginning of the summer, too. But Tildy always made up excuses why she couldn’t go. It was a whole lot easier not being around people than dealing with questions about her mama. Where was she? When would she be back? How could a person up and leave her family like that? Not that Amelia ever asked those things. But still, Tildy felt like the questions were always there. Hanging over her head. Like rain clouds. 

Eventually, Amelia stopped inviting her.

“I just wanted to say hello,” said Mrs. Vasquez. She was wearing a white tennis outfit with a matching sun visor. Her short ponytail was high on her head. “Everybody’s been talking about this sale for so long I had to stop in for a quick look. Such a mysterious woman, wasn’t she? Miss Verne, I mean. This is quite a collection. It’s no wonder your father had to make it a two-day sale.”

Tildy nodded.

“Are you having a good—” Mrs. Vasquez stopped herself and put her hand on Tildy’s shoulder. “I mean, how’s your summer going?”

“It’s going . . . ,” said Tildy. She intended to say something else, but she couldn’t find the right word.

“Oh, that’s good, honey,” said Mrs. Vasquez, smiling. “Really good.”

There was an awkward pause while Tildy thought what to say next. How is Amelia’s summer? was one thing Tildy wanted to ask. But the words took too long to form on her tongue.

“Well,” said Mrs. Vasquez, finally, “I better be running along. Amelia and Felicity are waiting in the car. I’m dropping them off at the pool, and I promised I’d only be a minute.” Her hand was still on Tildy’s shoulder. She gave it a squeeze. “You know you’re welcome at our house anytime. Amelia’s really missed you.”

Tildy forced a nod. 

“Good,” said Mrs. Vasquez. She winked. “Good. See you.” 

Tildy was watching Mrs. Vasquez make her way to the door when Leon nudged her. “Thanks a lot for leaving me back there in the Banzoni Clutch.” He rubbed his arm. “Yeesh. The man has a grip like a coconut crab.” He added, “Which, by the way, has the strongest grip of any animal on earth. It can even crack open a coconut. Which is why it’s called—” 

“A coconut crab,” said Tildy. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” she said. 

“You look like something’s wrong.”

“Well, there isn’t, Leon.”

“Okay, if you say so. So where’s the candlestick?”

“Right. The candlestick.” She’d almost forgotten. “This way.” They were close to the No Sells box. She just needed to get past Sebastian Blechy, who was huddled up close to the mayor. Sebastian Blechy had the kind of mouth that took up a good deal of his face. So, when he opened it, you could see all of his teeth and most of his gums and even his tongue, and that was too much of another person to see all at once. 

Anyway, Tildy knew they were talking about her mama. She knew the way you know you’re about to throw up. 

When she was two steps past them, Tildy heard Sebastian Blechy say, “As busy as this place is today, and there’s no sign of her? I wouldn’t be surprised if she takes off again.”

She stopped and turned around. Her heart was pounding. She stared at Mr. Blechy.

It didn’t take long for Sebastian Blechy to notice her staring, and when he did his face turned as pink as a slab of bologna. He put his entire hand over his big mouth. Which hardly covered it. “Oh, uh,” he said, turning pinker by the second. He looked at the mayor, but she frowned and turned away. Then he cleared his throat. He slapped Leon on the back and said, “Haven’t seen your grandmother much lately. Hope she’s considering the offer I made her.”

“What offer?” asked Leon.

Mr. Blechy flashed a very, very big smile full of teeth and gums and—so gross—tongue and said, “Tell Weezie I’ll drop by the tavern in a few days.” Then he made his way into the crowd around Daddy Lou. 

Tildy pointed to the tall cardboard box and said, “Here. The No Sells. Have a look. Make it quick.” 

Leon dove in.

Sebastian Blechy doesn’t know anything about what my mama is going to do, Tildy thought, trying to reassure herself. Not a thing. 

“Oooh,” said Leon, pulling a red metal lantern from the No Sells box. The lantern was missing all the panes of glass and the base. “How come all this stuff is in here?”

“Either nobody bid on them or Daddy Lou thinks they’re too damaged to sell,” Tildy told him. “Nobody wants them.”

Leon shrugged and went back into the box. A few seconds later he pulled out a candlestick. “How about this?”

“Let me see it,” said Tildy, taking it from him. The candlestick was tarnished brass and had three bent arms with some glass beads in the shape of teardrops that dangled from them. Five empty rings were missing their teardrops. There were three candle nubs with wax that had dripped down the sides like a waterfall. 

Daddy Lou always said that Tildy could have most anything from the No Sells. He wanted her to be interested in the things he was interested in. The auction business. Antiques. Junk dealing. Collectibles. 

Tildy was interested in the No Sells, but not for the reasons Daddy Lou hoped. 

“I have to ask my dad,” said Tildy. “But he’ll probably say it’s fine.”

Leon examined the candlestick close up. “It’s dented.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Tildy. “That’s why it’s a No Sell.”

“And crooked.” 

“I know.”

“Like an old lady hunched over a cane,” he said.

“It’s free,” Tildy pointed out. “So it’s this or nothing.”

Leon shrugged. “In that case, I suppose the spirits won’t mind so much. I’ll take it.” 







THE CANDLESTICK

Alfie Clews hurried to his father’s brass foundry on New Bartholomew Street in Spring Hill, Birmingham, England. It was another gray, foggy morning in 1851. Alfie’s father, Nigel Clews, was already there, loading wooden crates into a horse-drawn carriage. The crates were full of ornate brass candelabras and bells for display at the Great Exhibition in London. 

Alfie, who was fourteen years old, dreamed of being as skilled as his father in metallurgy and having his work displayed for the world to see and admire. It was a big dream. He couldn’t see where the dream started or ended; it was just always there, like the fog. 

But as skilled as Alfie’s father was in the art of metallurgy, he was equally proficient in crushing dreams. He made it no secret that his son was an immense disappointment. “You should just stick to the one thing you’re good at, you foozler,” he often told Alfie. “Sweeping up.”

Nevertheless, Alfie endeavored to change his father’s mind. For weeks, he had been working on a particular candlestick, which had come out perfectly from a mold of his own design. The candlestick had three arms that branched out from the stem, and Alfie had fastened glass teardrops so that they dangled from each drip pan. He’d finished it the night before and had left it on his father’s workbench for inspection. 

But that morning, when Alfie entered the foundry, he saw his candlestick in the bin. It was bent at the stem, and some of the glass teardrops were shattered. “Foozler,” Alfie said to himself as he retrieved it from the trash. “Nothing but.”

On his way home, Alfie encountered a rag-and-bone man scouring the streets with a handcart, looking for unwanted scrap to resell.

“Here,” said Alfie, showing the candlestick to the man. “It’s yours if you want it. But it’s worth less than the hair on your head.” 

The man, whose name was Jibby, removed his hat and rubbed his bald head. “Ain’t no hair on this fly rink anyhow, mate.” 

Jibby put the candlestick in his handcart and brought it home to his ailing wife. She had never seen anything so shiny and bright, and she put it under her pillow for safekeeping. When she died a few months later, Jibby sold the candlestick for a shilling to a man called Ellis, who had an honest face. 

Ellis didn’t care that the candlestick was crooked or was missing a few dangling glass teardrops. He had never owned anything made from brass before. He liked the way it looked on his hearth. And he liked the way it made him feel: just as important as the clean-faced gentlemen with matching plaid coats and trousers he often saw strolling through London with their families. 

Ellis kept the candlestick for a couple of decades until it was stolen one night by Bunny McKay, leader of the Houndsditch Lady Offenders Mob, an all-female criminal gang of pickpockets, shoplifters, and house burglars. In her full-skirted Victorian dress, Bunny McKay could conceal ten pocket watches, four purses, eighteen pieces of silverware, five candlesticks, and one prize-winning Pomeranian, and no one would be the wiser. 

After a long career in thievery, Bunny finally was apprehended by police in 1903 and imprisoned. A few stolen items that couldn’t be returned to their owners, including the bent candlestick, were left to Bunny’s only daughter, Lottie, who packed them in a steamer trunk, boarded a ship, and sailed to America. She wanted to start a new life in a new country where people wouldn’t know she was the daughter of Bunny McKay, career criminal. 

Not long after arriving in America, Lottie married a man named Giuseppe Verne. They soon had a baby girl, whom they named Frederica.







CHAPTER 5

Tildy

Tildy put the candlestick back into the No Sells box until she had a chance to ask Daddy Lou if Leon could have it. As she let it go, the glass teardrops clinked against each other.

And that’s when Tildy realized what was missing. Her hands went to her neck. She felt for the necklace she had put on that morning. The teardrop one her mama had given her.

It was gone.

Tildy’s heart leaped into her throat. “Oh!”

“Don’t tell me,” said Leon. “You are having a revelation! I know a revelation when I see one, and you are having one right now!” He stepped back to give her some room. 

“My necklace!” said Tildy. “Did I have it on when we were over there by the poodle lamps?”

Through his long hair, Leon said, “I didn’t notice. But to be fair, my mind was on candlesticks. What does it look like?”

“It’s made out of amber. It’s in a teardrop shape. And it’s got a tiny bug inside. A beetle.”

“There’s a what inside?” 

“A bug,” said Tildy. “A very old, very dead bug. Amber is kind of like sap that flowed from a tree a long time ago—”

“I know what amber is, yeesh,” interrupted Leon. “My grandmother and I watched a whole David Attenborough nature show about it. Did you know that the oldest fossil DNA ever extracted and sequenced was from a weevil that was preserved inside a chunk of amber? That weevil was millions of years older than a T. rex.” He shook his head. “Poor weevil. Being stuck there with no way out.” 

All of a sudden Tildy thought about what Daddy Lou had said about her mama feeling stuck. “It’s not the amber’s fault, Leon,” she said, louder than she meant to. 

“Don’t get all worked up at me,” he said. “I wasn’t blaming the sap. Anyhow, is the necklace new? Because I’ve never seen you wear it at school. And I am very observant. Remember that time when I was the only one who saw that you had a mustard stain on your shirt, and I made sure to tell you during science while you were giving your presentation on volcanoes?”

“Yes,” said Tildy, sighing. “I remember.”

“A bug necklace? Well, that seems like something I’d definitely take notice of.”

She shook her head. She hadn’t worn it to school.  “I can’t lose it,” she said, mostly to herself. It wasn’t that Tildy really liked the necklace. She didn’t. Except for the bug. The bug was okay. 

Her mama had given Tildy the necklace a couple of weeks before she left.

But the amber teardrop was big and noticeable, in a showy, look-there’s-a-giant-hunk-of-golden-rock-around-my-neck sort of way. Plus, the thing thwacked against her chest when she jumped or ran or moved at all, really. Like a door knocker thwacking against her heart, which didn’t feel too good, if she was being honest. 

So she stopped wearing it. 

And then her mama left.

Maybe one thing didn’t have anything to do with the other, but if she had worn the necklace all the time, maybe her mama wouldn’t have wanted to leave. 

Maybe the necklace would’ve been one reason to stay. 

Maybe.

But then, it was like this. Yesterday, Tildy woke up thinking about her mama. She imagined her sitting on Tildy’s bed right beside her, wearing a yellow dress and the amber necklace. She imagined her smiling.

It felt real. And even though Tildy wasn’t the sort of person to believe in such things, she wondered if her mama was trying to send her a message from afar. So Tildy dug the necklace out of her jewelry box and put it back on. And a few hours later, Myra Gubbers showed up back home. Just. Like. That.

When her mama stepped inside the house, she had barely been able to set down her baby-blue suitcase next to the coatrack by the door before Marguerite had run straight into her and squeezed her legs tight. She’d pressed her face deep into her mama’s knee-length shorts. Over and over, Marguerite said, “I knew it. I knew it. I knew you’d come back.” 

Myra Gubbers had looked mostly the same. She was wearing a white shirt and tan shorts, with a pink silk scarf tied around her neck. Her hair used to be short like Tildy’s. Now it came down to her shoulders.

She had leaned down and kissed Marguerite’s head. Then she’d held out her arms to Tildy. Part of Tildy wanted to run straight into them, just like Marguerite had done. But she couldn’t make herself. Something had held her back. 

Tildy’s eyes had drifted to the baby-blue suitcase and stayed there. 

All she could think about was that her mama had taken the time to pack a suitcase before she left, but she didn’t have time to say goodbye or tell them why she was leaving. She’d even thought to take the pink silk scarf. 

But she hadn’t thought about Tildy. Or Marguerite. Or anybody.

As if her mama could hear Tildy’s thoughts, she untied the scarf and draped it over her suitcase.

It was such a nothing of a thing. Half see-through and frayed at one of the ends. It couldn’t even keep a neck warm. Especially in New York City. Which is where she had been all that time. 

Tildy had looked at her mama. Her eyes were red and watery, and she smiled at Tildy through her tears. Then she wiped her wet nose and said, “Oh good, Tildy honey. You’re wearing the necklace.”

But now it was missing.

An alarm that sounded like a songbird came from Leon’s watch. “I have to go,” he said, silencing the bird with a push of a button. He pointed to the No Sells box. “So you’ll ask your dad if I can have the candlestick?” 

“Yes, Leon.”

He gave her a thumbs-up. “Okay, I’ll be back tomorrow. And don’t worry, Tildy. The spirits won’t fail me. They’ll tell me where your necklace is.”

After he left, Yvonne Jackson, who was Daddy Lou’s longtime auction clerk, peeked her head out of the office. She had big gold hoops swinging from her earlobes. “Tildy, darling, I’ve got people wanting to settle up. Are you running tickets today, or are the tickets going to sprout legs and walk themselves over to my desk?” 

“Right, the tickets,” said Tildy, remembering. “I’m running them.” 

“Well, darling, I’m so very glad to hear it.”

Tildy made her way toward Daddy Lou, keeping her eye out for her necklace. She checked the floor, the tables, the hands of all the auctiongoers. The necklace was nowhere.

When she got to Daddy Lou, Marguerite was next to him. She was wearing a blue feathered hat on her head. It was as tall as a blender. 

Tildy stood behind them while Daddy Lou and Gabe, the auction assistant, moved on to Frederica Verne’s collection of hat pins and hand mirrors. Marguerite was seven, and she knew how to work the crowd. She held each mirror up to her face and smoothed her dark curly hair. Then she did this funny puckering thing with her lips.

The crowd let out a cooing sound like they were a bunch of turtledoves, and some women clutched their hearts as if they might die then and there at the sight of such cuteness. Anyhow, the mirrors sold at a lick. Daddy Lou always said that he and Marguerite were such a good team, they could even sell sawdust to a lumber mill. 

Tildy watched from behind. 

Daddy Lou handed Marguerite a white leather jewelry box and chanted, “Ninety-dollar bidder, now ninety-five, now ninety-five, now ninety-five, ladies you don’t want to miss this, you need a fine place to put your jewelry, don’t you?” 

Marguerite opened the box to showcase all of the roomy compartments. 

One hand went up.

“Thank you, sir,” said Daddy Lou. “Hundred-dollar bidder, now hundred five, now hundred five, now hundred five, who’ll go hundred five? All in at a hundred, all in at a hundred, going once, going twice, sold to number four hundred seventy-two. Number four-seven-two.”

Marguerite handed the jewelry box to the hundred-dollar bidder. 

Tildy tapped Daddy Lou’s shoulder. When he turned and saw it was her, disappointment showed on his face. His lower lip pressed tight over his upper one and made his chin go all dimply. She’d seen it a lot after her mama left. 

Daddy Lou pointed at the stack of tickets on Gabe’s clipboard. The ones Tildy was supposed to be running back to the office so Yvonne could write down what was sold in the logbook and collect the money from customers. 

Gabe pulled the tickets from the clipboard and handed them to Tildy with a wink. Daddy Lou put his hand over the microphone on his headset and leaned toward her. “With a crowd like this, you can’t be wandering off and fooling around.”

“Sorry,” said Tildy.

Tickets in hand, she hurried through the crowd, keeping an eye out for her necklace. Could it have fallen off at home? No, she remembered that Yvonne had noticed it that morning. She said it looked like it was made from the sun, and how anyone should count themselves lucky to have a piece of the sun on a chain around their neck to get them through dark times. 

Maybe it had, thought Tildy.

A couple of days after Mama gave her the necklace, Tildy, Marguerite, and Daddy Lou were in the truck in their driveway, waiting on Mama so they could all go to the auction house together. It was a Saturday morning, and the sale was a big estate, so Daddy Lou needed all the help he could get. He was in a real hurry. He got out of the truck and ran back inside the house to see what was keeping her. But when Daddy Lou didn’t return after a few minutes, Tildy started to worry. Sometimes when worries started up in her brain, they got bigger and bigger until she imagined that the worst thing happened. 

So, while she was sitting in the truck with Marguerite, she worried that there was a poisonous gas leak in the house and that Mama had passed out from the fumes, and that Daddy Lou had passed out, too, before he could pull her out. And there they were, the two of them, Tildy imagined, slumped over the kitchen table with their faces in cereal bowls. 

“Maybe we should go inside and check on them,” she’d told Marguerite, gripping the amber necklace. “To make sure they’re okay.”

 “Why wouldn’t they be okay?” replied Marguerite. “They’re right there. In our house.”

Tildy could think of at least eight very possible scenarios that would make them not okay. First on the list was poisonous gas leak. Murderers, second. Toilet alligators, third.

Holding tight to the amber pendant, Tildy went inside. 

She’d only been inside for a few minutes when she realized that (1) there was no poisonous gas leak, and (2) her parents were alive. She overheard them arguing as they came down the stairs. “Oh, come on, Myra,” Tildy had heard Daddy Lou say.

“No, you come on, Lou,” said Mama. “I’m coming, okay? This is me walking down the stairs and coming with you. I’m just saying . . . when I look at her, I don’t even know who she is. I just don’t know if I can do it anymore.” 

Her parents didn’t argue a lot. Just sometimes. Usually about Daddy Lou leaving his dirty clothes on the floor or about him bringing home too much stuff from auctions. At the time, Tildy didn’t know what her mama meant by I don’t even know who she is, and she didn’t think about it too much because right after the argument her mama came to the auction house just like always. She ran tickets, and everything seemed fine. Normal. 

Until she left.

Then Tildy thought a lot about what I don’t even know who she is meant.







CHAPTER 6

Nell

Before the hurricane, Nell McDonough had a life. She had friends. She had a best friend even. Marcus Liu. They’d known each other since preschool. 

Before the hurricane, Marcus and his family had lived on the same street as Nell. 

Before the hurricane, he used to come over to Nell’s house every day after school. They’d sit on the dock and dangle their bare feet in the bay.

Before the hurricane. When Nell’s house was a house and not what used to be a house. 

Marcus’s house had been destroyed by the hurricane, too. He and his family were staying with his cousins in Orlando until they could rebuild.

That’s where Nell thought she and her mom should be. Not Orlando. Not with Marcus’s cousins, necessarily. (Although, hey, there was an idea!) But somewhere in Florida, close to home, so they could start the process of rebuilding. She didn’t know what was involved in rebuilding a house after a hurricane, but she figured there was some kind of process. Some procedure to follow. A first step, at least. And she was sure that whatever it was, it didn’t involve being all the way up here in Maryland, looking for Uncharted Spectacles.

Nell found a quiet corner of the auction house and took her cell phone from her pocket. She sat on the concrete floor. She had been keeping Marcus up to date at each stop they’d made on their trip. The last text she’d sent was yesterday evening after they saw Foamhenge in Virginia: Still heading north. Probably will be @ North Pole by end of the week.

Marcus had written back: Too bad you don’t believe in Santa. You could hitch a ride back home on his reindeer.

Nell and Marcus knew everything about each other. 

Nell knew that Marcus had six moles on his face and one under his chin, that he hated ice cream but tolerated sorbet, that he was the slowest runner in PE, that he could recite every line from Hamilton, that he used to help Nell’s mother apply hair treatments when the customers said it was okay, and that he saved up all his allowance for more than a year so he could donate it to a charity that removes trash from the ocean. 

Marcus knew that Nell was named after the journalist and inventor Nellie Bly, who in 1889 traveled the whole way around the world in seventy-two days. He knew that Nell became a vegetarian when she was six years old after befriending a cow on a field trip to a petting zoo. He knew that the cow’s name was Quiche Lorraine. He knew that Nell was the second-slowest runner in PE, that she cried in the bathroom at school when Mason Pallicki said she had a big nose, that she had patches of eczema inside her elbows and knees that flared up when she got nervous, and that she didn’t go anywhere without her bugle.   

He knew what happened to Nell’s other mom, Bridget. 

And more.

Nell adjusted the mask on her face. She clicked on the website for Birdway Middle School on her phone. Again. At the top of the page was the same notice that had been there since the hurricane hit. Nothing had changed.

Due to the impact of Hurricane Abel, Bay County Public Schools will not open on August 10 as planned. Families of enrolled students will be notified when a new start date has been determined.

Today was August 19. How much notice would the school give before the new start date? From Maryland, Nell and her mom could drive back to Florida in one day if they needed to. But if they went farther north or west, it would take longer than that. The schools would have to give more than a day’s notice, right? They couldn’t expect everybody to be ready for school in one day, could they? 

Nell texted Marcus: At some auction. In Maryland. Got a fox mask for $10. Want anything? 

Then he wrote: No thx. No place to put anything. Sharing a room with Quentin and my 2 cousins is the WORST.

How long do you think it will take to rebuild? Nell wrote.

Marcus replied: Don’t know. My parents are meeting with the insurance person again this week.

Nell wondered if her mom had talked to their insurance person. Or anyone. How much longer do you think school will be delayed? 

A couple of weeks? Maybe Labor Day? My dad said they need to fix the ceilings in the classrooms where the windows leaked. 

Okay. A couple of weeks. There was still time to convince her mom to go back home before school started.

Gotta go, Marcus wrote. Sorry your mom is taking you farther away.

Yeah, replied Nell. Me too. But not for long. I’ve got a plan.







CHAPTER 7

Leon

Inside his grandparents’ tavern, The Spot, Leon Monteforte found his grandmother on a stool behind the bar. Weezie Monteforte was a short, round woman who had straight red-orange hair that came down to the middle of her back. She had on a long black dress. 

Black was the only color she’d worn for two months. 

Black, she had told Leon, was the only color she’d ever wear again.

His grandmother had closed The Spot after the passing of Leon’s grandfather Milton and refused to entertain the idea of reopening it. In fact, the only ideas his grandmother entertained these days were how she could ever manage to get along without her Milton. Those ideas led her to the same terrible conclusion: she couldn’t. 

The lights were off. The chairs were stacked on top of the tables. Dust floated around the stained-glass windows looking for a place to settle. 

Next to the cash register was a record player. Leon’s grandfather had a big vinyl record collection that he was very proud of. An Edith Piaf record was spinning around and around. Leon had heard the sad French music as soon as he opened the door.

He waved at his grandmother. “You should see all the stuff at—”

His grandmother held up her hand to quiet him. “The Little Sparrow is singing,” she whispered. 

Leon pulled himself up on a barstool and waited obediently for Edith Piaf to finish her song. He watched his grandmother as she closed her eyes and moved her fingertips in a circle on the wooden bar.

The needle on the record player got caught on a scratch in the vinyl, and the sad lady kept repeating the same French words over and over and over, none of which Leon understood. 

“Grandmother?” said Leon. “The record’s stuck.”

She whispered the repeating words and didn’t seem to notice.

Leon watched the record spin on. “Grandmother,” he said again. “The record.” 

When she didn’t respond, Leon slid off his barstool. He lifted the needle off the record. Only then did his grandmother seem to notice him. “No,” she said. “Don’t touch that.”

Leon let go of the record player’s arm. The needle dropped onto the record and made a high-pitched screech. His grandmother’s lips stretched into a tight line, and she switched off the record player.

“It was skipping,” explained Leon.

“So it was,” she said after a moment. 

“How come you’re down here?” said Leon. “Have you changed your mind about opening up?”

She shook her head. “I guess you want your usual?”

Leon told her he did.

She eased off the stool behind the bar and took down a metal shaker from the shelf behind her.

A couple of weeks before, Leon had noticed that a knot of tangled hair had formed at the back of his grandmother’s head, near her neck. Then, the Tangle appeared to be about the size of his fist. But now, when she turned around, he noticed it had gotten bigger. It was the size of two fists. Three, maybe.

“Uh, um, Grandmother?”

“Hmmm?” she said as she turned back toward Leon. 

Leon didn’t know if he should say something. People’s hair was their own business. His grandfather had never let a chance go by to let Leon know how much he hated his long hair. Which is exactly why Leon kept it that way. His hair, his business. 

So Leon decided not to mention the Tangle. “Did Mr. Blechy make you some kind of offer?” 

She opened two cans of tomato juice and poured them into the metal shaker. “He did indeed.” 

“What was it?”

She added a splash of olive juice and Worcestershire sauce, some horseradish, celery seed, and a sprinkle of cayenne pepper. She took her time. “He wants to buy the tavern.” 

“But there’s no way you’d sell the tavern,” said Leon. “You told him that, didn’t you?”

“I haven’t told him anything yet.” She gave the mixture a stir with a long spoon. “There’s something about that man’s voice.”

“Mr. Blechy’s voice?” said Leon, astonished. “For real?”

“I mean, he’s no Milton Monteforte or David Attenborough, but he’s close. He’s close.” Then she pressed the shaker against the lever of the ice machine behind her, and Leon covered his ears. 

Leon didn’t like the ice machine. It was loud and angry and reminded him of his grandfather. The machine roared and hissed and finally, after making a big production about nothing, coughed out a few cubes of ice.

His grandmother snapped on the lid of the shaker and shook it back and forth and back and forth. She kept her eyes on the ceiling.

Leon used to love watching his grandmother rustle up drinks for customers. The way she listened to them, always knowing the right thing to say. 

She poured the thick red drink into a glass. “We’re out of celery,” she said, handing the glass to Leon. 

“Grandmother, please,” said Leon. “How come you are sitting here in the dark?”

She sighed. “I needed to feel close to your grandfather. The apartment feels so empty all the time. I guess I had the idea that maybe I could find him here. This was his place.”

“I know it was.” Which was why Leon couldn’t believe she would ever consider selling it.

“It was his baby,” she said. “Besides you. And your mama, of course.” 

Leon knew that, too. 

“I even made chicken salad. With grapes. That seemed to get him talking at the revival.” She watched him with hopeful eyes. “You heard anything from him today?”

Leon felt his stomach tense. He shook his head. “But I found a candlestick over at the auction, and Tildy’s going to ask her dad if I can have it for my séance. It’s a little damaged, but I think it’ll do fine. I’ll get it tomorrow, and then, once I have it, I’m sure I can reach him.” He kept his eyes on his grandmother’s face while he took a long drink. Then he set the glass on the bar.

 “Now, you might think I’m making too much of things,” said his grandmother, “but I’m just going to say it out loud because I know it’s the truth. You making contact with your grandfather—well, I believe it’s going to save me from the Depths of Despair.” She took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “When Mr. Blechy made the offer on the tavern, I came down here and asked Milton outright. I asked him what I should do.”

“What happened?”

“Not a dang thing,” she said. “Not until you heard him at the revival, anyway. But what I can’t understand is why he didn’t give an answer to my question. Why on earth did he feel the need to talk about chicken salad sandwiches?” 

“What do you think it could mean?”

She smiled. “He always was mysterious. That’s one of the reasons I married him. A woman likes a man with some intrigue.”

Leon wondered if he had some intrigue. His long hair did keep his face partially hidden. That was mysterious. And he liked pairing his wrinkle-free khaki pants with high-tops. That was an intriguing choice, in his opinion. He even secretly painted his toenails, and would paint his fingernails, too, if he could do it without his grandmother noticing.

“By the by, I noticed that the shaving cream was moved to the other side of the bathroom sink,” she said, frowning. She let go of Leon’s hand. “You know that I don’t want your grandfather’s things disturbed.”

“I know,” said Leon. “I’m sorry. I thought it would be okay if I—”

She shook her head. “Your grandfather’s things are to stay just as he left them. I mean what I say.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now, off you go.” She waved him away. “And there’s a chicken salad sandwich in the fridge upstairs if you’re hungry.”

Leon went upstairs to their apartment. He stopped in the kitchen for the sandwich and then went into his room and sat on his bed. “Grandfather?” he said. He closed his eyes and concentrated hard. “Grandmother is counting on me to hear from you again. She’s in an awful way. She needs to know what she should do with the tavern. So can you just say something? Please? Grandfather?”  







CHAPTER 8

Nell


“I think we should head south,” Nell told her mom as they pulled out of the auction house parking lot. She had drawn another imaginary line. She went over it again in her mind, darkening it so that it couldn’t be ignored like all the others. 

Right after the auction, they wouldn’t go even a single mile farther away from home. They’d head back toward Florida immediately. And if they didn’t, Nell would stop talking to her mom altogether. 

Nell was serious about this line. She took off her fox mask so that her mom could see the seriousness in her face.

But her mom didn’t look at her. “We need to stop for gas.” 

“Okay,” said Nell, nodding. “Okay.” Gas was allowed. They’d need to get gas before making the trip home. Okay. She moved the line to just past the gas station. 

Gas first. Then head south.

She studied her mom from the passenger seat as they drove toward the Pump-n-Sip gas station they’d passed on the way into town. Nell was trying to decide if her mom looked like a woman who was ready to go back home. Her mom chewed her lip, scratched her chin, changed the radio station four times, and sighed once. 

What did that mean?

Nell’s eczema behind her knees started to itch. “Have you talked to our insurance person lately?”

“No, not lately, why?”

“Marcus said his dad was meeting with their insurance person again. I think we should call them and see how much money they’ll give us to rebuild.”

They stopped at a traffic light, and her mom kept her eyes straight ahead.

“Maybe you could talk to Marcus’s mom and dad and see what they’ve been doing.”

“Nell, I’ve got it.”

“I’m just saying, his parents could help you—”

“I said I’ve got it handled, okay?” She glanced at Nell and gave her a quick smile as the light turned green. She pulled into the gas station.

While her mom pumped gas, Nell went inside the Pump-in-Sip and bought a bag of white cheddar popcorn and two bottles of soda. Back in the camper, she fastened her seat belt and pressed a cold soda bottle against the skin behind her knees. 

She took a deep breath and stared straight ahead. 

There were dead bugs all over the windshield. Some of their guts had been smeared by the wipers. Nell felt bad for those bugs. It wasn’t their fault that they didn’t know about the physics of airflow around a camper. They didn’t know they would either get sucked up and over the roof of the camper or hit it straight on. . . . Splat! 

Nell had read about the physics of airflow in science class when they studied hurricanes and tornadoes. How the strong wind could pass over some buildings and houses or campers without causing any damage, and how it directly hit others—whammo!—and then, well, goodbye life. 

Beyond the smear of bug guts was a sign for Interstate 81 South. The sign had an arrow pointing to the right. The way home was right there in front of them. Literally, right there. Nell was ready to go back. Beyond ready, actually. Her elbows started to itch. She removed the cold soda bottle from her knees and laid it in the crook of her elbows. 

Maybe once they started going in the right direction, her mom would get used to the idea and be ready to go back, too. 

Her mom got in the driver’s seat. 

“All set?” said Nell.

“Yep. All set.” She opened the soda bottle and took a drink.

“Good,” said Nell. She thought of the imaginary line she’d drawn. “The exit for the interstate is right there.” She pointed to the sign. 

 “So it is.” Her mom stuffed the soda bottle in the cup holder. Then she put the camper in gear and lifted her foot off the brake. Nell wished she could steer the camper with her mind. 

Turn right.

Turn right. 

Riiiiight.

Her mom turned left.

“No, no! I thought we were going home!” 

“Let’s find a park,” said her mom. “I need to stretch my legs.” 

“A park? How long will that take?” 

“I don’t know, Nell. Are we on a time schedule?” 

Yes, thought Nell. As a matter of fact, we are on a time schedule. We should’ve been back home a week ago. “How do you even know if there is a park in this town?”

“Oh, come on. In a town as charming as this?” she said. “Trust me, there’s definitely a park here somewhere. It’s got to be a law or something.”

She drove a few blocks, scanning street signs. 

And then, what do you know, there it was. “Huzzah! See, I told you.”

“Digsby Park,” said Nell, reading the wooden sign. The park had a playground, a white gazebo, and a very small pond. She moved her imaginary line. Again. 

“You want to come?” said her mom as she cut the camper motor and climbed out of her seat. 

Nell brought her bugle to her lips and blew a very, very low note.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said her mom.

She blew another note, somehow even lower.

Her mom frowned. “Don’t be such a drag, Nell. The whole point of this trip is to get away and experience some intrigue. You can’t do that if you stay in the camper all the time.” 

Nell was about to blow another note on her bugle.

But before the mouthpiece touched her lips, her mom said, “Fine. Suit yourself.” Then she grabbed her soda bottle and walked along the trail and into the park.







CHAPTER 9

Tildy

Tildy wanted to look for the necklace one last time before going home. What if her mama noticed that Tildy wasn’t wearing it? What if she found out Tildy lost it? Daddy Lou would say that’s no way to treat an egg, and she would leave again, for sure.

“Tilda Delphine Gubbers!” yelled Daddy Lou from the parking lot. “Let’s move it or lose it!”

Tildy stood up. Her knees and hands were black from crawling around the concrete floor. She wiped her hands on her shorts. “I’m coming.” She ran over to the box of No Sells and pulled out Leon’s candlestick. She set it on the floor, grabbed the box, and went outside.

On the way to the pickup truck, she spotted a small metal washer in the parking lot along with a small pump from a perfume bottle or something. She picked them both up and stuffed them in her pocket.

“What’ve you been doing?” said Daddy Lou from the driver’s seat when she got to the truck.

She raised the No Sells box so that he could see, and then she lifted it into the bed of the pickup. 

“Ah, you find some things that need a little TLC?” said Daddy Lou.

“A couple,” said Tildy, opening the passenger door. “An old robot that’s missing an arm, a ceramic schnauzer figurine missing a head, and a busted-up lantern.”

“That’s a Yoshiya blockhead robot,” said Daddy Lou. “Made in Japan in the sixties. I thought about putting it on the floor with the others, but it’s in pretty bad shape.”

Marguerite was in the middle seat, holding a cardboard box full of birdhouses in her lap. Next to her—on Tildy’s seat—was a poodle lamp. The poodle was seafoam green, and the lampshade was tall and covered in ruffles. Also seafoam green. 

Also hideous.

“Why?” said Tildy. Because that seemed like the most appropriate thing to ask.

“Oh, let me move that out of the way,” said Daddy Lou. He put the lamp on the floor by Marguerite’s feet. “I bought a couple of things for your mama.”

“Birdhouses and a poodle lamp?” said Tildy.

Daddy Lou shrugged. “I thought it might help her—” He cleared his throat. “I thought she might like it.”

Tildy wasn’t sure she would want any of this stuff. But Tildy wasn’t sure about anything that had to do with her mama.

Daddy Lou steered the truck out of the parking lot and onto Marshall Avenue. “That was quite a sale,” he said, scratching the stubble on this chin. “Day one, done. Tomorrow, we tackle the rest of Frederica Verne’s collection.” 

“All that stuff,” said Marguerite, “and not even one lousy Betsy McCall.”

Of all the things to collect, Tildy didn’t know why her sister wanted to collect Betsy McCall dolls. They were creepy. There was no other way to say it. The dolls were made in the 1950s, and there must’ve been a different idea of what was cute back then. They had tiny pursed lips, a nose like a pug, and murderous brown eyes that rolled closed. Marguerite had fifteen Betsy McCalls, and she kept them in her closet in a plastic tub with a tight-fitting lid so they wouldn’t get damaged. Or kill the entire family in their sleep. (Which seemed to Tildy like a distinct possibility.)

“Did you know Frederica Verne?” asked Tildy. 

“Well, no,” said Daddy Lou. “Never met her. Nobody in town knows much about her. She kept to herself. But you can tell a lot about someone by the things they buy. And even more by the things they keep.”

 “What does all that stuff say about Frederica Verne?” asked Marguerite. 

“Maybe it says that she liked stuff more than she liked people,” said Tildy.

Daddy Lou shifted the truck into another gear. “I don’t know if that’s it.”

“She turned her back on the world and lived a life of loneliness and heartache,” said Marguerite. “That’s a sad, sad story.”

“We don’t know that,” said Daddy Lou. “Maybe she felt a strong connection with things from the past. Maybe collecting kept her from being lonely.”

Tildy poked the poodle lamp with her foot. “It’s just stuff.”

“Yeah, it is just stuff,” said Daddy Lou. “But sometimes we give meaning to objects, and then they become important.”

“If it was just me and my Betsy McCalls,” said Marguerite, “I think I would be lonely always.” 

“That’s because they’re terrifying,” teased Tildy, nudging her sister. “You’d be lonely because those dolls would scare everybody away.”

Marguerite nudged her back. “How rude.”

“Mama’s going to be so happy when she sees all this stuff we brought her,” said Marguerite, taking off her blue hat and laying it inside the box with the birdhouses. Her dark bangs were stuck to her forehead with sweat. 

“You think so?” said Daddy Lou. “That’d be good, wouldn’t it?” He smiled and gave Marguerite’s knee a squeeze. 

“Maybe Mama will give meaning to something and it will become important to her,” said Marguerite. “And then she won’t feel lonely.” 

Tildy’s stomach tensed. She put her hand where the necklace used to be. 

She couldn’t let her mama find out it was lost. 

She’d just have to find the necklace quick and stay away from her mama as much as she could until she did.







CHAPTER 10

Tildy

The Gubberses’ two-story house was covered in yellow wooden siding. The yellow paint was peeling in spots, showing the brown wood underneath, which meant the house looked like a giraffe. A giraffe with a bright blue door. Most people didn’t notice the giraffe house, though, because it was impossible to notice anything beyond all the stuff in the front yard. Whirligigs; a giant light-up candy cane from Baumgartner’s Christmas shop, which went out of business in 1987; metal lawn flamingos; porcelain car signs; old rusty bicycles; window shutters; wire baskets; a horse-head statue; concrete birdbaths; weather vanes; colored globes on stands; and hospital bedpans turned into flower planters—everything Daddy Lou had brought home. 

A stone path meandered through all of it to the blue door.  

When Daddy Lou pulled the truck into the driveway and turned off the engine, Marguerite scrambled over top of Tildy to be the first one in the house. Tildy was in no hurry to go inside. She hung back while Daddy Lou grabbed the box of birdhouses and the green poodle lamp. 

Tildy carried the box of No Sells so that it hid most of her face and all of her neck where the amber necklace was supposed to be. 

She followed behind Daddy Lou up the stone path. Her heart raced. And her stomach started to feel sick. 

Before going inside, Daddy Lou set one of the birdhouses on top of a wooden stepladder in the yard. He cocked his head and admired it. “Just what that spot needed,” he said.

Daddy Lou stood at the front door. 

Tildy waited behind him. Did Daddy Lou stand there longer than normal? She wasn’t sure, but it made her wonder if Daddy Lou was nervous to go inside, too. 

As soon as he opened the door, he said, “Myra? You here?” 

Tildy gripped the box of No Sells tighter. 

“In the kitchen,” answered her mama.

Her voice sounded different. Had Tildy forgotten what it sounded like? Maybe it would take some time to get used to hearing it again. 

Tildy followed Daddy Lou to the kitchen. She peeked from behind the box and saw her mama at the table. Marguerite was already sitting on her lap. 

Daddy Lou pushed aside a sketchbook and jars of colored pencils that were on the table to make room for the birdhouses and the lamp. 

“Lou, please be careful with my—” said Tildy’s mama, grabbing one of the jars of pencils that had gotten knocked over.

“Sorry, sorry,” he replied, planting a kiss on the top of her head. “Brought you some things from the sale.”

“I see that.” She sighed and then smiled. “Thank you.”

Daddy Lou picked up one of the birdhouses. “These are handmade. Probably from the fifties.”

Tildy’s mama looked at it and nodded, and then he put it back in the box.

“Well, I’m beat. I guess I’ll get a shower and then make a pitcher of sweet tea.” 

After Daddy Lou left the room, Tildy watched her mama and Marguerite at the table, playing with the blue feather on Marguerite’s hat. A hollow feeling in Tildy’s chest crept up her throat like a bug.

Now that their mama was back, it seemed like she expected Tildy and Marguerite and Daddy Lou to pick up where they left off. As if nothing had changed. As if they should just go on pretending that everything was fine. 

Marguerite could do it, too. Because Marguerite let troubles blow past her like wind. But for Tildy, troubles seemed to stick to her like gnats on flypaper. No matter how much she tried, they were hard to shake loose. 

Behind the No Sells box, Tildy tried again to shake them. 

Nope. Still there. 

She pressed her nose against the side of the box. It smelled like the auction house. Maybe if her mama was preoccupied with Marguerite’s new hat, she wouldn’t notice Tildy standing there. She took two steps backward and felt a sneeze coming on. She rubbed her nose on her arm and tried . . . tried . . . tried . . . to put a stop to it.

It came anyway.

“Bless you,” said her mama. “Marguerite, it looks like you’re not the only one who found something interesting at the auction. Tildy, what’s in the box?” She pushed out a chair from the table with her foot for Tildy to sit on. There was a stack of vintage Coca-Cola trays on the seat. Not that Tildy wanted to sit down anyway.

Her mama didn’t know about Tildy’s No Sells projects because that was something Tildy had started after her mama left. Tildy shifted the box in her arms. She didn’t know what to say about it. There are things that nobody wants because they’ve got lost parts. And I make new ones for them. That’s what Tildy could’ve said. But she didn’t. 

“Do you like what Daddy Lou brought you?” asked Marguerite, who never seemed to have any trouble saying things.

Her mama sighed. “It was a nice thought.”

“Maybe you’ll like them enough to give them meaning,” said Marguerite.

“What do you mean?” asked her mama.

“Yeah, well,” said Tildy, quickly, still hiding her face behind the No Sells box, “I should probably take this stuff upstairs.” She backed out of the kitchen and climbed the stairs to her room in the attic and shut the door.

The walls of Tildy’s room were dark green, which was her favorite color, and there were tiny orange butterfly lights strung across the ceiling. 

Tildy set the box on the wide-planked floor. Then she took out the toy robot, the busted-up lantern, and the headless schnauzer and set them on her desk. There were two wide shelves on the wall. On the top were the No Sells that she’d already made new parts for: a green McCormick teapot with a new lid made out of six old Matchbox cars that she’d hot-glued together; a porcelain cup with the tail of a plastic toy horse glued where the handle was supposed to be; and an old wooden whirligig with a new propeller that she’d made using toothpicks and playing cards. On the bottom shelf were the things she still needed to find parts for: an hourglass without a stand and a metal roller skate missing two of its wheels. She placed the headless schnauzer on the bottom shelf.

Then she took her anatomy notebook from her pocket. Tildy had been keeping track of the No Sells she brought home so that she’d know what parts she needed to find. She added the robot and the schnauzer to her list of things from the No Sells along with their lost parts that needed replacements. 
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She considered adding the lantern, but without the base and the panes of glass, she decided it would be better used as parts than anything else. 

Inside her bottom desk drawer, which was the biggest one, she kept an anatomy bin of all the items she’d been collecting. Old typewriter pieces, a few marbles, a Barbie arm, a set of old keys, a metal band for a wristwatch, two doorknobs, a bald Barbie head, some doors and wheels to Matchbox cars, pieces from a checkers game, coil springs from who knows what, some old playing cards, and feathers from a boa. Some of the parts she’d found on the street around town, but most of them came through Daddy Lou’s auction house in the bottom of boxes of stuff people wanted him to sell. 

Tildy grabbed a screwdriver and undid the tiny screws that fastened the top of the metal lantern to the sides. Two of them came loose pretty easily, but the others were rusted tight, so she hit them gently with a hammer until they broke free. She dropped the lantern pieces, along with the perfume pump and metal washer that she’d found in the auction house parking lot, into the bin.

She planned to work on the robot first because she was pretty sure she had a lot of parts that would work as an arm. Then she could cross it off her list when it was done and put it on her finished shelf.

Tildy sifted through the anatomy bin. 

She pulled out an arm from an old Barbie, which she considered for a second but then tossed back. There were a couple of other contenders: a coil spring, a wind-up key from another old toy, and some typewriter parts.

She held each one up to the robot where its arm was supposed to be. In the end, she decided on a typewriter part. It was silver and flat and was bent in the middle, kind of like an arm. She fastened it on with a small washer and nut. 

“There you go,” she said. “Good as new.” And then she turned the key in the robot’s back to make it go. The legs moved, but the new arm, which was supposed to move along with the legs, just hung by its side. “Okay, so maybe not quite as good as new. But it’s better than no arm at all, right?”

The robot said nothing.







THE ROBOT

Jonah Sorrenson was running late for his flight. It was October 1962, and he was on the last day of his business trip to Kobe, Japan. It was his first time visiting Japan, and he didn’t get to do as much sightseeing as he had hoped. What he really wanted to see was Mount Fuji and the Kenroku-en Garden, but after four days of very long business meetings at his hotel, all he had to show for his trip was a Kobe beef dinner and a few pictures of the Akashi Kaikyo Bridge. He didn’t even have a chance to pick up a souvenir for his wife or their son, Cyrus. A serious problem that needed to be rectified before he boarded the airplane. 

On the way to Haneda Airport, Jonah asked his driver to stop at a department store. In the car, he practiced a few key phrases in Japanese. “Where is the restroom?” and “Does anyone here speak English?” 

Inside the department store, Jonah grabbed the first silk robe he saw for his wife and checked his watch. He was very, very late. 

He stopped the first salesperson he came across and tried to say in Japanese, “Where are the toys?” 

What he actually said was, “Kitten bathrooms very funny.” Jonah was not very good at Japanese.

The salesperson, Miyuki Ishii, who spoke a great deal of English and was used to encountering confused American tourists, smiled politely, and asked how she might assist him. Jonah quickly explained his predicament, in English, and Miyuki Ishii led him to the children’s department, where there were shelves filled with toys. 

“Wonderful,” said Jonah as he grabbed the toy nearest to him, which happened to be a Yoshiya blockhead robot. About twelve inches tall, the robot had a rectangle body and a square head. It was entirely silver except for its feet and C-shaped hands, which were red. It had wide, round innocent eyes. “My Cyrus loves robots.”

Twenty-one hours later, when Jonah Sorrenson landed in Chicago, Cyrus Sorrenson was about to jump into his father’s open arms but locked eyes on the robot and went full throttle for it instead. Cyrus beep-boop-beeped for the rest of the night. 

For nearly six months, Cyrus played with the robot every day. Until one day Petey McGill from down the street won it from him during a game of marbles. Afterward, Petey would let Cyrus come over and play with the robot for an hour at a time if he paid him ten cents, which Cyrus did until he ran out of money. Which was eleven days later.

Eventually Cyrus forgot about the robot.

And so did Petey. 

The robot spent the next couple of years in Petey McGill’s backyard sandbox next to Petey’s G.I. Joe and platoon of green plastic army men. Petey’s mother, Penny McGill, eventually gathered up her son’s old toys and traded them at the Swap-O-Rama flea market in the city for a lava lamp.

Silas Coffey, who traded the lava lamp for the box of toys, was a dealer from Baltimore. He already owned a few Japanese robot toys that were in better condition than Petey’s robot, but he needed one for parts. He removed one arm and used it on another robot. Then, after he returned to Baltimore, he put them all up for sale in his booth at Charm City Flea Market & Antique Emporium. 

All of his robots, except Petey’s, sold. 

Until, almost twenty years later when two customers from out of town took interest in the armless robot. Frederica Verne, who had been visiting from Jasper, was the first to inquire about it. 

While she inspected it, a man approached the booth. He had a no-nonsense look on his face. “I’m looking for a vintage toy,” said the man. “For my daughter. She’s eight.”

Silas Coffey showed the man a Chatty Cathy doll, but the man waved him off. “She likes to build things, my daughter does. I’d bet money she’s going to be an engineer one day. I mean, my girl is gonna go far.” Then he noticed the woman beside him, holding a robot. “Do you have any more of those?”

“That’s my last one,” said Silas. 

“I’ll take it,” said Frederica Verne. “I’ve got four others at home, and you don’t see these old Japanese toys much anymore.”

“Four others?” said the man. “I don’t suppose you’d want to sell any of those, would you?”

“I’m not in the business of selling, no,” she said. 

The man nodded. “Too bad. My daughter, Gemma, would love a robot.” He offered his hand, and she took it. 

“Frederica Verne,” said Frederica Verne. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise,” said the man. “The name’s Milton Monteforte.”







CHAPTER 11

Leon

Leon’s bedroom was very small and very blue. Blue walls, blue carpeting, and a blue striped quilt that he didn’t much like. It made him feel as though he was deep, deep underwater. Leon didn’t like the water. He wasn’t what you’d call an able-bodied swimmer.

As far as colors were concerned, Leon preferred warmer shades, like orange and red. Orange-red was good, too. But his grandfather wouldn’t let him have an orange or red or orange-red room. “Those are girls’ colors,” he had told Leon more than once. “You’re not some girl, are you?”

His grandparents’ bedroom was next to his, and Leon couldn’t help himself. He knew they talked about him. Sometimes he’d put his ear against the cold blue wall to hear what they were saying. “The boy’s weird,” he’d heard his grandfather say one time. “Afraid of everything. Loud noises. Water. Even the ice machine in the tavern! Scared of the dark, too. Sleeps with all the lights on. The other day I asked him to get me a lightbulb from the cellar, and he wouldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it! He just stood at the top of the stairs, stiff as a board. Never seen a kid like him. I mean, he’s my grandson and all that, but, Weezie, I’m telling you straight, the boy’s weird.”

Leon knew he was weird. How could he not? But the thing was, he was okay with it. Liked it even. Being weird just meant that you weren’t the same as everybody else. Why would anybody want to be the same? 

Even so, he wished just once that his grandmother would stick up for him.

Leon’s fine just as he is. 

Everybody’s weird in their own way, Milton. 

So what if he sleeps with the lights on? 

As a matter of fact, the ice machine is startling. 

Those were the things Leon wanted her to say. But his grandmother was more interested in keeping the peace than risking an argument with Milton. If she said anything at all, it was, “Now, Milton. It’s not good for your heart to worry so much.” 

Leon’s grandmother had admitted on more than one occasion that she didn’t know much about raising boys. She had no brothers, just three younger sisters and only one child, a daughter, Gemma. 

Gemma was Leon’s mom. 

Here’s what Leon knew about Gemma: She had Leon when she was seventeen, and it didn’t take her long to decide that he would be better off with her parents than with her. A week after he was born, Gemma caught a bus to Seattle and got a job on a cruise ship. 

She’d only ever called a couple times to check in and hadn’t been back home to visit, except once when Leon was in kindergarten. She didn’t even come back for his grandfather’s funeral.

“The first pancakes never turn out right,” Leon heard his grandfather say about Gemma through the blue wall. “But so help me, Weezie, this boy will turn out right, if it’s the last thing I do.”

Leon imagined himself as a pancake cooking in a skillet while his grandparents stood over him, watching him, flipping him with a spatula. Making sure he wasn’t weird. Making sure he didn’t catch a bus to Seattle and never look back. 

Making sure he turned out right. 

Next to him on the nightstand was a terrarium for his pet Madagascar hissing cockroach (Gromphadorhina portentosa). The cockroach’s name was David Attenborough, after the British narrator of the nature shows that Leon and his grandmother liked to watch. Leon’s grandmother often said that if she hadn’t married Milton Monteforte, David Attenborough would’ve been her next choice because his voice was as soothing as a bath of Epsom salts. 

Leon opened the lid to the terrarium and scooped David Attenborough into his hand. 

He fished a grape out of the chicken salad sandwich and fed it to him. When the cockroach finished the grape, he crawled up Leon’s arm and rested on his shoulder. “Grandmother is counting on me to save her from the Depths of Despair,” Leon whispered to David Attenborough. “And Tildy, too. I need to find that necklace for her. But what if Grandmother’s wrong and I don’t have the Gift? Or what if I lost it somehow because I didn’t answer Grandfather’s question? Yeesh, how am I supposed to know why there are grapes in chicken salad sandwiches anyway?” 

David Attenborough eventually got tired of listening. He crawled down Leon’s arm and back into his terrarium.

 “Spirits!” he pleaded. “Grandfather! I know you didn’t like me very much. Maybe you still don’t. Are you allowed to not like people wherever you are? I don’t know how the whole death and after-life thing works. But, please, can you say something?”







CHAPTER 12

Nell


Nell spread her bare toes against the dashboard while she waited for her mom to finish stretching her legs at Digsby Park. She bent her big toe, and the others bent right along with it. She couldn’t make one toe do anything on its own. Toes were weird. What if one toe wanted to do something different? What if it didn’t want to move? It should be able to do what it wanted, right? 

She checked the time on her phone. Again. So far, it had been twenty-eight minutes of stretching. 

She went back to searching for new satellite photos of Hurricane Abel’s wreckage on the Florida coast. She’d been looking at the images on her phone every day since they left. From the satellite way up in space, thousands of miles away, the whole coastline looked like it was littered with trash. There were a couple of roofs sticking out here and there, some windows, and boats overturned on the beach. But mostly it was trash.

The eczema behind her knees started to itch. 

There were no new photos, so she zoomed in on the ones she’d seen before. Because maybe this time she would recognize something. The new bedspread she got for her birthday, or the wooden kitchen table that had belonged to her grandparents in England, or the light purple refrigerator that her mom special ordered from the Home Shopping Network, or her fuzzy beanbag chair. 

Something that was whole. Something that had survived. 

But it was like Hurricane Abel had swallowed Nell’s street, her neighborhood, her town, her house, her stuff, and then chewed it up and spit it back out again. 

So basically hurricane vomit.

She examined her toes on the dashboard and texted Marcus again. Can you make one toe move by itself?

Marcus wrote back: Nope. They are perfectly synchronized.

That’s unfair. Don’t you think?

Toetally, wrote Marcus. Get it? TOEtally?

Nell rolled her eyes and smiled. You don’t have to explain the joke. Want to do an AP? You can pick first.

Nell and Marcus had started doing acrostic poems last year while being forced to run laps around the soccer field by Coach Carter. They called it “Poetry in Motion,” and it was no exaggeration to say that it was the only thing that got them through PE. At first, their poems were all about how much they hated running:

Revolting

Useless torture

Never gonna like it

Never gonna be good at it

I hate it when Coach Carter tells us to hustle

Nell, we’re last again

Good Lord, it’s finally over—I think I’m going to throw up.

But then they started making poems about other things, whenever they were bored. Like now.

Nell’s phone buzzed. Ok, Marcus wrote. Then a few seconds later he texted, Hurricane. 

Ugh, Nell texted back. 

H comes before U, you know.

Fine, she texted. I’ll start. Home stealer.

Underwater everything, he replied.

Ridiculously stupid storm.

Rotating walls of wind.

I hate how there have been more and more, Nell wrote.

Climate change is real, duh.

Am I going to be without a home forever?

Nell, Marcus texted.

?? What, am I a hurricane? That’s a terrible N.

No, that’s not what I meant, he answered. Nell, come on. You’re going to get your home back. 

Nell wished she could believe that. With each minute that ticked by, Nell became more and more convinced that her mom would want to keep going. Keep running farther and farther and farther away from Florida. Away from home. Away from the grand plan.

They would have to stop sometime though, right? They couldn’t keep living in the camper forever, driving all over the place. Right? After all, Nell was going to start seventh grade really soon. She and Marcus had plans to start an environmental action club this year and do something important. Become activists and take a stand against polluted oceans. Against greenhouse gases and global warming. 

She took in a long, deep breath.

Okay, okay, okay. If her mom didn’t come back in five minutes, Nell was going to do something. But what? Draw another imaginary line? She’d already drawn more than she could remember, and her mom had crossed every one of them. 








CHAPTER 13

Tildy


Tildy opened her anatomy notebook and crossed the robot off her list. Then she put the finished robot on the top shelf next to the other No Sells she’d already found parts for. She was about to get started on a new head for the ceramic schnauzer when she heard Marguerite calling her name from downstairs.

Tildy didn’t answer. She dug around in her anatomy bin for a head. She had a bald Barbie head that someone had colored over in green permanent marker. That could work. She tried it on the dog body. It was weird. But in a good way. Schnauzer-Barbie, she’d call it. No, Schnarbie.  

A few moments later she heard her name again. Marguerite was just outside her door. “Tildy,” said Marguerite, “Mama says come downstairs because she made ice pops.”    

“I’m not hungry.” Tildy squeezed a tube of crafting glue along the chin area of Barbie’s head, careful not to get any on her fingers. One time she’d accidentally glued her finger and thumb together, and Daddy Lou tried everything to get them unstuck. They eventually came apart with some olive oil and dish soap, but she didn’t want to go through that again. 

“It’s ice pops,” said Marguerite. “How can you not be hungry for ice pops? I’m always hungry for ice pops. I don’t care when you ask me, I’d eat one always.”

“No thanks,” said Tildy as she lined up the Barbie head to the neck of the schnauzer.

“They’re your favorite,” said Marguerite. “Orange.”

“Okay, fine, you can bring me one.” Tildy gently set the head on the dog. 

Cripes. She realized it wasn’t centered. She turned it a little, but the glue on the head wasn’t touching the ceramic.   

“Mama says you have to come downstairs to get one because they’re extra melty on account of it being so hot today.”

Tildy sighed. “Never mind, then. I don’t want one.” She couldn’t risk going downstairs and having her mama ask about the necklace. 

She added more glue along the neck of the schnauzer and set the Barbie head on top. This time it was sticking, but so were her fingers. 

“How come you don’t want one?” 

“I just don’t,” said Tildy.

“What should I tell Mama?” Marguerite whispered.

Glue was dripping down the schnauzer’s body, and without thinking, Tildy wiped it with her finger. “No, no, no.” 

“What?” said Marguerite.

“I don’t care what you tell her!” The glue was everywhere it shouldn’t be. “Tell her anything you want, okay?”

There was a long pause. And then Marguerite said in a small voice, “Okay.” 

Tildy closed her eyes. It wasn’t Marguerite’s fault that there was glue on her fingers. Or that Tildy had lost her necklace. Or anything. 

Tildy slid her chair back and stood up. That’s when she realized that two of her fingers were glued together. “This is a disaster.” She tried to pull them apart, but the crafting glue was too sticky. She needed to get to the bathroom for warm, soapy water. She ran to her bedroom door and turned the doorknob with the three fingers that weren’t stuck to anything. She swung open the door and standing there, right in the doorway, was her mama.

“Oh,” she said. “Hi.” Tildy’s mama was holding an ice pop.

Tildy sucked in a breath. She put her hand over the neck of her shirt in case her mama noticed the necklace wasn’t there. Then she glanced at the orange ice pop. It was dripping onto her mama’s hand. 

Her mama held it out to her.

Tildy shook her head. “I’m not hungry.” Even though she was. 

“Okay, then.” Her mama seemed like she didn’t know what to do with the ice pop, so she licked it to keep it from dripping on her hand any more than it was already doing. 

After the dripping was under control, she tucked her hair behind her ear. Her hair had never been long enough to go behind her ear before. 

“I was thinking that we could have a girls’ day tomorrow,” said her mama. “Just you, me, and Marguerite. We could go bowling or to the movies? Or maybe to a museum?” Her eyebrows went up high. “What do you think?”

Tildy felt her body tense. “We have the auction tomorrow,” she said. Didn’t her mama remember that Frederica Verne’s stuff was being sold over two days?

“Oh, right,” she said. “Right. The auction.” She nodded and pressed her lips together. 

Tildy could feel her mama’s eyes on her. She looked up at them and then away. Her mama always said that eyes were like windows in a house. If you peered inside them, you could see all the dirty dishes piled in the sink. 

Tildy never had any trouble looking into her mama’s eyes before. They were green, with specks of brown in them. Pretty. But now she couldn’t make herself look for long. And Tildy definitely didn’t want her mama looking into her eyes and seeing all Tildy’s dirty dishes. 

“Well, how about another day, then?” she asked. “The day after tomorrow? What do you think?” 

Tildy swallowed. 

“Tildy?” she said.

Her mama wanted to know what she thought. There was a lot Tildy could’ve said. A lot, a lot. 

For starters, Tildy could have said that for the first couple of months after her mama left, she couldn’t concentrate in school and she’d asked to eat lunch in the guidance counselor’s office. That Ms. Henry, the guidance counselor, had a pet hamster on her desk named Jean Valjean, and she let Tildy feed him carrots once a week. That she wanted to go over to Amelia’s house, but she was worried that Amelia might ask questions about where her mama was, and what was she supposed to say?

She wanted to tell her mama that she had bad dreams. That when Mama had been gone, it felt like a part of Tildy was gone, too. And that that part, whatever it was, hadn’t come back. 

That even now, every time she thought about her mama leaving, she felt that hole inside her. Like part of her anatomy was missing.

But what if she said all those things to her mama right now, as she stood in the doorway holding an orange ice pop that was dripping down her fingers and onto her shoe, and her eggshell cracked? Would she leave again?

“What do you think, Tildy?” she asked once more. 

Tildy opened her mouth, but no words came. All those thoughts, and the feelings that went with them, were stuck inside her. Stuck, just like that beetle in the amber necklace. Just like her fingers in the glue. 

Her eyes started to sting.

“Oh, Tildy,” said her mama. She reached out like she wanted to give her a hug. 

Tildy could hardly breathe. She shook her head. Then took a step backward and closed the door.  

Long after she heard the creaky steps under her mama’s feet going back down the attic stairs, Tildy was still staring at her bedroom door. 

Her mama’s steps had been slow, and there’d been a pause every once in a while, between them, which made it worse.

Shutting the door while her mama stood there holding a drippy orange ice pop? What did Tildy have to go and do a thing like that for anyway?

She should’ve gone after her and said she was sorry. That’s what a normal person would do. Marguerite would’ve done that. Actually, Marguerite would have never closed the door on her in the first place.

Why did Tildy have to mess up everything all the time? What was wrong with her?



[image: image]





That night, Tildy had the same nightmare as always. The one where she’s inside the No Sells box. In the dream, it’s hard to tell if the box is really big or if she is really small, but the top of it is too far away to reach so there’s no getting out. And it’s dark in there. 

So very dark.

Then Tildy looks up. Way, way up at the top, her mama is there. She’s looking down into the box. Tildy tries to stand up, but her legs won’t hold her. She calls to her mama to get her attention. But her mama blinks twice and then says, “I don’t even know who she is.” 

The same thing Tildy overheard her mama say that time she and Daddy Lou were arguing. 







CHAPTER 14

Nell



Why did time drag on endlessly here? 

She’d only been awake for an hour, ever since her mom left for her morning run. But it seemed like half a day. Plus, she was starving. 

Nell converted her bed back into a dining table. Then she ate a blueberry granola bar. The last one in the box. Which was fine by her because she was pretty much sick of them anyway.

She pulled open the curtains. Nell still could not believe her mom had asked the owner of the auction house if they could stay overnight in his parking lot. “I need a break from driving,” she’d said last night after stretching her legs in Digsby Park. That was the reason they couldn’t head back to Florida. She needed a break. From driving.

Which was kind of ridiculous, if you asked Nell, because this whole road trip was her mom’s idea in the first place. 

But nobody was asking Nell.

Across the parking lot, her mom was walking toward the camper. Her purple hair was pulled back in a messy bun. She was holding a cardboard coffee cup and a small white bag. “Hey,” she said, stepping into the camper. “Brought you a muffin.” 

Nell said nothing. There were crumbs from the granola bar on the table. She pushed them around with her finger.

“I ran all the way to that park we went to last night,” said her mom. “I saw a deer. I don’t know what kind it was, but it was big and had a white fluffy tail. No antlers, though.” 

Nell nodded and concentrated on the crumbs.

“So, anyway, I did some thinking while I was running. And the thing is, I want to stay away a bit longer.”

There it was. Her mom was changing the grand plan. Again. Nell’s ears felt red hot, and her elbows itched so bad she wished she had something sharp to run across them. She didn’t look at her mom. She stared straight through her as if she were invisible and not the person who was ruining everything. Which she was.

“I talked to Mr. Gubbers, and he said we can park the camper here for a while longer.” 

Nell pressed her finger hard into a granola crumb and crushed it into tinier bits.

Her mom’s smile faded. “Hello? Nell?” She leaned in close. She smelled bad, but the whole camper smelled bad, so it was hard to know how much of the stink was hers and how much was the toilet. 

“So what is this?” she said. “You’re still not talking to me?”

Nell looked down at the granola crumbs on the table. They were in a line. 

And not an imaginary one.

Her mom shook the bakery bag. “I guess you don’t want this, then?”

Nell reached for the bag, but her mom yanked it back. “Ah, so you do want the muffin.” She waggled her eyebrows. “You can have it if you guess what kind it is.”

Nell opened her mouth to guess but then realized her mom was trying to trick her into talking.

“What do you say, Nell?” said Mom, shaking the bag. “It’s your favorite.”

Lemon poppy seed. That was her favorite. Her stomach rumbled.

“All you have to do is guess, and it’s yours. You don’t even have to guess right. You just have to say something.”

Nell focused on the line of granola crumbs. She wanted that muffin, but she couldn’t give in. Not now. 

“So,” said her mom, “is this how it’s going to be now?”

Nell brought her bugle to her lips. She blew a high note. Which meant: Yes, this is how it’s going to be. 







CHAPTER 15

Leon

After a restless night, Leon got up and dressed early the next morning. He put David Attenborough into the pocket of his polo shirt. Being nocturnal, David Attenborough had just drifted off to sleep. His grandmother, on the other hand, was in the living room wide awake, sitting in her favorite chair and staring out the window.

“Morning,” he said. 

“There are two doves in that tree,” she said.

Leon moved closer to the window to have a look. “Where?”

“On that high branch. Two doves. They’ve been there all night. Together.”  

He saw them. Two birds in a tree. They weren’t doing anything. Just birds being birds. In a tree. “Yep,” he said, wondering why she was so interested. “Those are birds all right.”

Leon watched his grandmother watching the birds. She was still in her nightgown, and her eyes looked tired. “Wait, what do you mean they’ve been there all night? Have you been sitting here all night long?”

“I couldn’t sleep.” She frowned. “My mind is unsettled. All I can do is think about what Milton would want me to do with the tavern. I have a cup of tea, I lie down, I close my eyes, and then my mind turns and turns. Unsettled. So I came out here to watch the birds.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been able to reach him,” said Leon. “I’m going to try again today. After I get the candlestick.” He hated seeing his grandmother so worried.

She took Leon’s hand and squeezed it. Then she leaned closer to the window. “Oh dear,” she said. “There they go.”

Leon saw the birds fly off the tree branch and disappear into the sky.

She yawned. “Well, in that case, I think I’ll make some tea and I’ll try again, too.” She got up from her chair.

“But don’t you want to—” Leon gasped when he saw it. The Tangle in the back of her hair had doubled in size. 

“Want to what, sugar?” she asked, turning back toward him. 

He thought about what he should say. The Tangle had to be dealt with. But there was something about the way she looked at him then. Tired and sad, yes. But something else, too. She seemed fragile. Too fragile to take on anything else. This was not the grandmother he knew.

“Nothing,” said Leon. “Never mind.”

He watched her walk slowly across the room and into the kitchen. He tried not to look at the catastrophe that had happened to her hair. He really needed to hear from his grandfather. 

Leon went into the kitchen. His grandmother was filling the kettle at the sink. “I’m going next door to the auction house for a little bit,” he said. 

She nodded and pointed to her cheek for a kiss. 

He hesitated. What if the Tangle somehow grabbed hold of him? Or David Attenborough?

She gave him a look and pointed to her cheek again.

Leon smiled nervously. He protected his shirt pocket with his hand. Then real quick he squeezed himself between his grandmother and the sink, and planted a kiss on her chin. “Be back soon,” he said, and then ran out the door of their apartment.

In the parking lot of Gubbers Appraisal & Salvage Auctions was a gray camper van with Florida license plates. It was parked along the side of the building. As Leon got closer, he noticed that there was an electric cord running from the back end of the van into an open window of the auction house, and a water hose from the van to an outside spigot. 

Tildy hadn’t mentioned that anybody would be using the auction house parking lot as a campground. The Gubberses’ truck wasn’t there, but he figured Tildy’s dad and, more important, Tildy would appreciate him intervening. 

Leon knocked on the driver’s-side window of the camper. “Excuse me. Anybody in here? I know the owners of this place, and let me tell you, they won’t like it when they find out what you’re doing. Theft of electricity and water is a crime, you know.” 

He heard some rustling from somewhere inside the camper, and then the door behind the driver’s seat opened. Standing there was the girl with long braids and the trumpet—no, bugle—around her neck. “It’s you,” said Leon, realizing it was the girl who had mimicked him at the auction. “The dingo.”

“And you,” said the girl. “The stomper.”

“Huh, so you can talk.”

“What do you mean?”

“You didn’t say anything yesterday at the auction,” said Leon. 

“I talk when I want to,” she said.

“Good, because when Mr. Gubbers finds out you’re stealing his electricity and water, you’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”  

“Not that it’s any of your business, but we’re not stealing anything. The guy who owns this place told my mom we could park here, and he’s letting us plug in.”

Leon thought that was very unlikely. “We’ll see,” he said. 

“Look, I don’t need to explain anything to you, so why don’t you go do whatever it was you were doing before you knocked on my door and bothered me.” 

Just like a dingo.

“Fine,” said Leon. “What I was doing was waiting for the Gubberses to get here. So that’s what I’ll do.” He sat down beside the camper van and added, “And they’ll be here soon enough.”

“Fine.” Then she shut the door to the camper van and disappeared inside.

Leon closed his eyes and tried to connect with his grandfather. But all he could think about was that rude girl who was acting like she had every right to steal anything she pleased. Come on, Leon. Breathe. Stop thinking about that dingo, and think instead about the Gift. You can do it. Just focus. There. That’s better.

Grandfather, are you there? Will you talk to me? Please talk to me.

“Are you just going to sit there all day?” interrupted the girl. She had opened the camper door again. 

“Shush, I’m trying to concentrate.” He closed his eyes again. Grandfather, I—

“You’ll have to move eventually, because we’re probably going to drive somewhere. And you’re blocking the way.”

He opened one eye. “You don’t look old enough to drive.”

“What? I’m not. Not me. I mean, my mom does the driving. And when she gets out of the shower we’re probably going to be leaving, so you’ll need to move.”

“I’ll consider it,” said Leon. “If and when the time comes.” He closed his eyes again. Grandmother is in a bad way. If you could just tell me what you want her to do. Tell me why you wanted to know about the chicken salad—

The girl started playing her bugle. 

ba-di-di

da-ba-ba

bi-ba-da-da

da-do-do-di

da-ba-ba-ba

David Attenborough peered out of Leon’s shirt pocket and crawled onto his shoulder. His antennae pulsed to the rhythm of her notes. “Are you going to keep interrupting me?” Leon asked the girl.

“How can I be interrupting you when you’re not doing anything?” she said.

“For your information,” said Leon, “I’m communing with the spirits of those gone before.”

“Be serious.” 

“I am,” said Leon. “I am incredibly serious.”

Suddenly, the girl’s eyes got big and she sucked in a bunch of air. “Holy crapola, you’ve got an enormous bug on you. I’m not kidding!” She pointed at Leon’s shoulder. “It’s right there, right there. And oh my gosh, it’s a . . . it’s a . . . roach!” She took off her flip-flop and held it out to Leon. “Here, take this and kill it! I’m seriously not kidding! Take it, take it, take it!”

Leon picked up his cockroach and let him sit in the palm of his hand. “He’s a Madagascar hissing cockroach.”

“Oh my gosh, now you’re touching it. You’re touching it. WHY ARE YOU TOUCHING IT?” She dropped her flip-flop.

“His name is David Attenborough. And I’m Leon Monteforte. And you are?”

“What? Um, Nell,” she said, keeping her eyes on David Attenborough. “And that’s so . . . oh my gosh . . . disgusting.” She started itching her legs, behind her knees.

“He’s not disgusting at all, actually. If anything, he’s misunderstood.” Leon gently ran his finger over David Attenborough’s back. “You shouldn’t judge him based on the way he looks.” 

“I’m not judging him on the way he looks, I’m judging him based on what he is. Gross.”

Leon put him on his shoulder. “He’s very friendly. You can hold him if you want.”

“I very much don’t want,” said Nell, putting up both of her hands. “There are flying roaches like him where I live, and trust me, the last thing I want to do is touch one.”

“Those aren’t like him. In Florida there’s a lot of Blattella asahinai, also called Asian cockroaches. David Attenborough is a Gromphadorhina portentosa from Madagascar. He doesn’t fly. He crawls.”

“How do you know I live in Florida?” she asked, crossing her arms across her chest.

Leon pointed to the front of the camper. “License plate.”

“Oh.”

“Are you on vacation?” he asked.

“Vacation? No. I’m on the opposite of vacation, actually.”

Leon put his cockroach on a small clump of weeds poking through the gravel. “You don’t have to be afraid. I promise he’s harmless. I think he liked your music.”

“I never said I was afraid,” said Nell. “I’m not afraid. It just creeps me out is all.” 

David Attenborough burrowed under the weeds. “He’s used to people being afraid of him. Of not wanting to get to know him.”

“I said I’m not afraid,” said Nell. 

“If you say so.” He picked up David Attenborough and put him back into the pocket of his shirt. “What’s the opposite of vacation?” 

“What? Oh, yeah. A hurricane ate up our house a couple of weeks ago,” said Nell. “And apparently my mom isn’t ready to go back and deal with things. Which is really weird because usually she’s really good at handling bad things that happen. She’s always telling me to face the music. She’s always telling me not to run away from my problems. Because the problems are going to follow you, wherever you go. They’ll always be in your rearview mirror. That’s what she says. But she’s running away. She is. I wasn’t sure that’s what she was doing when we first left, but I’m sure that’s what she’s doing now. Running away. And she’s taking me with her. That’s the opposite of vacation.” Nell took a breath. “Wow, I haven’t talked for a while. That felt good.”  

“So,” said Leon, “you don’t want to run away with her?”

“No, I definitely do not. I want to go home. So I drew a line. Actually, I drew many, many, many lines. And I stopped talking to her. And we’re still here.” She shook her head. “She doesn’t think I’ll last more than a couple of days not talking to her, mostly because the camper van is small and smells like pee. But I’ve already gotten used to the smell, so there. It’s going to take a lot more than pee smell to make me cross that line. A whole lot more.” 

Nell was staring at Leon then. She was breathing heavily. She seemed to be done now. But he waited a moment longer, just to be sure. 

“Were you really trying to talk with spirits before?” she asked.

“Of course,” said Leon. “I have the Gift, and I’m using it to save my grandmother from the Depths of Despair. And also to help my friend Tildy find her lost necklace. I can probably help you, too. If you want.” Even as he said the words, though, Leon wasn’t so sure they were true. So far, the Gift wasn’t working out like he’d hoped.

“Who says I need help?” asked the girl.

“David Attenborough senses it,” said Leon. “Plus, you should know that most people who come to Plucketts end up staying in Plucketts.”

“Well, not me,” she said. “I don’t care what most people do. There’s no way I’m staying here.”

“In that case,” said Leon, “you’re definitely going to need my help.”








CHAPTER 16

Tildy

Tildy woke up early with lingering feelings from the terrible dream. Heavy feelings. The kind that made it take longer to do things. Longer to get from her bed to the bathroom. Longer to get from the bathroom to her closet. Longer to get the back of her hair to lie flat and not look like a chicken’s rear end. 

It was as if her bones were made of cement.

She glanced at the clock on her desk. She had ten minutes before Daddy Lou was due to leave for the auction house. She had to hurry up if she was going make it in time to go with him and find her necklace. 

Tildy found a turtleneck sweater to wear even though it was August and hotter than a burning stump. It was the only thing in her closet that covered her neck. Her mama used to be a late sleeper, but Tildy didn’t know if that had changed or not. If she was already awake, the turtleneck would hide the missing necklace. 

She stepped as softly as she could down the creaky stairs past her parents’ bedroom on the second floor, and then took the steps two at a time to the main floor. It was quiet downstairs except for the buzzing from Daddy Lou’s collection of Telechron Minitmaster wall clocks in the hall. There were twenty-one of them, but only eight worked.

“You’re up early,” said Daddy Lou as Tildy came into the kitchen. He was at the table drinking a cup of coffee. He had his arm around her mama, who was sitting in the chair next to him. Her head was resting on Daddy Lou’s chest. 

Tildy held her breath when she saw her. So Myra Gubbers wasn’t a late sleeper now. That was different from before. Tildy wondered if she should start keeping track of all the things that were different about her mama now.

“Yep,” Tildy said, and went straight to the cupboard behind them for her cereal.

“Morning, Tildy,” said her mama. Her voice was as soft as a poached egg.

“Morn—” Tildy’s voice caught. She cleared her throat. “Morning.” She filled her cereal bowl and glanced behind her. Daddy Lou’s arm was still curved around her mama’s shoulders, but she wasn’t leaning on him anymore. She was sitting upright, and there was a mug of tea on the table in front of her. She was still a tea drinker. That was the same as before.

Daddy Lou said, “Tildy, we’ve been talking. And . . . Wait, why are you wearing a sweater? It’s supposed to be ninety-five degrees today.”

Tildy poured the milk on her cereal. The fruity O’s floated around like a bunch of eyes watching her. “Um,” she said, “I was chilly.”

“Chilly?” said Daddy Lou. “Huh. Okay. Listen, we were talking, and we know it hasn’t been the best summer for you, with all the work you’ve been putting in at the auction house. So we thought, if you’d like, you don’t need to help out so much there anymore. Or at all, really. There’s not much summer left. Marguerite’s going to do a summer camp at the park a few days a week, starting tomorrow. And you can have some time to hang out with your friends.” 

The fruity O’s were staring up at her, waiting to see what she was going to say.

“But I thought we were shorthanded,” she said, still looking at her breakfast. “I mean, I thought we needed more help since—” 

“Gabe’s been asking me for more hours,” Daddy Lou said before Tildy could finish. “And between him and me and Yvonne, I think we’ve got it handled.”

Oh. Her mama wasn’t going back to work at the auction house. That was different from before. 

“That means we could have our girls’ day today,” said her mama. “You, me, and Marguerite.”

“You asked me about that last night,” said Tildy. “And I told you we have the auction today.” 

“Tildy,” said Daddy Lou. His voice had a warning in it.

“Sorry, but what about all of Frederica Verne’s stuff? There’s a lot more of her stuff left to sell, and you expect a big crowd again today, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I guess I do,” said Daddy Lou. “How about you come over here and eat at the table so that we don’t have to talk to the back of your head?” 

Tildy winced. “Okay.” She carried her cereal bowl to the table and sat opposite them.

“There,” said Daddy Lou. “That’s more like it.”

Tildy kept her eyes on her breakfast, but her parents were looking at her, she could tell.

She shoveled a spoonful of O’s into her mouth so that at least her cereal would stop staring. 

“The crowd today shouldn’t be as big as yesterday’s,” said Daddy Lou. “We can handle things without you and your sister.” 

“We can do anything you want,” said her mama, softly. “Just name it.”

Tildy swallowed. “Um, that’s okay. I think I’ll just go with Daddy Lou. To the auction house.” Man, it was hot in that sweater.

“But your sister and your mama—” Daddy Lou started to object.

“It’s all right, Lou,” said her mama, putting her hand on his arm. “We’ll do something another time.”

“It’s just that I have some No Sells that I’ve been working on,” Tildy explained. “And there may be some parts at the auction house I missed.”

“Sure,” said her mama, nodding. “I understand.”

Tildy ate the rest of her cereal in three spoonfuls and then got up from the table to take her bowl to the sink.

“Well then,” said Daddy Lou. “If you’re both sure, I guess that settles it. Tildy, I’m ready to go when you are.” He stood and pulled his long hair into a ponytail, fastening it with a rubber band. 

“I’m ready now,” said Tildy. As she walked past the table toward the door, her mama got up from the table and blocked Tildy’s way. 

“Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” she asked. “If you’ve caught a chill, maybe you’re coming down with something.” She touched Tildy’s forehead with the back of her hand. 

The shock of her mama’s touch made Tildy’s heart thrum in her chest. Her fingers were gentle and cool against Tildy’s warm skin. They felt so nice that, for a second, Tildy tried to tell herself that everything was good if she could just let it be.

But that second passed. 

She felt the hole inside her expand. And her mama’s fingers didn’t feel as nice and cool anymore. 

Tildy pulled away and said, “I’m fine.” Then she walked out the door.
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In the truck on the way to the auction house, Tildy browsed Daddy Lou’s preset satellite radio stations, which were mostly country, bluegrass, and jazz. She stopped when she heard a Johnny Cash/June Carter Cash duet, and Daddy Lou’s mouth turned up in a smile. 

Tildy adjusted the air-conditioning vents on the dashboard so that they aimed right at her. 

“You sure you’re not too hot in that sweater?” he asked.

“Oh, yeah,” she said, turning up the fan full blast, “I’m good.”

Daddy Lou glanced at her and then started humming along to Johnny Cash’s guitar as he backed out of the driveway for the auction house. When the song ended, he tapped his fingers on the steering wheel and said, “There have been a lot of changes lately, and I know it hasn’t been an easy time for you and your sister.” He took a deep breath. “What I’m trying to say is that things will get better. Easier.” 

There were a lot of questions that had been stacking up in Tildy’s head, one right on top of another. She asked the biggest one of all. “What will happen if she leaves again? What if she doesn’t stay?”

He stopped tapping. Tildy could tell that Daddy Lou wasn’t expecting that question, on account of how his eyes suddenly crinkled around the corners. He took another deep breath. And then another. He was quiet for so long that Tildy wasn’t sure he was going to answer. But he did, eventually. Sort of.

“We can’t know some things for certain. That’s just life. But we managed okay while she was gone, didn’t we? I mean, I took care of you and your sister, and we were okay, right? The three of us were doing okay?”

Tildy nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “We were okay.” Because it was true. They weren’t good, but they were okay. 

Okay was a lot different from good.

“It will all be okay,” he said. “You’ll see.” 

But how would it? 

Daddy Lou steered the truck into the auction house parking lot. “Now, what in the world is that Monteforte boy doing here?” 

“Oh,” said Tildy when she saw Leon sitting in the parking lot next to a gray camper. “There was a candlestick in the No Sells box that Leon wants. I forgot to ask you before.” 

“A candlestick?” said Daddy Lou. 

“It’s all crooked and dented, and there’s a bunch of glass teardrops missing.” 

Daddy Lou put the truck in park and turned off the engine. “Huh. I don’t remember a damaged candlestick in the collection, but maybe Gabe put it in there. I suppose it’s fine to let Leon have it.” 

She noticed the hose and the electric cable leading from the gray camper van into the auction house. “Who’s that?” 

Daddy Lou spun his key ring around his finger. “They’re from Florida. A nice lady and her daughter. About your age. They lost their house in a hurricane, poor things. I told them they could park here as long as they’re in town.” He shook his head and closed his fist around the keys. “Sometimes the world gives you things. And sometimes, it takes them away from you.”







CHAPTER 17

Nell

Nell didn’t like bugs. Most of all, roaches. That was the only thing not great about living in Florida (other than hurricanes): the flying roaches. Why would anybody want to have a roach as a pet when there are so many better, cuter, and nondisgusting options? Like puppies or potbellied pigs or capybaras. Nell had always wanted a capybara, but they were illegal to own in Florida.

She sat at the table and peered out the camper window to see if Leon and his cockroach were still outside. They were. The eczema behind her knees was itching, and she rummaged through the mess of clothes in the cupboard above the table for her tube of cream. It was almost empty. When her mom finished getting dressed, she’d ask her to pick up another tube somewhere. And some air freshener. There was a tree-shaped one hanging from the rearview mirror, but it was old and too far away from the bathroom to do any good.

Gah, the patches of red, itchy skin were getting bigger. Maybe Nell was allergic to this place. She slathered on the last of the cream and then texted Marcus.

I met this weird kid who has a cockroach for a pet. For real. He walks around with it in his pocket. So creepy. Seems nice though. The kid, I mean. Not the roach.

While she waited for him to text back, she untied the air freshener from the rearview mirror. She stood on the table and hung the tree on the air-conditioning vent, which was right next to the bathroom. 

“Excuse me, Nell?”

She peeked out the camper window again and there was Leon next to a girl with short hair. The same girl Nell had bugled at the auction yesterday. 

Nell stood in the doorway. “Yeah?” She checked for the roach. It wasn’t on his shoulder. Thank you. Unless it had escaped. He’d know if it escaped, right? 

“This is Tildy Gubbers,” said Leon. “She’s the one I told you about. The one I’m helping to find her lost necklace.”

The girl next to him waved. She was wearing a roll-neck sweater. In August. This place was so weird.

She saw the roach in Leon’s hand. Good, so it hadn’t escaped. She looked closer. It wasn’t moving. Even better. 

“And this is Nell . . .” Leon paused and said, “I don’t know your last name.”

“Evetts McDonough,” said Nell, sitting down on the camper step.

Leon nodded. “Her house was swallowed up by a hurricane, and her mom has brought her to Plucketts against her will. She’s staging a protest by not talking to her mom until she says they can go back to Florida and fix up their house.”

That was weird. Accurate, but weird, thought Nell. 

The truth was, their house needed a lot more than fixing. It needed to be rebuilt. From scratch. They’d left the day before the hurricane hit, so they didn’t see what happened until Marcus’s dad sent pictures to Nell’s mom of where their house used to be. What was left looked nothing at all like their house. 

Tildy said something to Leon then, but Nell couldn’t hear. She took her phone out of her pocket to see if Marcus had texted back yet. He hadn’t. She texted him again. Hello?  By the way, we never finished the poem. You still owe me an N. 

She set the phone back down next to her on the step and pressed her fingers into the dents in her bugle. 

Leon and Tildy were still talking in quiet voices. Nell took a long breath and played a few notes. Long, low ones seemed to fit her mood. 

dummmmmm

dummmmmmmm

didaduh

dummmmmmm

As she played, the cockroach crawled up Leon’s arm to his shoulder, and then onto his head. Every time she played a note the roach moved a little, and its antennae were going nonstop. It was creepy. But as long as it didn’t crawl in her direction, it could do whatever it wanted.

Leon and Tildy quit whispering.

“Hey,” said Leon to Nell, “he really likes your music. Where’d you get that?”

“My bugle?” said Nell. “It’s really old. From the eighteen hundreds.” She wrapped her fingers tight around the bell. “I got it from . . . I got it from my mum.” 







THE BUGLE

In 1915, Wilbur Evetts stood in a very long line at the Fenham Barracks in Newcastle upon Tyne in England. He wanted to join the Great War to fight the Germans like his two older brothers had done. His brothers were heroes, as far as he was concerned, answering the call of their country. 

On his way to the barracks, he’d nicked a roll from a bakery, and it was a good thing, too, because there must’ve been five hundred men ahead of him in line ready to sign up with the army recruiter, and his stomach was as empty as the cupboards back at home. When he finally got to the recruiter’s desk, the man took one look at Wilbur and asked him his age. “Sixteen,” answered Wilbur without hesitation. Lying came pretty easily to Wilbur Evetts, as easy as nicking rolls and standing in long lines. But passing for sixteen was another matter entirely. In truth, Wilbur had turned thirteen just that June, but because of his short stature and round face, he barely passed for eleven. Ten, really.

“Sorry, son,” said the recruiter, shaking his head. “Come back in a few years.” Then he motioned to the man behind Wilbur and said, “Next?”

Wilbur Evetts might’ve been short and round-faced and only thirteen, but there was one thing he wasn’t: easily dismissed. He’d prepared a speech, and by gum he was going to deliver it.

He planted his feet at the desk, pushed his shoulders back, and held his position firm. “There’s something I am meant to do. I know it right here,” said Wilbur, pointing to his heart. “And this is it.”

“Is that so?”

“This country needs soldiers right now,” said Wilbur, just as he’d rehearsed. He kept his eyes straight ahead and not on the recruiter, so as not to be distracted. “Every day the Germans take more and more of us, and every day I do nothing about it. I’m not made to do nothing, sir.” He glanced behind him, past all the men waiting in line. “There’s nothing for me back home. Except going to the bad, that’s what my mum says. It’ll be a jolly good riddance for her if I can go.” Wilbur hadn’t prepared anything else to say. But something else came to him. “I heard you take boys who are at least twelve.” 

The man took a deep breath, and Wilbur noticed his belly bulge under his khaki uniform. “Can you read music?” the man asked.

“I had one lesson on my mum’s pianoforte,” said Wilbur. There were too many notes to keep track of, not to mention too many places to put his fingers. “Please. You can’t afford to turn me away.”

The recruiter got up from his desk and exited the room through a door in the back. The men behind Wilbur growled and complained. He kept his eyes on the door. Had the man really left? Was he coming back? It didn’t matter, Wilbur told himself. He would stand there all night, in the dark, if that’s what it took. 

Fifteen minutes later, the recruiter returned. He had a bugle in his hands. “Wilbur Evetts,” he said, “you are now part of the Durham Light Infantry. You will learn to play this instrument. You will do as you are told. And you will try your best not to meet your death.” He handed Wilbur the bugle and a booklet of bugle calls. “If I were you, I’d start with Fall In and Reveille. Good luck, soldier. You’re going to need it.”

Wilbur smiled and nodded. He took in a deep breath and saluted. “Yes, sir.”

Wilbur did just what the recruiter told him. He learned to play the instrument, and he did not meet his death. 

When the Great War ended, Wilbur was sixteen. He stayed in the army, and the bugle stayed with him. Years later, he married a nurse named Effie and settled in Yorkshire. When their oldest son, Theodore, came of age, he joined the British Army as a bugler. As did Theodore’s son, Oliver. And then Oliver’s daughter, Bridget. The bugle passed from one generation to the next.

Wilbur’s great-granddaughter Bridget Evetts loved the British Army almost as much as she loved adventure. When she retired from the army, she spent her time as a rock climber, hiker, candlemaker, and animal rights activist. She took the bugle with her everywhere. Even to Mount Everest, which she climbed twice. At the top, she played the first five notes of the Fatigue call. She would’ve played the entire thing, but her face and lips were bitten by frost. 

Which was how she got into the vegan face cream business. Soon after her second Everest climb, she began experimenting with different plant-based ingredients. She met a beauty therapist named Orla McDonough at a skincare conference in the United States. Bridget and Orla fell in love, got married, and built a house by the sea in Florida. A few years later, they had a baby girl and called her Nell. 

Bridget Evetts continued to play her great-grandfather’s bugle occasionally, but mostly it stayed on the oak mantel above the fireplace in their house by the sea. It was there for all of Nell’s first nine birthdays. It was there the day Orla and Bridget started their beauty therapy business in the studio above the garage. It was there the last time Bridget whispered, “Are you ready for adventure?” in Nell’s ear before she left to climb Mount Kilimanjaro. And it was there until the day she didn’t come back. 

After that day, Nell took the bugle off the mantel above the fireplace and tied a leather cord around the coils. She had worn it about her neck ever since.








CHAPTER 18

Tildy

Inside the auction house, Tildy handed Leon the candlestick. “Here,” she said. “Daddy Lou said it’s okay for you to have it.”

Leon gripped the candlestick with both hands. Then he held it above his head and declared, “Let the spirit business commence!”

“Okay then,” said Tildy, looking to see if anybody was watching them. Only a few people had come inside, but they were too busy scouting out what stuff was on the tables to notice Leon and his spirit talk.  

“Check one, two, three.” Daddy Lou’s voice came over the speakers as he tested his microphone. 

“I’ve got to go,” Tildy told Leon. “The auction’s about to start.”

On her way to Daddy Lou, she scanned every table for her necklace. If she didn’t find it today, she had a feeling she’d never see it again.

Tildy waited beside Daddy Lou while he made his usual announcements about what he was going to sell first and how you had to have a number to bid on anything and how he only accepted cash or checks. Then he handed Tildy the first item up for bid, which was a cake stand made out of milk glass. She stepped on top of the wooden crate and the bidding started.

As the substitute ring-girl, Tildy had to hold up each item for bid so that everybody in the crowd could see it. She didn’t like that job, because it meant that everybody stared at her and at whatever she was holding. She felt like a goldfish inside a bowl. 

She also had to help Daddy Lou and Gabe catch bids if they needed it. It was a lot of work. A lot, a lot.

Tildy would’ve rather run tickets. 

Daddy Lou ran his words together in a steady cadence, driving the price of the cake stand up to twenty-five, now twenty-five, now twenty-five-dollar bidder, now thirty, now thirty, now thirty-dollar bidder, now, can I have thirty-five?

 The cake stand wasn’t heavy, but holding it over her head made Tildy’s arms tired. She pushed up the sleeves of her sweater and felt sweat drip out of her armpits and down her sides. 

 The morning dragged on. She’d been standing on the wooden crate holding one item for bid after another over her head for hours, and even though standing on the crate allowed her to see the top of the crowd, the one thing she didn’t see was her necklace. 

By the afternoon, it got so hot in the auction house (and in that sweater) that Tildy started to get woozy. She was holding a vintage jadeite mixing bowl over her head when she began to feel like she might faint. People’s faces in front of her got a little blurry around the edges, and her legs felt squishy and weak. She lost her balance, and her foot slid off the crate. She almost dropped the mixing bowl. 

“Whoa there,” said Daddy Lou, grabbing her arm and saving the bowl from smashing to bits on the floor. “You okay?”

Tildy nodded. “I think I need some water.” She staggered through the crowd to the bathroom, where she splashed cold water on her face and drank from the sink faucet. After a few minutes she felt better and was on her way back to the wooden crate when she almost ran into a man bent over a cardboard box. His purple underwear was sticking out the top of his jeans. It had kittens on it. At least, it might’ve been kittens. Or squirrels. She tried not to look too closely.

Anyway. Tildy turned around and started down the next aisle, which had more people in it. Daddy Lou was selling a box of vinyl records, and she could see Gabe struggling to hold up some of the records while at the same time holding on to the clipboard of tickets. 

“I’ve got forty-five, forty-five, forty-five, who’ll give me fifty?” chanted Daddy Lou. 

Tildy maneuvered through the crowd and was halfway to Daddy Lou when she saw that the man in kitten underpants had finally stood up. The box was in his arms, and a painting of a poodle was sticking out of it. The poodle had a cone of shame around its neck. And then Tildy saw a flash of yellow in the man’s hand. She stood on her tiptoes to get a better look. Was it? Hold on. Yes, it was. Amber in a teardrop shape. Her necklace! 

“Hey!” she yelled at the man. “Wait! That necklace belongs to me!” But the man didn’t seem to hear her. He was walking away from her and toward the door.

“Excuse me,” said Tildy as she tried to squeeze through the group of people that had congregated behind her. “I need to get by.” 

It was taking too long. The people were stepping aside, but they were being slow about it. 

And there were too many of them. 

And they were standing too close together. 

Tildy dropped to her knees and crawled past their legs and under the table to the next aisle, where the man had been. She pushed aside the boxes that were stacked underneath. 

She got to her feet again. The crowd in this aisle had thinned out a bit, and Tildy wove around them. She was almost to the end of the aisle when she ran straight into Leon. He was still holding the candlestick, and one of its brass arms knocked into Tildy’s stomach.

She doubled over in pain. For a couple of seconds she couldn’t breathe. What was Leon still doing here? 

“Tildy,” said Leon. “You seem like you’re in a rush.”

“Move,” said Tildy, rubbing her stomach. “My necklace.” She pushed her way around Leon and searched for the man. He was by the door. He had hoisted the box on his shoulder. In his opposite hand, Tildy saw the amber teardrop dangling from the chain. 

He went outside.

“No, wait!” Tildy yelled, running after him. She dodged a couple carrying an old Victrola and headed outside to the parking lot. 

She shielded her eyes from the bright sun and looked around. People were loading their pickup trucks with boxes and tying couches to the roofs of their cars. Her heart was thrumming and she was out of breath. Where did he go?

She searched one end of the parking lot to the other. But she’d lost him. And the necklace. Again.

She sat on the stone wall along the edge of the parking lot. Her eyes stung.

“You’re crying,” said Leon, who was suddenly standing in front of her. He was cradling the candlestick.

Tildy wiped her eyes. “Not now, Leon.”

He sat beside her.

“I almost had it,” she said to herself. “It was right there.” She knocked her heel against the loose mortar in the wall. A small chunk fell out.

“What was?”

Tildy didn’t answer. 

“What was?” he asked again.

“My necklace, Leon, okay? The one I lost.”

He stood up. “Don’t worry about that because I’m going to connect with my dead grandfather, remember? I’m sure he can tell me where it is.”

Tildy shook her head. “It’s gone.” 

“You give up too easy. My grandmother says you shouldn’t give up until you’ve exhausted all your resources. I’ve got lots of resources left that aren’t the least bit tired.”

“Look, I don’t even know who that guy was. He had a box full of stuff and—”

“What guy?” asked Leon.

“My necklace must’ve somehow gotten mixed up with the stuff he bought,” she said, ignoring him. “He had it right there in his hand—” And then Tildy realized something. “Oh!” she yelled. It was a big something. (Some might’ve even called it a revelation.) “He bought a painting of a poodle. It had one of those cones of shame around its head.”

“Oooh,” said Leon, nodding. “A poodle. That’s nice. My Aunt Rosie had a poodle once. It had the kind of big, creepy eyes that make you feel sad all the time. You know those eyes? Some people think they’re cute, but not me. It’s like those eyes have witnessed unspeakable wrongs.”

“No,” said Tildy. “You don’t understand. I think I know how to find out who the man is. I could ask him for my necklace back.” 







CHAPTER 19

Tildy

Tildy had to wait until the auction was over to act on her revelation. After the last item was sold, she sat on the edge of one of the tables and watched as the line of people waiting to pay for their stuff got shorter and shorter. While she waited, she examined an old toy airplane she’d found in the No Sells box and thought about what parts she could use to replace what had been lost. 

She added the plane to her anatomy notebook.
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Finally, after the last people in line paid for their stuff and said goodbye to Daddy Lou and Gabe, who were by the door getting some air, Tildy started toward the office. There could only have been six or seven poodle paintings, maybe eight, if she remembered right. She would narrow it down from there. But she had to do it without Daddy Lou knowing what she was up to, so she didn’t let it slip that she’d lost her mama’s necklace. Because then he would say, “That’s no way to treat an egg.”

But Daddy Lou noticed Tildy before she even made it to the office. “Tilda Delphine Gubbers,” he said, “come here a minute.”

Tildy winced at the sound of her full name. 

“You feeling okay?” asked Daddy Lou as she came over to him. He put his arm around her shoulder. 

“Yeah” she said, nodding. “I just was too hot, that’s all. You know, with all the people in here.”

“Right,” he said. “And maybe because you’re wearing a sweater? In August?” 

She pulled at the neck of her sweater. “Uh, maybe.”

Daddy Lou cleared his throat. “I’m ready to head home. How about you?”

“Right now?” Tildy needed to get into the office. 

“I’m beat,” he said, “and my throat aches something awful.”

“But—” She scanned the room. There were empty boxes in the aisles and trash on the floor. “I mean, shouldn’t we clean up first? The place is a mess.” 

“It can wait,” he said.

“Yeah, no worries,” said Gabe. “You go on ahead. I’ll sweep before I lock up.”

“But—” 

Daddy Lou cleared his throat again.

And then Tildy got an idea. “How about one of your throat drops?” 

He seemed to consider it for a moment. Then he smiled. “Sure, that’d be real nice.” 

Tildy ran to the office, where Daddy Lou kept his horehound drops. Which was the exact place she needed to be to have a look at the logbook. 

When she got there, Yvonne was at the computer. “Just getting the throat drops,” Tildy said to her. That’s what I’m doing here. No other reason at all. 

“You go right on ahead,” said Yvonne. “Your daddy will sure be needing them today.”

Tildy opened the bottom drawer to Daddy Lou’s metal filing cabinet and pulled out the bag of horehound drops. She put one in her mouth and held the bag to Yvonne.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Yvonne said, taking one and putting it gently in the middle of her tongue. She smiled. “Tastes mighty fine. Mighty fine.”

Tildy’s eyes searched Yvonne’s desk for the logbook. She wondered if Yvonne had already locked it away in the desk. 

“Something wrong?” said Yvonne.

“Huh? What? No,” said Tildy quickly. 

“Hmmm,” said Yvonne, studying Tildy while working the throat drop into the pocket of her cheek. “You doing okay?”

“What do you mean?” said Tildy, even though she knew what Yvonne meant. 

“Lou told me about things at home,” said Yvonne. “And I—”

“I’m doing good,” Tildy interrupted. “Everything is good again.” She tried to say the words with as much confidence as Marguerite, but she knew she just couldn’t sell things as well as her sister. “Really, really good.”

“Sure it is,” said Yvonne, raising her eyebrows.

“What?” asked Tildy. Even though she knew what.

“Remember that paperweight glass of morning glories from the Kemper estate?” 

Tildy nodded.

“How we all thought it might be a genuine Tiffany and Company worth about ten thousand?”

“I remember.”

“Well, darling, what you just said is about as fake as that glass turned out to be.”

“Sorry,” said Tildy. 

“Now, what on earth have you got to be sorry for?”

Tildy shrugged. “I don’t know.” That was the truth. 

Tildy shifted her feet. The bag of throat drops felt heavy in her hand.

“I was a lot like you when I was your age,” said Yvonne. “I kept everything on the inside. I thought I didn’t need anybody’s help. But—”  

The office phone rang then, and Yvonne rolled in her chair to the other end of the desk to answer it. That’s when Tildy saw the logbook. Underneath a pile of tickets. 

“Gubbers Appraisal & Salvage Auctions,” said Yvonne, picking up the receiver and cradling it on her shoulder. She grabbed a pen and a pad of paper. “Uh-huh. What’s the address?” She scribbled something down. “All right, well, I need to check with Lou, so can you hold on for a second?” Yvonne pushed the Hold button on the phone and stood up. “This is the third call today about an appraisal,” she told Tildy. “They’re coming out of the woodwork, I tell you.” She reached for the bag of throat drops in Tildy’s hand. “Want me to take these? Seeing as how I’m going out there anyhow.”

Tildy nodded. “Thanks.”

Yvonne put her hand on Tildy’s shoulder and squeezed. “Darling, don’t mention it.” 

As soon as Yvonne was gone, Tildy sat down at the desk and opened the logbook to the tab marked “Verne, Frederica” and then ran her finger down the item description column for each bid entry. “Poodle painting, poodle painting,” she whispered. “Where are you?” 

There were a lot of entries. 

A lot, a lot.

Tildy flipped through the pages as fast as she could. 

She stopped when she saw the word poodle. Yes! But the next word was lamp. No! 

She turned the page. “Set of drinking glasses. Umbrella stand. Armoire. Costumes. Painting!” Tildy sucked in a breath when she saw the word. Then she read what was scrawled below it. Dog. She stared at the word. She hoped that if she kept on staring, it would tell her more. 

It didn’t.

Was the dog a poodle? Or some other kind of dog? Why wasn’t there more of a description? 

Tildy wrote the buyer’s name in her anatomy notebook just in case. She kept leafing through the pages of the logbook and found three more paintings listed. The item descriptions all said Dog. 

Which one of those dogs was wearing the cone of shame? 

There was no way around it. Tildy wrote down the name and cell number of every person who’d bought a dog painting. There were four. She didn’t recognize any of the buyers’ names, which meant they weren’t regulars. She was thinking about how she could track them down when she heard Daddy Lou calling her name. 

“Coming!” she yelled, and she stuffed her notebook into her pocket.







CHAPTER 20

Leon


Leon placed the candlestick in the middle of the blue carpet in his bedroom. Then he went into the kitchen to look for a lighter. He checked all the drawers and cupboards but came up empty. He checked again. In the junk drawer, he found a box of matches behind a free sample of men’s Ultra Cool Breeze–scented deodorant that must’ve come in the mail.

He couldn’t remember if his grandparents had ever told him specifically that he wasn’t supposed to use matches unsupervised. But he must’ve been told by someone or read it in a book in kindergarten or something, because he knew it was one of those rules you’re supposed to follow. Don’t play with matches. Don’t run with scissors. Don’t drink bleach.

Technically, he wasn’t going to play with matches. He was going to contact a spirit of a person who had gone before. His grandfather’s spirit. So that he could save his grandmother from the Depths of Despair. It was the opposite of playing. It was serious business. 

So there.

He took the matches. Along with the deodorant.

On the way back to his bedroom, he carried the matchbox far away from him. Just in case it would spontaneously combust. He’d used matches before, when his grandfather had given him the job of lighting the candles on the tables in the tavern before the dinner rush, but he preferred the wand lighter. It had a safety mechanism and a plastic handle that would let him keep a nice distance from the flame.

Leon was sort of afraid of fire. He didn’t like how quickly it could move from one place to another. How it could grow. Like it was alive.

One time, Leon and his grandmother watched a David Attenborough nature show on wildfires in the Serengeti. In the dry season, it got so hot that one lightning strike set the long finger grass (Digitaria macroblephora) ablaze. The fire grew and grew and grew until it burned more than half of the savanna. While most animals tried to get away from the fire, some birds like the marabou stork (Leptoptilos crumenifer) stayed around to feed on the fleeing insects. 

Leon had closed his eyes during that part and only opened them again when the fire had burned itself out. When the part with animals suffering was over. When all that was left was black, scorched earth. 

So many terrible, terrible things happened on this wild planet. Yeesh. And David Attenborough was here to make sure you knew about all of them. But the thing that Leon and his grandmother liked most about Sir David, besides his soothing voice, was that he never left his audience floundering in the Depths of Despair. He always ended his shows with a drop of hope. 

Sure enough, shoots of new grasses, ones that stored all their nutrients below the ground in their roots, ones that had somehow learned to adapt to life with the Serengeti fires, pushed up through the charred ground. And they began to grow. 

Just when you thought all was lost, David Attenborough reminded you that it wasn’t. 

Now Leon sat down beside the candlestick. He slid open the matchbox. The wooden matchsticks were long and thin with a round red tip. They reminded Leon of painted fingernails. He took one out and closed the box. 

Then he examined the men’s Ultra Cool Breeze–scented deodorant. There was a sticker on the oval cap with the words Maximum Strength for Maximum Confidence written on it. Leon said the words out loud. He slid off the cap and sniffed the Ultra Cool Breeze smell. He felt at once both Maximum and Ultra.

Then he dragged the head of the match along the rough black strip on the box. Exactly nothing happened.

He needed to be quicker. One quick flick of the wrist, and there it would be: fire. He tried again. Faster this time.

A little smoke, but no fire. 

He struck the match again. Nothing.

How was he supposed save his grandmother from the Depths of Despair, if he couldn’t even light the candles on his candlestick? He tossed the match on the floor beside him and got a new matchstick from the box. He took another whiff of the Ultra Cool Breeze–scented deodorant. He rubbed some generously in his armpits. Come on, Leon, he told himself. You are equipped with Maximum Strength and Maximum Confidence and are Ultra Cool. You can do this. 

Leon dragged the match along the black strip on the box. The tip ignited. “It worked!” he yelled. He’d made fire! He was holding fire! Wait. He was holding fire?  Without thinking, he dropped the match on the carpet. “No!” he hollered, and then quickly stomped on it. When he lifted his shoe, the fire was out, but left behind on the carpet was a small black burn mark. He wiped at it with his finger, and it smeared. “Yeesh,” he said, moving the candlestick on top of the mark to hide it. 

Leon’s hands were shaky. He forced himself to think Ultra Cool thoughts. Before he lost his nerve, he took out another match and struck it. The match ignited. Hey, he was getting pretty good at this. 

He lit the three candles on the candlestick and blew out the match. The room smelled like smoke. He opened his bedroom window. He knelt by the candlestick.

The flames flickered. Leon took a deep breath. 

“Grandfather, it’s me. Are you there? Hello? Spirits? I’m trying to reach Milton Monteforte?” 

He looked around the room, listening. David Atten-borough listened, too, from his terrarium. 

“Um, this is your grandson, Leonidas Remy Monteforte. I need help. Actually, Grandmother does. But I need help to help her. So please?” 

A rush of wind lifted the blue curtains, and the flames tilted sideways. Leon swallowed. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe he shouldn’t have tried this all by himself. “Grandfather?” he whispered. “Is that . . . you?” 

Leon felt a chill on the back of his neck. David Attenborough burrowed under his wood-chip bedding. 

“Mine,” said a voice that creaked like a door. It didn’t sound like his grandfather’s. Leon couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like a woman. 

Had he really done it? Did he really have the Gift? Who was talking to him? “Um.” His heart was in his throat. “What?”

“Candlestick,” said the voice. “Mine.”

“Oh crap!” Leon blew out the candles with what little air he had inside him. “Sorry!” He jumped to his feet. “Wrong number!” 

He dropped the deodorant and ran out of his room.







CHAPTER 21

Nell

Nell’s mom was making microwave dinners again while The Real Housewives blared on the small television in the back of the camper.

Nell stepped outside and walked across the auction house parking lot. The sun was just getting ready to set, and there was enough of a breeze to keep the mosquitoes away. She decided to walk next door past a place called The Spot. Across the street was a bowling alley that appeared to be closed and, next to it, a laundromat called Soapranos. 

She took a picture of the sign and sent it to Marcus. Then she went inside. The place smelled like lavender-scented dryer sheets. 

A man wearing headphones was folding clothes and setting them in a metal basket with wheels. He was bobbing his head and mouthing words to a song. 

Nell sat down on one of the plastic chairs at the end of a row of dryers. 

Her grand plan of not-talking-to-her-mom wasn’t working so great. If she and Marcus were going to be activists next year, she needed to know how to change people’s minds. How to change her mom’s mind. She searched “what activists do” on her phone. She found pages about handing out pamphlets, organizing marches, and calling members of Congress to urge them to make better laws. And then she saw a word that she didn’t even know she’d been looking for. Protest. It was a beautiful word. Powerful.

She scrolled down to “types of protests” and found a bunch of examples: rallies, marches, boycotts, prayer walks, strikes, sit-ins. Who knew that there were so many ways to protest?

She texted Marcus, Did you know that there was a Singing Revolution in Estonia in 1988? Did you know that Estonia is a country? I don’t know where. Anyway, the point is people protested by singing for 5 nights and they got what they wanted. Independence. 

Don’t worry, she added, I’m not going to sing.

She had a terrible singing voice. Besides, her mom would just sing along with her, and that wouldn’t get her anywhere. It had to be something that really bothered her mom. 

Nell scrolled farther down to a section about civil disobedience. “The refusal of a citizen to obey the demands or orders of a government or authority,” she read. 

She thought about the lines she’d drawn. They were sort of like a protest, right? 

Huh. Maybe she’d been protesting already and didn’t know it. 

But it wasn’t enough. Now she needed to do something bigger.

The man with headphones twirled in a circle with his arms out. He sang out loud, “You could have been more! You could have been more!”

That’s right, Nell thought. More.

She scrolled down and read on. “Some examples of civil disobedience are public nudity—oh, that’s so gross!—silent protests, photobombing, and sit-ins.” 

Sit-ins. That wouldn’t be so hard, she figured. She remembered what her mom had said about joining her in the park to stretch her legs. “Come on, Nell,” she’d said. “Don’t be such a drag. The whole point of this trip is to get away and experience some intrigue. You can’t do that if you stay in the camper all the time.”

She texted Marcus. Where r u? Answer soon. You still owe me an N. 

Nell walked back to the camper. She would do a sit-in, refusing all things intriguing. Do a sit-in? Was that right? Have a sit-in? No, do sounded better. 

Her mom would see that she was serious, she’d get tired of her being (in her words) a real drag, and then she’d have no choice but to go home. 

This was her new line.

Nell would not take a single step outside the camper until her mom agreed that they would go home. 
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“That’s one good thing about you not talking to me,” said Nell’s mom, sitting down at the table and scooping microwave macaroni onto two paper plates. “You can’t complain about the food.”

Nell sat down across from her. She took a bite of her dinner. “I’ve decided I am talking to you now. And I have two things to say.”

Her mom put down her spork. “Oh man. Let’s hear it.”

Nell cleared her throat. “First, I’ve decided instead of not talking to you, I will stay inside this camper at all times no matter how bad it smells or how bored I get until you say we can go home.” 

Her mom put her head down on the table. “Do I have to know what the second thing is?”

Nell nodded. “This macaroni is terrible.”







CHAPTER 22

Tildy

In her room, Tildy pulled out her anatomy notebook and examined the list of people who’d bought one of Frederica Verne’s dog paintings. One of them had to have her amber necklace.

The first name was Roscoe Pendleton. Tildy grabbed her blue doughnut phone from her nightstand. Besides Leon, Tildy was the only kid her age who didn’t have a cell phone. Daddy Lou wasn’t a fan of modern technology, and he operated under the belief that no person under the age of sixteen had a legitimate need for such a thing. 

So instead, Daddy Lou gave her a 1974 Sculptura landline phone, which was shaped like a doughnut, that he’d gotten from the Landarini estate. 

Tildy dialed the number for Roscoe Pendleton. It rang once. Twice. Then a man’s gruff voice said, “Yup?”

“Sorry,” said Tildy, her voice cracking. She wasn’t used to calling people she didn’t know. Or talking to them. “I mean, uh, hi.”

“Is this Lou?”

“Uh, no.” Tildy took a deep breath and wound the phone cord around her finger three times. “This is—”

“The name Gubbers came up on my phone,” said Mr. Pendleton. “And the only Gubbers I know is Lou.”

She began to think this was a mistake. What if Mr. Pendleton told Daddy Lou that she’d called him? Tildy cleared her throat. “Um, this is Tildy. Lou’s—”

“Lou’s girl?”

“Uh-huh.” 

“I was just over at Lou’s this morning,” said Mr. Pendleton. “Got a heck of a deal on a box of doilies. But I was outbid on embroidered throw pillows. You tell your daddy to let me know next time he comes across more of those.”

Tildy swallowed. “The reason I was calling is there might’ve been a necklace that ended up in your box of stuff that wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“A what?”

“A necklace?” she said. 

“In my box of doilies?”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “Maybe. I don’t know?”

“Nope,” said Mr. Pendleton. “I already went through my box and laid out everything on my dining table. That’s the first thing I do when I come home from a sale. I like to look real close at all the things I bought and admire them for a while.” He laughed. “And then I decide where I’m going to put them in my house. That part usually takes me most of the day. The deciding. That’s what I was doing when you called me. But there’s no necklace here. I’m looking at everything I brought home right now. Thirty-eight doilies, various sizes, and one painting of a dog floating on a raft in a bowl of soup. No necklace.”

 No necklace. Tildy winced. “Okay then, thanks.” 

“No problem at all,” he said. “Just remember to tell your daddy about those throw pillows.”

Tildy hung up the doughnut phone. Then she drew a line through Roscoe Pendleton’s name on her list. 

All of a sudden it was hard to breathe. She stared at the other names in the notebook. Maybe one of them had her necklace. But what if they didn’t? 

And there was another problem. What if she called those people and they didn’t answer? They’d see the name Gubbers on their phone like Roscoe Pendleton had, and then what if they called back wondering why a Gubbers called them? And then what if Daddy Lou or Mama answered? And what if—

There was a knock at her door. She froze. 

“It’s me,” said Marguerite. 

Tildy opened the door. Marguerite was holding a white stick with a thin strand of blue cotton candy hanging off it. “Here,” she said, shoving the stick at Tildy. “Take it before I eat any more.” Her hands and lips were blue. 

“Thanks,” said Tildy, looking around her room to see where she could put it. 

“Me and Mama had a good day,” said Marguerite, flopping on Tildy’s bed. “You should’ve come.”

Tildy sat down beside her. 

“We went to a movie and then to an art museum and then had pizza and cotton candy.” Marguerite licked her fingers.

Tildy could always depend on Marguerite to tell her things without having to ask. She lay back onto her pillow. Marguerite moved closer so that their arms were touching. 

“Mama said that the pizza wasn’t as good as the pizza in New York City, but I thought it was way better than the frozen pizza Daddy Lou gets from the store.”

Tildy glanced at Marguerite. She was looking up at the ceiling, where the orange butterfly lights were bouncing under the whirring ceiling fan.

“What else did she say about New York City?” Tildy asked, keeping her eyes on the butterflies.

“Nothing,” said Marguerite. “I didn’t want to know any more. So I didn’t ask.”

Tildy wasn’t sure she wanted to know any more, either. 

“She said she missed us,” said Marguerite. “A lot.”

Tildy wanted that to be true, but if it was, why didn’t she call? Why didn’t she come back sooner? 

The hole inside her widened. As if all the nothing that was in the hole needed more space. 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” said Marguerite. “We got to meet the camper lady who’s staying in the parking lot at the auction house. She has purple hair. And a daughter who’s twelve.” She turned toward Tildy and pointed at the cotton candy. “Are you going to eat that?”

Tildy handed her the stick. 

Marguerite licked off the last of the blue string. “They’re coming for dinner tomorrow. Mama’s making spaghetti. Make sure you don’t say anything about the meatballs this time.”

“What?”

“The last time Mama made spaghetti and meatballs, what you said, remember?” said Marguerite. “About them being burnt?”

Tildy searched her memory. “I did not.”

“Yes, you did. Remember? It was a couple of days before she left,” said Marguerite, balancing the stick between her nose and upper lip. 

Tildy sat up in bed. She thought hard. She tried to remember anything before the 186 days when her mama was gone. She kind of remembered a spaghetti dinner, but she didn’t remember the meatballs being burnt. And she definitely didn’t remember saying the meatballs were burnt. 

“Do you remember anything else about the days right before she left?” Tildy asked. Maybe there had been signs that their mama was going to leave, but Tildy didn’t see them. When you looked backward in time, you could see a lot more than when you were right there watching it all happen in front of you. When you didn’t know something terrible was about to happen. 

If there were signs before, they could be on the lookout for them now. Then they’d know if she was going to leave again.

Marguerite said, “She would go off by herself sometimes. For long walks. Remember?” 

Tildy did remember that. A couple of times she went for a walk after dinner and didn’t get home until after Tildy was in bed.   

Marguerite squeezed Tildy’s hand. “I don’t want her to leave again.”

“Remember what Daddy Lou told us?” said Tildy, squeezing back. “He said that children aren’t the reason that parents leave.”

“Can they be the reason they stay?”

“I don’t know.” Tildy laid her head on her sister’s shoulder. She thought about finding her necklace. “Maybe.”







CHAPTER 23

Leon

There wasn’t enough Ultra Cool Breeze–scented deodorant in the world to make Leon sleep in the same room as that candlestick. Not after that woman’s creaky voice said “Mine!” 

Before getting into bed he had stuffed it in the laundry room closet in between the extra blankets and his grandfather’s electric heating pad. Even from all the way down the hall, though, the candlestick still haunted him.

He thought, Whose voice was it?

He thought, Why did that voice talk to me?

The next day, Leon waited for Tildy at the auction house. “I need to talk to you,” he said as soon as she got out of Daddy Lou’s truck. “Something happened with that candlestick you gave me. Something very, very strange.”

Daddy Lou came around to the front of the pickup. He patted Leon on the back. “How’s Weezie doing?” 

“Not so good,” said Leon.

“Aw, that’s tough. I sure hope she opens the tavern again soon. Nobody makes a better Salisbury steak, let me tell you.”

Leon nodded.

Then Daddy Lou said to Tildy, “I’ll see you inside.” 

“What about the candlestick?” Tildy asked Leon as soon as her father was gone.

 “It belonged to Frederica Verne, right?” he asked.

“Yeah.” 

“I think she might want it back. Yeesh.”

Tildy eyeballed Leon. “Huh?

“I was trying to contact my grandfather yesterday,” said Leon. “Using the Gift. And then the flames flickered and the curtains blew and a creaky woman’s voice said ‘Mine!’ and I think it’s got to be that Frederica Verne lady.”

“Or maybe it was your imagination,” said Tildy. 

“That’s a negative.” He picked up his pet cockroach from his shoulder. “It was real. Even David Attenborough heard her. But the thing I want to know is,” said Leon, “was Frederica Verne troubled?”

“Troubled?” 

Leon nodded. “She might be one of those restless spirits who wants to take over my body and make me rob a bank or something. I’d want to steer clear of her if that’s the case. But if she wasn’t troubled, then she’s probably just a spirit who wants to communicate with the living. Which is fine with me, because maybe she can help me get in touch with my grandfather.”

“Why didn’t you just ask her?” said Tildy.

Leon moved his hair out of his face. “Uh, well, I was taken by surprise. And when you’re taken by surprise, you don’t always think of the things you want to ask. So was she?”

“I don’t know,” said Tildy. “I never met her. I just know she collected a lot of stuff. Maybe she was troubled.” Then she thought, Maybe everybody is.

“My grandmother says that if I don’t know somebody, I should always assume positive intent, so I’m going to believe that she’s a good spirit. Hey, maybe she can help find your necklace.”

“About that,” said Tildy. “I need a favor from you.”

“From me?” He smiled. Tildy had never asked him for a favor before.

“I need you to call a couple of people and see if they got my necklace at the auction by mistake.” 

“Why do I need to call them?” 

“Tildy!” called Daddy Lou from the door of the auction house. “I’ve got a job for you!”

“Be right there!” she hollered back. Then she turned to Leon again. “Because when I called Mr. Pendleton, he knew that it was me before I even said it was, because our number and Daddy Lou’s name showed up on his phone. And I don’t want it getting back to Daddy Lou or, worse, Mama. If you call from your house, and your grandmother’s number showed up on their phone, they could call you back and it’s no big deal. You just say you lost a necklace at the auction, and do they have it? Okay?”

“Okay,” said Leon. Although he wasn’t sure it was okay. “What if my grandmother answers? She’s been very particular about things lately, and I wouldn’t want to upset her nerves any more than they already are.”

Tildy’s face fell. “Oh,” she said. “I didn’t think about her answering.” She sighed. “What I need is somebody with their own personal cell phone.”

Right then and there, Leon had himself a revelation. He watched Nell, who was sitting in the doorway of the camper, texting on her phone. Then he nudged Tildy in the ribs. 

“What?” she said.

He nodded in the direction of Nell, and a smile landed on Tildy’s face. 







CHAPTER 24

Tildy

“You have a phone,” Tildy blurted out. It was an obvious thing to say because Nell was sitting right there on the camper steps, holding a phone and texting somebody. Of course she had her own phone. Practically everybody did. Still, Tildy said it out loud because it kind of felt like a miracle. She needed somebody with a cell phone, and there was somebody right in front of her. 

“Yeah,” said Nell. “So?” 

Tildy explained how she had lost her necklace and how she saw someone with it, who had bought a dog painting at the auction. “There are four people who bought dog paintings, and I already talked to one,” Tildy said. “He didn’t have the necklace. So there are three left. We need to find out which one has it.”

“Okay?” said Nell, looking from Tildy to Leon and back to Tildy again. She didn’t understand.

“Leon and me—we don’t have cell phones,” explained Tildy.

“Seriously?”

Leon and Tildy nodded.

“That is utterly tragic,” said Nell.

“Indeed it is,” said Leon.

Tildy pulled her list of names from her pocket and handed it to Nell. “So, what we were wondering is, could you call or text these people and see if they have it?”

Nell read the list of names. “Samuel Cornwall. Phil Abelasky. Warren Shives.” She shrugged. “Sure, I guess.”

“Really?” For the first time in a while, Tildy was hopeful.

“Tildy!” yelled Daddy Lou again from the door of the auction house. “You coming?”

“Be right there!” Tildy yelled back to him. “Thank you,” she said to Nell. “It’s an amber necklace in a teardrop shape with a bug inside. If one of those people got it, it was a mistake.”

“And tell them that the owner needs it back right away,” added Leon.

“Yeah,” said Tildy. “That’s good. Tell them that, too.”

“Okay,” said Nell. “Necklace. Amber. Bug. Teardrop. Auction. Owner needs it back. Got it.”

“Maybe you should offer a reward,” said Leon. “I could give a free séance using the Gift.”

Tildy wasn’t sure that was necessary. “Let’s just see if we can find it first, Leon.” She saw that Daddy Lou and Gabe had started unloading a trailer of stuff for the next auction by the front door. Daddy Lou was looking over at her. “I have to go,” she said. 

“I’ll let you know if I find it,” said Nell. “No, wait. You’ll have to come to me. I can’t leave the camper.” 

“How come?” asked Tildy.

“I’m having a sit-in now,” she said. “I mean, I’m doing one. Doing a sit-in. It’s a type of protest.”

“Oh,” said Leon. “I’ve heard of that. Well, in that case, I can bring updates to Tildy.” 

“That’s okay, you don’t need to,” said Tildy. “I’ll come back.” 

Then she ran over to Daddy Lou. 







CHAPTER 25

Nell

Nell decided to text instead of calling the three people on Tildy’s list. She didn’t really talk on the phone much. Not even with her friends from school. Not even with Marcus. 

She quickly typed: At the auction you were at yester-day, a girl lost a necklace. Check your stuff, because you might have accidentally taken it. The necklace is an amber teardrop and there is a dead bug inside. Owner needs it back right away. Reply to this message if you have it. Thanks!

She showed the text to Leon, who had been watching her the whole time. The roach was in his shirt pocket. She could see it move every now and then. 

He said, “You’re a very fast typer.” And then he said, “I still think you should mention the free séance.”

What did she care? It wasn’t her necklace. She added, Free séance for the person who returns the necklace, and then she showed it to Leon.

He smiled and gave a thumbs-up. 

Nell pressed Send. Then she copied and pasted the text and sent it out two more times.

“I wonder how long we’ll have to wait before we hear back from somebody,” said Leon. He checked on the roach in his pocket.

“So your séances,” she said. “Is that some regular thing you do?”

“Well, I haven’t actually done an official one,” he said. “I mean, I tried contacting my grandfather, but I ended up connecting with someone else instead. Frederica Verne. She was the person who used to own the candlestick Tildy gave me. But I’m going to try again and see if she can put me in touch with my grandfather.” 

“How does that work?” asked Nell.

Leon shrugged. “I’m new to the spirit business. But when you have the Gift like I do, I think you just need to concentrate on the spirit you want to talk to, and then listen. Hopefully, they’ll be in a talkative mood and will answer. My grandfather hasn’t been real talkative lately, not since that one time he asked about the chicken salad sandwiches.”

After her mum died, Nell had spent a lot of time wondering if her mum could see her from wherever she was. She liked to imagine her on top of a high mountain peak, watching her. Laughing every time Nell blew her bugle. Rolling her eyes at Orla for changing the grand plan.

“Do you think you can connect with any spirit?” Nell asked. “Even one you don’t know?”

“Well, I never met Frederica Verne,” said Leon. “And she talked to me out of nowhere.”   

Contacting spirits sounded like something that her mom would believe in more than Nell did. Mum used to say that Mom’s head was always in the clouds, and that’s why she had to climb mountains, so they could see eye to eye.

“I’m planning a séance,” said Leon. “An official one.”

“When?” asked Nell. “Tonight?”

“No, I have to go to Bible study with my grandmother tonight,” said Leon. “The séance is tomorrow night. If you want to come.”

Across the parking lot, Nell’s mom was returning from her morning run.

“Hey,” she said as she came up behind Leon. She introduced herself.

“Leon Monteforte,” said Leon. “I live right there. Above the tavern.” He pointed next door. 

“Oh, such a darling pub,” she said. “I went by there on my run and peeked in the window. When is it open? Maybe we can stop in for bite.”

“It’s closed for now,” said Leon. “My grandmother is having a hard time.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “I know what that’s like.” She gave Nell a look. 

Nell blew a low note on her bugle.

The roach in Leon’s pocket peeked out, and Nell’s mom screamed. Huh. The roach really did like her music. She played a few more notes, and the thing crawled out of Leon’s pocket and onto his shoulder. Mom’s screams got louder and louder. It was awesome.

Nell’s phone buzzed. She looked at it. Samuel Cornwall had replied to her text. Sorry. We don’t have the necklace. Hope you find it.

She held up her phone for Leon to see. He scooped the roach into his hand and moved closer. Mom jumped back from Leon when he passed her. 

“I should probably go update Tildy,” he said after reading the message. “Nice meeting you, Nell’s mom.”

Mom watched Leon and his roach run off to the auction house. Then she turned to look at Nell, wide-eyed. “My. God. What. Was. That. Huge. Gross. Thing? I mean, you saw that, right? Right?”

Nell tried hard not to smile. “Yeah, I saw it.”

“I tell you what,” Nell’s mom said. “That’s one thing I don’t miss about Florida.”

Nell’s phone buzzed again. It was a text from Marcus. Finally! It was a long text, and she skimmed through the part about how he was sorry he hadn’t been very communicative—that’s the word he used, communicative, it was such a Marcus word—but that he had started basketball camp with his cousins and there was a lot more running than he thought there would be, but that he’d been getting faster and didn’t hate it as much as he did during PE at school.

Wait, what? Nell had to read that part again, because the Marcus she knew would never play basketball willingly, and he would always, always, always hate running. Just like she did.

The backs of her knees started itching. She scratched them with one hand while she kept reading. Another long message had come in from Marcus while she was still reading the first one. It said that his mom had been interviewing for another job, and they might not rebuild their house but instead move to Atlanta. 

Atlanta? That wasn’t even in Florida. It was in Georgia. Which was a completely different state. What was going on? He couldn’t leave Florida. That wasn’t part of the plan.

“Oh, I forgot to tell you. Yesterday I met Mrs. Gubbers,” said Nell’s mom. “You know, the wife of the guy who owns this auction place. She invited us over for dinner at their house tomorrow. I know you’ve got this whole protest thing going, but I figured a home-cooked meal might make you come to your senses.”

“Uh-huh.” Nell didn’t look up from her phone. She typed Okay back to Marcus and then deleted it. Then she typed: You can’t move to Atlanta. What about me? 







CHAPTER 26

Leon

Leon stayed behind his grandmother as they climbed the steps to Wintrope Hall, which was on the backside of Plucketts Lutheran Church. He wanted to keep an eye on the Tangle in her long hair, which had somehow doubled in size since that morning. 

Just inside the door, Wanda Banzoni was looking into a small hand mirror and wiping the red lipstick off her front teeth with a tissue. Her brother wasn’t with her, and Leon whispered a Thank you, Lord for that small miracle. 

“Good evening, Weezie,” said Wanda, smiling at Leon’s grandmother. Wanda was wearing a fitted red sundress with white dots on it.

“Evening,” said Leon’s grandmother, who, like always, was wearing a black dress that hung loose. She started toward her usual seat in the front row.

Leon saw Wanda Banzoni’s smile abruptly leave her face when she spotted the Tangle. Leon tried to distract her. “That’s a lovely dress you’re wearing tonight, Miss Banzoni,” he said. “Very dotty.”

“What? Oh, you think so?” She sucked in her stomach and smoothed the pleats around her hips. “Well, aren’t you kind,” she said, stealing another quick glance at Leon’s grand-mother. 

“How many dots are on—” he started to ask before a hand grabbed his arm.

“How’re you doing there, little man?” said a gravelly voice that belonged to the hand.

“Oh, uh, Mr. Banzoni,” said Leon, tensing up. “You’re here. Super.”

“Go on,” said Mr. Banzoni, giving Leon’s arm a tight squeeze. “Try to get out of the Banzoni Clutch. Bet you can’t.”

“Leave the poor boy alone,” Wanda told her brother. She swatted his head with her Bible. “You are in the house of the Lord.”

“Correction,” said Mr. Banzoni. “This is a meeting hall where there is Designer Bag Bingo on Friday nights. If the Lord is okay with bingo, then I’m pretty sure he would be A-okay with the Banzoni Clutch.”

Leon tried to get loose, but, like always, Mr. Banzoni’s fingers were like the metal clamp in his grandfather’s tool shed. Cold and grippy. 

“Where’s that grandmother of yours?” asked Mr. Banzoni. “She needs to start feeding you better. Protein, that’s the key.” He surveyed the meeting hall, and he must’ve seen the back of her, because all of a sudden, he let go of Leon’s arm and said, “Good God in heaven, what in the hell happened to her hair?”

“I better get to my seat,” said Leon, rubbing his arm, which was now red and sore. Quickly, he made his way toward his grandmother.

Other people were pointing and whispering about her hair. Leon finally caught up to her as she was about to sit down. “Grandmother, maybe we should sit in the back this time.”

“In the back? Nonsense. This is my seat. I’ve sat in this exact spot for more than forty years. If we sat someplace else, why, my Milton might think we weren’t here, and what if he tries to contact you again tonight? No sir, I can’t take that chance.”

“Okay,” said Leon. “It was just a suggestion.” He sat in the chair beside her.

Sebastian Blechy slid into the seat on her other side. “Ms. Monteforte, so nice to see you.” He smiled and nodded at Leon. 

Leon eyed him carefully. You could fit a full-sized Dasypus novemcinctus in that big mouth of his. Not really, but almost.  

“Have you given any more thought to our conversation from the other day?” Sebastian Blechy whispered to Leon’s grandmother.

“I have.” She glanced at Leon and then kept her eyes on the podium in front of her. 

“And?” 

“And,” she said, “I hardly think it’s appropriate to talk business during Bible study, Mr. Blechy.” 

“Of course,” he said. “Of course. But tell me this. Has anyone else made you an offer on your tavern?”

Leon’s grandmother shook her head. “Only you. And I’m giving it a great deal of consideration. But I need more time to think it over.”

“You won’t receive a better offer than mine, I guarantee you,” said Mr. Blechy. “But don’t take too long, because I’ve got a lot of work to do if I’m going to transform the tavern into a sports bar by Christmas.”

A sports bar? thought Leon. Grandmother wouldn’t want that, would she? She doesn’t even like sports.

Leon’s grandmother nodded. “By the end of the week. I’ll let you know then. Now, if you don’t mind, my grandson and I need to make our hearts open to the greater understanding of our purpose on this earth.”

Sebastian Blechy smiled again. “Very well. I’ll leave you to it.” He patted Leon’s grandmother’s back like she was a dog, and then jumped a little when he saw the Tangle. He pulled his hand away quickly.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“There’s, uh, I mean, you’ve got, uh . . .” Mr. Blechy scratched the top of his head and turned to Leon for help.

Leon pretended he didn’t know what Mr. Blechy was talking about.

“Nothing,” said Mr. Blechy, finally. “You look . . . you look . . . very attractive. As always.” Then he got up from his seat and went to sit in the back of the hall.

As Preacher Eddie approached the podium, Leon whispered to his grandmother, “Do you want to sell the tavern to Mr. Blechy?”

“It was a fair offer,” she said. “More than fair, I’d say. But I don’t know, sugar. I wish I knew what Milton wanted me to do.” Grandmother wrung her hands. A single tear fell down her cheek and got caught in a fold in her neck.

This is what it looked like, the Depths of Despair. Leon took her hands in his. “Don’t worry. It’s going to be okay.”  

“You know, his birthday is next week.” She wiped her cheek on her shoulder. 

“I know it is.”

“I just . . . If you could hear from him again,” she said, “that would make all the difference. I just know it.”

Leon closed his eyes. Grandfather, are you there? Can you hear me? This is really important, so can you say something, please? Anything?

All through the Bible study, Leon listened for his grandfather’s voice. He imagined he had the ears of the greater wax moth (Galleria mellonella), which had the best hearing of all animals and could hear up to fifteen times the frequency of humans. 

One by one, Leon tuned out the sounds around him. Preacher Eddie. The whispers of the Bible study group. People shifting their bottoms on the uncomfortable plastic chairs. He tuned out everything until all he could hear was the sound of his own breathing. 

And then he tuned that out, too. 

He focused on the space between the sounds. The space where the spirits of those who went before might be.

It was quiet there, in that space. Cold and dark and quiet.

And empty, apparently. Because after all that listening, Leon heard nothing.

When Bible study was over, his grandmother stayed in her seat. Her eyes were red from crying, and there was liquid dripping from her nostrils. Leon couldn’t stand seeing her this way. He wiped at her cheeks with his fingers and used the sleeve of his suit jacket to mop her nose.

His grandmother had been the strongest person he knew, and now look at her. She seemed so helpless sitting there, hunched over her Bible, crying. He was losing her.

Leon felt helpless, too. Why wasn’t the Gift working? What was he doing wrong? 

And then, it came to him. A revelation. Just. Like. That.

“I heard from him,” Leon blurted out. “From Grandfather. He spoke to me. Just now.”

She turned to look at him. The shift in her face was immediate. For a second or two the grandmother he knew was there. “Leon!” she said. “Did you? Did you really?”

There was no going back now. He knew he wasn’t supposed to lie. Especially in Bible study. But he also knew his grandmother was depending on him. 

He forced a nod. “I did.”

She grabbed him and pulled him into a tight hug. “I knew you could do it, sugar. I just knew it.” She released him and smiled. Then she took in a breath so deep it seemed to Leon that she’d gotten a little bigger, right there before his eyes. “My dear Milton. What did he say?”

Oh. Leon hadn’t thought this far ahead. What would his grandfather say? 

Leon thought about the tavern. His watery blue room. The noisy ice machine. The dreaded cellar. The way his grandfather was everywhere in that building, constantly reminding Leon that he was on his way to becoming another pancake that wouldn’t come out right. Leon knew what he needed to say. “The connection was a little fuzzy,” said Leon, “but I heard one word very clearly.”

Grandmother grabbed his shoulders. “Yes?”

“The word was sell.” 

“Sell?” she said.

“I think he must mean the tavern,” Leon explained, just in case it wasn’t clear.

“Sell. You’re sure that’s what he said?

Leon nodded again.

“All right, then.” She stood and gazed up at the fluorescent lights. “Well, good. Then I guess it’s all settled.”

“I guess it is,” said Leon. But for some reason it didn’t feel like it was. 







CHAPTER 27

Leon

Later, Leon sat in his blue room on his blue bed. David Attenborough was eating a plum in his terrarium. It was dark outside, and the crickets were singing. Leon had the sensation that he was deep, deep underwater. It was hard to breathe.

He had lied. With a Bible in his lap. He had never lied to his grandmother before. It had been easy, which was surprising. He knew the one thing that would make her feel better, the thing that would save her from the Depths of Despair, was for him to hear from his grandfather again. 

So he said he had. And he said that his grandfather had told him, “Sell.”

Technically, now that he thought about it, that was two lies. Yeesh.

His grandmother pushed open his bedroom door. She wasn’t the kind of person to knock before entering. She was in her nightgown and robe, and the Tangle was lurking over her shoulder. “I’ve just let Mr. Blechy know I’m going to sell,” she said, smiling. “He was as giddy as a schoolboy.”

Leon nodded and tried to smile. 

“He’s coming by tomorrow to take some measurements,” she said. 

“That soon?” asked Leon.

His grandmother went over to the terrarium and eyed David Attenborough. “He’s very eager to get going, and as Milton used to say, there’s no time like the present.” She studied Leon. “You okay, sugar?”

“Fine,” said Leon. 

“Now, don’t you worry about a thing,” she said. “We’ll buy ourselves another little place in town. So don’t you worry. I’ve got it covered.”

“Grandmother,” said Leon, “you want to sell the tavern, don’t you? I mean, it’s what you want, right?”

“Yes indeed,” she said. “That’s what I want. It makes me happy to know that I’m doing right by my Milton. And I wouldn’t know what Milton wanted if it weren’t for you and the Gift. You saved me from the Depths of Despair, and I love you for it.”

Leon started to sweat. The lie felt like poison inside him, making him sick. He had to tell her the truth. His grandmother was making a decision based on a lie. A big decision. What if selling was the wrong thing to do?

Leon shook his head. “Maybe you should wait to decide to sell.”

“What?” she said, letting go of his chin. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” said Leon. He could feel his nerve slipping. “I want to try connecting with Grandfather again. Just to make sure I heard him correctly? This is a big deal, you know, selling the tavern and all that, and the Gift is really new. I just want to make sure I didn’t make a mistake.”

She kissed the top of his head. “You’re looking out for me, sugar, and I do appreciate it. Milton would be so proud of you. When you were little, he called you his little lion, do you remember that?”

Leon shook his head. “No, I don’t.” 

“Huh. Well, he did,” she said. “Leonidas the Lion.” She smiled and started for the door.

“So you’ll hold off on signing the papers until I try Grandfather again? Just to make sure?”

She turned back around. “I don’t believe that’s necessary. Milton was always very direct. If he said sell, then I’m going to sell.”

“But what if the Gift—”

“I trust you, Leonidas the Lion. Yes indeed, I do.” 







CHAPTER 28

Tildy

Tildy lay in bed the next morning, thinking. 

The necklace was still missing, and Mama was still there. But Tildy didn’t know how much longer that would last.

 She’d been doing a pretty okay job of staying away from her mama the last couple of days. She’d spent all day at the auction house with Daddy Lou, and when she got home, her mama hadn’t been there. Which made it easy to go to straight to her room without any questions. Dinner wasn’t much of a problem, either, because her mama and Marguerite ate early, before Daddy Lou and Tildy got home. 

But that morning, after Tildy got up and dressed so that she could go to the auction house with Daddy Lou like usual, she ran into her mama on her way downstairs. 

Tildy’s heart started racing because she realized that she’d forgotten to wear something to cover her neck. The tank top she had on very much showed where her necklace was very much not.

“Morning,” said her mama. “I was just coming up to see you.”

“What for?” said Tildy. She didn’t mean it to come out with a coating of sass, but it did. 

Her mama looked surprised at the question, or maybe the sass. “Because I’m your mother, Tildy. I haven’t seen you much lately. And I don’t really need a reason.” 

That last part was in response to the sass, Tildy could tell. “Sorry,” she said. She moved down onto the next step, expecting her mama to move to the side. She didn’t. “I should probably get going,” said Tildy, trying not to look at her mama’s face.

“Hold on a second, all right?” Her mama gripped the wooden railing. “You met the people staying in their camper at the auction house, right?”

Tildy nodded.

“They’re coming for dinner tonight. You and your dad can leave work a little earlier than usual, okay? We’ll all eat together for a change. It’ll be nice.”

Tildy nodded again and tried to get past her. 

She still didn’t move. “One more thing. I wanted to ask you something.”

Tildy didn’t know what was coming. It made her even more nervous than she already was. 

“I think you might have borrowed some of my drawing pencils and markers?”

Oh. Art supplies. Whew. 

“Can I have them back?” said her mama. “I’m working on a new—”

“Sure,” said Tildy, cutting her off. She ran back into her room. As she quickly gathered up the markers she’d been using on the No Sells, she could feel her mama behind her. In her room. Tildy glanced at her. “I have them right here. Just give me one second.”

“What are these?” asked her mama, looking at the shelf of No Sells that Tildy had fixed. She picked up the robot and then the schnauzer Barbie (Schnarbie) and looked them over. 

“Nothing,” said Tildy. “It’s just some stuff I’ve been working on.”

She examined the others on Tildy’s shelf. The teapot. The teacup. The whirligig. She shook her head. “They definitely aren’t nothing.”

Tildy handed her the markers and drawing pencils that she’d borrowed. 

Her mama turned to leave but then stopped. “Oh, while I’m here,” she said. “You know that necklace I gave you?” 

Tildy swallowed. She squeezed her hands into tight fists so that her fingernails dug into her palms. She braced herself for what her mama was going to say. “What?” she said, stalling. 

“The amber necklace? I was wondering if I could borrow it for a day or two.” Her eyes went down to Tildy’s bare neck and then back up again.

Tildy’s heart was in her ears. She squeezed her fists tighter.

“I promise I’ll be really careful with it,” her mama continued, smiling. She waited. 

It felt like time was passing very, very slowly. Tears were coming. No words, just tears. 

Her mama must’ve seen Tildy’s tears because her smile faded. Then she sighed. It seemed like a frustrated, I-don’t-know-how-much-more-of-you-I-can-take sigh. She said in a soft voice, “Well, think about it. We can talk about it later, I guess.” 

Tildy tried to nod, and then her mama turned away and left. 
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As soon as Daddy Lou and Tildy got to the auction house, Tildy headed for Nell’s camper. She knocked on the door. Nell’s mom answered. She was the kind of pretty that belonged on toothpaste commercial. 

“Sorry to bother you. I’m Tildy Gubbers. Is Nell—”

Nell popped up behind her mom and waved.

“Wait. Gubbers?” said Nell’s mom. “You’re Lou and Myra’s other daughter?”

Tildy nodded.

“We’re coming to your house for dinner tonight.” She smiled. Her teeth were very white.

Behind her, Nell was shaking her head and mouthing, She is, I’m not.

“Okay?” said Tildy.

Nell’s mom stepped out of the camper. “Nell, I’m heading over to the senior center. I met the nicest lady there yesterday. They’re letting me do a pop-up beauty shop. Nails, hair, facials, the works.” She smiled at Tildy and put her arm around her shoulders. “See if you can convince my daughter to give up this ridiculous thing she’s doing and get outside for some fresh air.”

“It’s not ridiculous,” said Nell, who came into the doorway and sat on the steps after her mom was halfway across the parking lot. Nell was in the same pajamas she’d had on yesterday and her hair wasn’t in braids. 

“Did you hear back from anybody else?” asked Tildy.

Nell glanced at her phone. “Nope. Phil Abelasky and Warren Shives haven’t texted back yet.”

Tildy could feel the necklace slipping farther away. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll come by later.”

Nell yawned. “I’ll be here.”

Tildy was in a desperate way. She ran over to Leon’s. She pressed the doorbell at the side entrance to their apartment. Twice. A few moments later she heard footsteps, and then the door opened. Leon pushed his hair out of his eyes and smiled when he saw her.  

Before he had a chance to say anything, Tildy said, “Are you still planning on doing that thing with the candlestick?” 

“The séance?” 

“Yeah, that,” said Tildy. “Are you still having one?”

“Yes,” said Leon. “Tonight.”

Tildy pinched the hem of her tank top. “And you really think the spirit of Frederica Verne is going to know where my necklace is?”

His smile got bigger. “Be here at seven-thirty.” 







CHAPTER 29

Nell

Staying inside the camper was harder than Nell ever expected. Honestly, she’d thought for sure her mom would have given in by now and they’d be on their way back to Florida. 

Her mom was in the shower. 

Nell was sitting at the small dining table that converted into her bed. She picked up her phone. Marcus hadn’t answered her last text.

In the past couple of days he hadn’t been texting as much as he usually did. If he was really going to move to Georgia, what did that mean? Would she see him again? Nell was beginning to worry. They were best friends, but it was easy being best friends when you lived on the same street and saw each other every day. What would happen if they lived in different states? What if he forgot about her?

She texted him. 

How long do you think YOU’D last inside a camper that smelled like pee?

Protesting is harder than it looks. 

I think the camper is getting smaller. 

She pressed her fingers into the dents of her bugle and waited for a text back. 

. . .

. . .

. . .

Hello? she wrote. Are you there?

You still owe me an N.

Nell’s mom came out of their tiny bathroom with a towel wrapped around her wet hair. “We need to find a dumping station pretty soon. Our waste tank is getting full. It’s so gross, I really hate that part of camping.” 

Nell’s phone buzzed. Finally, Marcus, she thought. But it wasn’t Marcus. It was a reply from a text she had sent about Tildy’s necklace. 

Sorry, no necklace here. Hope you find it. There was only one person left who didn’t reply. Phil Abelasky. He had to have the necklace.

 “You better get ready,” said Mom. “The Gubbers will be here in about five minutes.” She took the towel off her head and rubbed the ends of her wet hair. 

Nell was not going to dinner. Because going to dinner required her to leave the camper. And leaving the camper required her to give up her protest. And giving up her protest required her to give up on going home. Which she was not yet prepared to do.

“I told you I’m not going to dinner.”

“Yes, you are,” said Mom. “I’m serious.”

So am I, thought Nell.

The air conditioning in the camper was on high. The tree air freshener she’d hung on the vent was spinning on its string. It felt like the tree was on her side, winding her up to do something. She blew a high note on her bugle.
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dii

“Nell, I’m not going to say it again. Get dressed for dinner, right now.”

“I’m staying here,” said Nell.

“You’d think you’d be itching to get out of this camper and have a home-cooked meal,” said her mom, running a comb through her hair. “And to talk to someone who’s not me.” 

“Not until you say we can go home,” said Nell. “You know my demands.”

“Fine,” her mom said. “I refuse to argue with you about this. But if there’s chocolate cake, I’m not saving you any.”

Then Mom’s cell phone buzzed from the driver’s seat. Nell picked it up and saw an email notification from Bay County Public Schools. Part of the subject line read: Reopening Date Announced. Nell’s heart pounded in her chest.

“What is it?” asked Mom.

Nell shoved the phone at her.  Her mom read the notification and then looked at Nell. Her eyes were wide. Nell, who was almost as tall as her mom, stood over her shoulder while she clicked on the email to open it. Nell read the words quickly, scanned them really, until she came to the place where it showed the date that her school would be reopening. Tuesday, September 9. There it was. Finally, there was going to be a first day of seventh grade. 

She counted on her fingers. Eleven days from today. Eleven days to get back to Florida and find a place to live until their house could be rebuilt. 

Eleven.

It was a good number. It felt lucky. 

It felt like enough time.

Nell watched her mom.

Mom closed the email and put down her phone. “Well, I guess we have some decisions to make.” 

Definitely. Wait, what? Nell’s school was reopening on September 9, and she would be there.

“What do you mean, decisions?” asked Nell. “September ninth is the first day of school, so we need to be back in Florida before then so I can go. I’m ready. We can leave tonight.”

Mom pumped a squirt of vegan face cream on her fingertips and smoothed it onto her face. She stuck her phone in the back pocket of her faded denim shorts and grabbed her wallet from the console next to the driver’s seat. “We’ll talk about it later,” she said. 

“But—”

“Everybody ready?” said a voice outside the camper. Nell pulled open the curtain. Tildy and her dad were outside. 

“Be right there,” said Mom. Then she said to Nell, “Last chance.”

Nell shook her head. 

“Suit yourself.” And her mom left.

Nell texted Marcus. School starts in 11 days! Did you get the email? 11 days! 

There was a knock on the camper door. It was Tildy. Nell scanned the parking lot and saw that her dad’s pickup was gone, and so was Nell’s mom. “Did they leave without you?”

Tildy shook her head. “I’m not going to dinner, either. Did you hear back from anybody? About the necklace?”

“Yeah,” said Nell. “But no necklace. Sorry. I matched up the numbers from your list. The person we haven’t heard back from is Phil Abelasky. If any of them have your necklace, it’s got to be him.”

“Okay,” said Tildy. 

There was a long pause, and Tildy looked like she was thinking about something. 

“How come you’re not going to dinner?” asked Nell. 

“I’m going over to Leon’s,” said Tildy. “For a, you know, séance?” 

Nell remembered what Leon had said about helping her. “Do you think Leon is really able to contact spirits like he said?” 

“No,” said Tildy right away. But then she seemed to reconsider. “Actually, I don’t know.” 

“If he can,” said Nell, “could you do me a favor?”

Tildy nodded.

Nell put both of her hands around her bugle and took in a deep breath. “See if he can contact Bridget Evetts. She’s my mum. If he does, tell her . . .” She hesitated, and then said, “Tell her . . . I need her.”







CHAPTER 30

Leon

Leon carefully pulled the candlestick out of the hall closet. It seemed heavier than before. He narrated his movements, just in case Frederica Verne was listening or watching or doing whatever spirits of those gone before did. “I’m taking the candlestick to my room, nice and gentle,” he said. “Okay, now I’m opening the door to my bedroom, okay, okay, and now I’m entering my bedroom and putting the candlestick on the carpet. Okay?”

So far, so good.

He opened his sock drawer and pulled out the Ultra Cool Breeze–scented deodorant. He popped off the lid and smelled the Ultra Cool Breeze smell. Then he rubbed some in his armpits and dabbed a little behind each ear for maximum confidence.

David Attenborough, who was on his shoulder, didn’t care for the Ultra Cool Breeze scent, and climbed into Leon’s shirt pocket.

Leon was getting the matches from the kitchen drawer when he heard his grandmother’s voice. He found her at the desk in the living room. She had a pile of papers in her lap.

“Did you say something?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m just talking to Milton. In case he’s listening. I thought he kept the mortgage and insurance information on the tavern in here, but I can’t find it anywhere. I’ll need it to finalize the sale.” She sighed. “There’s just so much to be done. And I’ve got my hands full getting ready for Milton’s birthday bash. It’s going to be The Spot’s last hurrah.” 

Leon felt sick. He wondered if a lie could kill you.

His grandmother licked her thumb to separate two papers that were sticking together. “When you talk to him again, you tell him we’re going to have a big birthday party for him. And tell him we’re having peach pie. That was his favorite.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

The doorbell buzzed. Good, Tildy was right on time. 

Leon tucked his shirt into his khakis and went downstairs to open the door. Tildy was wearing a pale yellow outfit and looked like a sun angel, if there was such a thing. He thought about telling her, but he got the feeling that Tildy didn’t always enjoy his compliments.

“Would you like some lemonade?” he said instead. Offering guests something to eat or drink right off the bat made them feel welcome, his grandmother always said. 

“Okay,” said Tildy, stepping inside.

“Follow me.” Leon led Tildy upstairs into the apartment and through the living room, where his grandmother was now digging through a desk drawer. The Tangle was as big as her head. It looked angry. 

Leon glanced back at Tildy, who had stopped and was staring at it. “Um, Tildy’s here,” Leon said as he pulled on Tildy’s arm toward the kitchen.

“What?” said his grandmother. “Oh, hello, dear.”

When they got to the kitchen, Leon said, “It’s been a long time since you’ve been over here. I think the last time was when we were in third grade. Remember?”

“Yeah,” said Tildy. “I guess.”

Leon dipped a spoon into a jar of peanut butter and lifted David Attenborough from his pocket. He handed both to Tildy. She seemed confused. “That’s for him, if you want to feed him.”

She held David Attenborough in one hand and held the peanut butter spoon close to him. David Attenborough started eating. “Oh,” said Tildy. “He’s hungry.”

“It’s his favorite.” Leon grabbed a frozen tube of lemonade concentrate from the freezer and dumped it into a green plastic pitcher. He held the pitcher under the faucet and filled it about three-quarters of the way with cold water. Then he stirred it all together with a long wooden spoon. He filled three glasses with ice, poured in the lemonade, and handed one to Tildy. 

Tildy put the peanut butter spoon in the sink and placed David Attenborough back on Leon’s shoulder.

“This way,” said Leon, picking up the other two glasses and carrying them out of the kitchen.

“I brought you something to drink,” Leon said to his grandmother when he got to the living room. She was leaning back in her chair, and the Tangle, thankfully, was no longer in full view. But it peered around her ear at him. He set down a glass on the only empty space on her desk. 

“I need you to do something for me,” said his grandmother. “I think I know where Milton might’ve put that mortgage and insurance information I’ve been looking for. I think it’s in the metal box in the cellar. I remember he bought a fireproof box for our important papers, and I believe that’s where he put it.”

“In the cellar?” said Leon. David Attenborough’s antennae went up. “Are you sure that’s where it is? Maybe I should look again in the desk—” 

“I’m as sure as anything,” she said. “I’ve checked every drawer in the desk already. I’ve got a million people to get in touch with about Milton’s party, and I’ve got to get our finances in order for the sale of the tavern, so if you could do this one thing for me, sugar, it would be a big help.” 

“Um.” Leon felt his face get hot. He snuck a glance at Tildy, and she was looking right at him. His face got even hotter. He downed his entire glass of lemonade. “Fine,” he said. “Not a problem.” 

Leon and Tildy went downstairs to the tavern. In case he got to the top of the cellar steps and couldn’t make himself go any farther, he felt the need to explain. “I don’t like the cellar. It’s not that I’m afraid of it, exactly. It’s just that I’m not a big fan of the dark.”

“Lots of people don’t like the dark,” said Tildy, which Leon thought was a considerate thing to say. 

“Logically, I know that there aren’t any monsters or anything that could hurt me down there,” he said. “I know that. But still. There’s an evolutionary reason why humans are afraid of the dark. It’s because in ancient times, humans were most likely to be attacked at night by lions and other predators. So, even though we don’t have lions to worry about now, the fear still exists.” 

They had reached the door to the tavern. Leon opened the door and flicked on the light switch. The warm glow of the orange pendant lights above the bar made him feel a little better. 

“What people don’t realize is that being afraid of the dark is a survival mechanism,” he said. “My body is attuned with the threats, so in a dangerous situation, I’m more likely to survive.” 

The ice machine groaned and shook at that moment, and Leon jumped.

“Yeesh,” he said. “I hate that thing.”

They walked past the ice machine behind the bar and stood at the cellar door. Tildy was right beside him, and he couldn’t even enjoy it. 

The door to the cellar was heavy, and it had a broken latch that his grandfather had never gotten around to fixing. There was a wooden wedge on the floor next to it that you had to put in the doorjamb to keep the door from closing when you went into the cellar. With the broken latch, if the door closed behind you, it was hard to open it from the other side. Leon used both hands to pull open the door, and he pushed the wooden wedge in the doorjamb with his foot. Then he let go of the door and made sure the wedge was holding.

He stared down the dark steps that led to the cellar. “Did you know that there’s a hole in Australia that goes on forever? It just showed up one day on this farm. It’s dark and deep and full of water. Divers went down to see how far it goes, and some of them got lost in all the darkness. They never came out.” 

“Huh,” said Tildy, looking at the dark stairway. “When was the last time you went down there? In the cellar, I mean.” 

“A couple of years ago.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” said Leon. “Before we got a lid for David Atten-borough’s terrarium, we had to put Vaseline on the top of the glass so he couldn’t climb out. But one time I forgot to put on the Vaseline and he escaped.”

“How did you find him?” asked Tildy.

“He was missing for about two weeks, and I thought he’d died. It was the worst.” David Attenborough crawled up his neck to the top of his head and nestled in his hair. He didn’t like this story, either. “But then my grandfather was in the cellar restocking some cans of food and saw him next to the trash bins. He told me if I wanted to keep him, I needed to come downstairs and get him. He said he wouldn’t bring David Attenborough up to me. He said I must not care about him if I couldn’t even go down the steps to save him.”

“That’s awful,” said Tildy. “So you went down to get him?”

“No. Not all the way. I only made it halfway down because . . . because it was so dark. Even with the light on. I thought I was going to pass out. I just couldn’t do it. I wanted to, I did. But I couldn’t. My grandmother came down then and got him for me.” 

Leon put David Attenborough back into his shirt pocket and turned on the cellar light at the top of the stairs. 







CHAPTER 31

Tildy

Tildy had only talked to Leon’s grandfather a couple of times. He seemed nice. But sometimes, she guessed, you don’t really know what’s going on with people on the inside. 

“I’ll go down and look for the box,” offered Tildy. “If you want.”

“Seriously?” said Leon. “You will?”

Tildy shrugged. 

“You’re very brave,” he said.

But Tildy didn’t feel brave. Maybe you were only brave if you did things you were afraid of. And she wasn’t afraid of dark cellars. She started down the squeaky wooden steps.

Leon stayed at the top of the stairs. “Keep talking,” he said, “so I know you’re okay.”

“I’m okay, Leon,” Tildy said halfway down. 

“Well, keep talking anyway. It will make me feel better.”

When she reached the bottom of the stairs she looked around her. The cellar was kind of dark, even though there was a lightbulb hanging from the ceiling. It was a big room with a dirt floor, and there was a gray furnace with pipes coming out of it against the far wall. The pipes ran from one end of the ceiling to the other. 

On the wall closest to her, there were metal shelves with all kinds of canned food and juices stacked on them. And underneath them, stacks of boxes.

It smelled like mothballs.

“Hello?” called Leon. His voice cracked. “I’m starting to freak out a little.”

“What does the box look like?” she yelled up at him.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Grandmother said it’s metal. And important.”

Metal. And important. What does that look like? 

She peered in each cardboard box, but they were filled with decorations, drinking glasses, and packages of paper napkins. On the opposite wall was a wooden cabinet with mirrored doors. The mirrors were so dirty she could only see slivers of her reflection. 

“Do you see it?” called Leon.

“No.”

She opened the cabinet door. There were stacks of old books on the shelves inside. And beside them, a shoebox without a lid. Tildy peeked inside. It was filled with photos. On top was a picture of a baby dressed like a chili pepper. She held it up to the light. Was it Leon? She returned it to the box and then held up another. She recognized Leon’s grandparents in this picture right away, but they were a lot younger. A lot, a lot. There was a little girl was standing in front of them, posing with a Hula-Hoop. She looked a little bit like Leon around the eyes. 

“What’s taking so long?” Leon’s voice startled Tildy. 

“Still looking!” she hollered back. She put the photos back in the shoebox and returned it to the cabinet. And then she spied a red metal box on the top shelf. “Hey, I think I might’ve found it!” She stood on her toes to reach the handle, and carefully she pulled it down. It was heavy.

“Bring it up,” shouted Leon, “and hurry!” 

Tildy climbed the stairs and handed the box to Leon. “This is the only metal box I could find.”

“How did you do that?” he said. 

“Do what?”

“You just went down there like it was nothing. Like it wasn’t dark or scary. You just did it.”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” she said.

“It is to me. It was to my grandfather.” Leon shook his head. “He would have loved to have you as his grandkid.”

“I’m sure your grandfather loved you, Leon,” said Tildy.

Leon’s eyebrows shot up. “I don’t know about that. He wanted me to be somebody that I’m not.”

“What’s wrong with being you?”

“According to my grandfather?” he said. “Everything. Which is kind of funny because he didn’t really know me.” He shook his head. “Actually, it’s not funny at all.”

Tildy looked at him. She thought about her nightmare where she was in the bottom of the No Sells box, alone and in the dark. And what her mama said. I don’t even know who she is.

“Leon, do you think they’ll be able to close up that hole in Australia so people won’t get lost down there again? 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. The nature show never said what was going to happen to it.”

“Oh.”

“Hey,” said Leon, “that’s the first time you said my name and didn’t sound completely annoyed.”

Tildy smiled. Maybe it was. “We should probably get this box upstairs to your grandmother.” And she switched off the light to the cellar. 







CHAPTER 32

Leon

Upstairs in Leon’s bedroom, Leon sat on the floor across from Tildy. The candlestick was between them. He struck a match and made fire on the first try, which he hoped Tildy found impressive. He lit the three candles on the candlestick. 

“Should we turn off the lights?” asked Tildy.

“I’d rather not.” 

“Oh, right. Sorry,” said Tildy. “What now?”

Leon closed his eyes. “Grandfather, are you there? Milton Monteforte. I’m trying to reach Milton Monteforte.”

Nothing.

He opened his eyes and saw Tildy looking at him. Come on, Gift, thought Leon. I’m exercising you like a muscle. Show yourself.  “Frederica Verne,” he said. “Calling Frederica Verne. Are you there?”

Still nothing. Yeesh.

Then Leon remembered. “Hold on a second,” he said, getting up and going to the window. “Last time I had this open. Maybe that makes a difference.” He pushed open the window. The curtains blew and the flames on the candlestick tilted.

He sat back down. “Frederica? Are you there?” 

He felt a chill on the back of his neck. His heart raced.

David Attenborough climbed out of Leon’s shirt pocket and hurried down his arm and onto the carpet. He darted under the bed. 

Tildy pointed at him. “David Attenborough! Over there!”

“He must be afraid,” said Leon. He scrambled after his cockroach and scooped him up into his hand. He returned him to his terrarium, where David Attenborough immediately hid under the wood-chip bedding. 

“Is that you, Frederica?” said Leon.

“I don’t know about this,” said Tildy. “Maybe we shouldn’t try to contact any spirit.”

Leon tried to reassure her. “It’s okay. Ms. Verne talked to me before.”

“What if she doesn’t want to be disturbed? Maybe we should just leave her alone.”

“Don’t you want to find out how to get your necklace back?” asked Leon.

Tildy shook her head. Then she nodded. She shut her eyes tight.

Leon took in a deep breath and closed his eyes, too. “We don’t want to bother you, Frederica Verne. I’m trying to reach my grandfather, Milton Monteforte. Is he there? We’re also looking for an amber necklace that was lost. Can you help us find it?”

“And Bridget Evetts,” said Tildy. “We need to reach her, too.”

“Who’s that?” asked Leon, opening one eye. 

“Nell’s mom.”

“I thought Nell’s mom was Orla.”

“Her other mom,” said Tildy. “She’s . . .”

“Oh,” said Leon. “Poor Nell. We’re also trying to reach Bridget . . . Evetts?” He wasn’t sure he said the name right, so he paused and Tildy gave him the thumbs-up. “Bridget Evetts,” he continued, “are you there?”

Nothing. 

What was he doing wrong? Frederica Verne had spoken to him so quickly last time. 

Maybe they were overloading the circuits by trying to contact too many spirits at once. “Frederica Verne. Please talk to me. Are you there?” The chill on the back of his neck returned.

Leon’s body tensed, and he held his breath. He watched Tildy. The candlelight cast long shadows on her face. 

Leon thought he heard something in the distance. A creaky whisper. “Frederica? Did you say something?”

“I don’t want to do this anymore,” said Tildy, backing away from the candlestick. “I really don’t.”

Leon was concentrating.

“Please, Leon,” said Tildy. “Can we stop now?”

“Hold on,” he told her. “I thought I heard something.” He strained his ears. There was something there. The faintest creak. “Frederica? Is that you?” 

He swallowed. The hair on his arm stood up.

There it was again. 

It was a word. What was she trying to say to him?

“Say it once more,” he whispered. “Just once more.”

There was silence. And then it was as if someone turned the volume knob on the radio to full blast. Leon yelled. He covered his ears. The word had flown straight into his head plain as anything. 

Tildy blew out the candles. She was saying something to Leon, but his hands were pressed so tight against his ears that he couldn’t hear her.

She came over to him and pried his hands away. “What happened?” she said. She was shaking. “What did you hear?”

Leon felt sick. Frederica Verne knew what he’d done. Somehow she knew.

The word he’d heard in her creaky voice, the word that she’d put in his head plain as anything was lying.







CHAPTER 33

Nell

From the camper steps, Nell gazed at the night sky, which was full of stars. She saw one shoot across like it had someplace to be. Like it was on a mission. Like it had purpose.

She made a wish on that star. She wished to go home.

Nell watched the star keep going. And going. And going. 

And then she realized. It was an airplane. 

Super.

She made a bag of microwave popcorn and poured it into a plastic bowl. She was about to stuff a handful in her mouth when she saw Tildy and Leon running toward the camper.

“Oh good, you’re here,” said Tildy, out of breath.

 “What happened?” Nell asked. Because something had definitely happened, she could tell by Leon’s face. Leon sat down in one of the fold-up chairs under the camper’s awning, which was strung with lights in the shape of palm trees. 

In books and movies, people sometimes said, You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Up until now, Nell hadn’t ever been in a situation that fit that description. Up until now, she wasn’t sure what that really looked like. 

But Leon looked like he had seen a ghost. Maybe Tildy, too. 

“She knows,” said Leon. “She knows what I did.”

Nell eyed Tildy, who shrugged.

“Who knows?” asked Nell.

“Frederica Verne,” he said. “Do you think she’s watching me all the time? I don’t want her watching me all the time.”

Nell didn’t understand. “Who’s Frederica Verne again?”

“The spirit that Leon contacted,” explained Tildy. “She’s the one who owned the candlestick.”

“Wait a second,” said Nell. “Are you saying you actually talked to a spirit? Like, actually?” 

Leon nodded. “Yeah.”

Whoa. It wasn’t that Nell didn’t really believe Leon could talk to dead people, but it was kind of like that. “Did you talk to my mum? To Bridget Evetts?”

Tildy shook her head. “Sorry.” Then she asked Leon, “What does Frederica know?”

Leon covered his face with his hands. “That I’m a liar.”

“You’re not a liar,” said Tildy. She sat in the other fold-up chair across from him. 

“Oh yes, I am. I’m a liar. And a big one, too.” Leon pushed his hair back from his face. He was crying. “I told my grandmother that I heard my grandfather’s voice during Bible study, and that he wants her to sell the tavern to Sebastian Blechy.”

Nell glanced at Tildy. “And did you hear your grandfather’s voice in Bible study telling her to sell?”

“Nope.”

Oh.

Tildy winced.

“I didn’t hear his voice at all. I mean, I heard it once, at the revival. About the grapes in the chicken salad sandwiches. But not since then.” He wiped his nose. “It’s just . . . she’s been so sad lately. I hated seeing her so sad all the time. And then when I told her that Grandfather said to sell, she was so happy. Like she used to be.”

Tildy leaned forward in her chair. “Maybe you could—” 

“If my grandfather had just said something to me . . . ,” said Leon, cutting her off. “But you know who will talk to me? Frederica Verne. She knows I’ve been lying.”

“That’s what she said?” asked Nell. “Just now, she said you were a liar?”

Leon shook his head and sniffed. “Not exactly like that. She said one word. Lying. It sounded far away, but I heard it. And I know what she meant.”

Lying? That was a strange word to say. Not liar. Not lie. But lying. “She didn’t say anything else?”

“Nope.” He took a handful of popcorn from the bowl and shoved it into his mouth. 

“Look,” said Nell, “you said that your grandmother has been so happy since she decided to sell the tavern, right?”

Leon shrugged. Then nodded.

“So maybe that was the right decision for her to make all along. Maybe it doesn’t matter if you heard your grandfather’s voice or not. Or if you lied about it or not. She’s happier now, and maybe she can start to move on.”

Nell hated the expression move on, and she couldn’t believe that she’d just said it. It made her think of someone packing their suitcase and walking out the front door while their family sat on the couch watching football. 

Move on. It was so stupid. How were you supposed to move on without somebody who was a big part of you? No matter where you moved on to, you still weren’t the same without them.

She wasn’t the same without Mum. 

“But then she’d be selling the tavern based on a lie,” said Leon. “One that I told. He didn’t say ‘Sell.’”

“True,” said Nell. “But I mean, your grandfather didn’t say ‘Don’t sell,’ either. You don’t know what he wants her to do. Maybe he does want her to sell.” 

“Nell’s right, Leon,” said Tildy. “If your grandfather really, really didn’t want your grandmother to sell the tavern, then I bet he’d let you know some way.”

Nell was thinking about her mum. What did she want Nell and her mom to do? Nell had decided that she would want them to rebuild their house in Florida, but now she wasn’t sure. She wished that Mum would let her know in some way.

Her phone buzzed. Marcus. We’re moving to Atlanta. It’s definite.

Nell’s stomach sank. 

She looked up at the stars in the night sky. She tried to find a shooting one that wasn’t an airplane.







CHAPTER 34

Nell

When her mom got back from dinner at the Gubberses’ house, Nell was ready. 

“What a bunch of lovely people,” said Mom as she kicked off her sandals and sat at the small table in the camper. “The mom’s an artist. She recently got back from New York City, although she didn’t say much about that. I got the impression it was a touchy subject.”

Nell was sitting across from her. While her mom was out, she’d tidied up the place. And even changed out of her pajamas. 

 “I want to talk about going home,” said Nell calmly. She’d searched for tips on her phone about how to win an argument. The first tip was Stay calm. 

“Okay,” said Nell’s mom, sighing. “Fine. Let’s talk.”

Nell took a breath. That was tip number two: Breathe. “School is starting in less than two weeks, and there is a lot we need to do before then. Like get school supplies, new clothes, and a place to live.” Her voice got louder as she thought about all the things they needed to do. Tip number three: Don’t raise your voice.

She took another deep breath and lowered her voice. “We also need to let the school know I’m coming, if you haven’t done that already. Have you done that already?”

“No,” said her mom. “I haven’t.”

“Okay. So that’s something we need to do. Good.” This was going okay. She was bringing up very good points, right? Right.

And her mom was listening. 

Nell continued, “I’ve done some research on disaster relief in Florida, and we should be able to get enough money from the insurance company to stay in a hotel for a couple of months or so. I found two hotels near the school that look pretty nice. One of them even has a small kitchen—”

“Nell,” said her mom, “can I ask you a question?”

“Okay.”

“Why do you want to go back there? Of all the places we could start over, why do you want to start over there?”

Nell was expecting a harder question. This was easy. “Because it’s our home.” 

Her mom shifted in her seat and tucked her feet underneath her. “Yeah, it was. But that home, that house? It’s gone, Nell. There’s nothing left.”

“I know, but we can rebuild,” said Nell. “Bring it back exactly the way it was.” She sat taller in her seat. Body language was important, according to the tips. Don’t be defensive or aggressive. Don’t cross arms over your chest. Don’t tap your toes. “The land is still ours, isn’t it?”

“Let’s say we rebuild,” said her mom. “What happens when the next hurricane comes and we lose everything again?” 

“Then we’ll just have to build a sturdier house. There are new building materials that can withstand hurricanes and floods and—”

Mom shook her head. “I can’t go through that again.”

Nell’s toe started tapping.

“Two years ago, when your mum died, we had to rebuild our life,” she said, “and that felt like it took everything we had. Everything. And then the hurricane took even more, and I honestly don’t know if I have any more to give. I just don’t. Maybe this is the universe’s way of saying, ‘Here’s a chance for a fresh start. Here’s a chance to move on.’” 

Move on. “But—”

Mom held up her hand. “I’m not saying we’re going to live in this camper forever. I want a house and a yard and a bathroom that doesn’t smell like a sewer. We can start over someplace else, anyplace else. Why do you want to go back to where we lost everything? Where there are so many painful memories? Why?”

Nell could feel her neck tense up. She was biting her lip. She tried to stay calm. She tried to breathe. “Because . . . because that’s the last place we were with her! The last place Mum was with us. And if we go someplace new, someplace where she’s never been, then it’s like . . . it’s like she’s not with us anymore.”

“Oh, Nell.” She took Nell’s hands in hers. “I’m not sure, but I like to think she’s always with us.”

“It doesn’t feel that way to me,” said Nell. “Florida is the last place we were all together. I could still feel her there. I could smell her smell, and if I closed my eyes I could feel her hand on my arm. But I can’t feel her anymore. Why can’t I feel her with me?” She stared out the window of the camper into the night. 

But with the lights on inside the camper, all she could see was her own reflection in the glass. 

 

 







CHAPTER 35

Tildy

In the days leading up to Milton Monteforte’s birthday bash, Tildy spent most of her time either at the auction house helping Daddy Lou or in her room working on her No Sells. She’d been checking in with Nell several times a day, but there was still no word from Phil Abelasky about the necklace. 

Where was he, anyway? Why did Phil Abelasky want to keep her necklace?

Tildy felt the necklace slipping farther away from her. And she worried that her mama was slipping away, too. Again. For one thing, she had started being gone a lot more.

A lot, a lot more. 

Even Marguerite had noticed it.

“It’s just like before,” Marguerite told Tildy one night. She was sitting on the floor in Tildy’s room while Tildy searched the anatomy bin for the No Sells airplane toy.

“Not exactly,” said Tildy, trying to reassure her sister. “Remember, she used to take long walks at night before. This is different.”

“Gone is gone,” said Marguerite. “And it is just like before. Because there was the spaghetti and meatballs dinner, too. When the camper lady came over? And you upset Mama again.”

“What do you mean? I wasn’t even here for the spaghetti din—” Then Tildy understood. That’s what had upset her mama. “Oh.” Her mama hadn’t said anything about it to Tildy, but when Daddy Lou had picked her up after Leon’s séance, he told Tildy he’d made a mistake letting her skip dinner. He apologized and told Tildy that she should, too. But she hadn’t  said she was sorry yet. 

“See?” said Marguerite, burying her head into the rug. “It is just like before. What if she leaves again, Tildy?”

It wasn’t in Marguerite’s nature to worry. And that made Tildy worry more than she already was. 

Tildy sat down next to Marguerite. “It’s going to be okay.” 

Marguerite lifted her head off the floor. “How do you know?”

I have to find that necklace, Tildy thought. I have to. She told her sister, “Because I’m going to make sure that it is.” 

Tildy fiddled with the toy airplane in her hand. With its lost wings and propeller, it hardly even looked like a plane anymore. She got up and fished out some loose yellow feathers from her anatomy bin. She slid them in the slots where the wings were supposed to be.

“What are you doing?” asked Marguerite.

“Replacing what’s lost,” Tildy answered.

Marguerite picked up Tildy’s anatomy notebook and read out loud each item from the No Sells list and what was lost. Then she ran her finger along the soft feathers. “But these aren’t airplane parts. They aren’t the right kind of wings.”

“I know,” said Tildy. “But they’re still wings. The anatomy is just a little different.”







CHAPTER 36

Leon

After Frederica Verne told him he’d been lying, Leon decided not to have any more séances. He knew he had lied to his grandmother. He didn’t need the spirit reminding him. 

But still, the thought of what Frederica Verne had said haunted him. Lying, she’d said in her creaky voice. Lying. Lying. Lying.

The night before the birthday bash for his grandfather, Leon was cleaning out David Attenborough’s terrarium. He was still thinking about that word. Lying. He wanted to explain to Frederica why he’d done it. Maybe then she’d stop haunting him. Maybe then she’d understand. 

He got the candlestick from the hall closet and lit the candles. Then he opened the window in his bedroom.

“You’re right, Ms. Verne,” he said out loud in case Frederica was listening. “I was lying. I admit it, okay? It was an awful thing to do. Haven’t you ever done some awful thing?”

A few moments later he felt a cold chill on the back of his neck. 

“Is that you?” he said. “Are you there?”

He listened closely. David Attenborough was making noises, burrowing in his wood chips.

Then he heard something else. “What?” he said.

The word was different this time. It wasn’t lying. Frederica Verne had said something else.

Stares, she had said. 

He heard the word again. 

“What does that mean?” he asked. “What are you trying to tell me?”

Then he heard his grandmother. She was yelling.

“Leon!” she shouted from somewhere in their apartment. “Come quick! It’s an emergency situation!”

“Coming!” He blew out the candles and ran out of his room and down the hall. “Where are you?” 

“Oh, help me. Help me, sugar! I’m in my bathroom! Hurry!”

Leon raced into her bathroom, where his grandmother was standing in her nightgown in front of the mirror. His heart was racing. She seemed okay. She didn’t look in pain and wasn’t clutching her heart or anything. No broken bones.

“What’s wrong? What’s the emergency?”

“What’s wrong?” she said. “WHAT’S WRONG?” She pointed to the Tangle. “Tell me true now: How long has this unsightly beast been on my head?”

Oh. Leon considered his options. He settled on “For a while.”

She gave him a serious look. “Are you meaning to tell me that I’ve been going around town, meeting with people about Milton’s birthday bash, and this”—she looked in the mirror at herself and angled her head so she could see part of the Tangle—“thing has been here all the while?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And you didn’t think it might be a good idea to let me know about it?”

“Well, I’ve always believed that your hair is your business,” said Leon. 

Her eyebrows went up. “I know I had some down days there for a while, and I may have missed a few days of brushing my hair, but my lands, I had no idea something like this was working on me.” She had both hands on the back of her hair trying to get a handle on the size of the Tangle. “What must people be thinking about me?”

“I mean, it’s not that noticeable.”

Grandmother turned to him then, real close, and said, “Sugar, don’t you ever, ever, ever lie to me again. Understand?”    

Leon swallowed hard. “I understand.”







CHAPTER 37

Nell

Nell pictured the imaginary line she’d drawn outside the camper door. It was getting harder and harder to see. 

Her mom was changing for the big party next door at Leon’s grandmother’s tavern. The Gubberses had invited them. She was looking in the mirror and French-braiding her hair.

“Did you know that the longest-running protest in this country was the White House Peace Vigil?” Nell said to her mom’s back.

“Really?”

“It was started by some guy named William Thomas Hallenback in 1981. He wanted the United States to get rid of nuclear weapons, so he pitched a tent outside the White House. He stayed there until he died in 2009, and then a peace activist named Concepción Picciotto took over and stayed there until she died in 2016.”

“Are you trying to beat that record?” asked her mom, fastening a hair tie around the end of her braid. “Is that what you’re trying to do?”

Nell ignored her question. “They believed in something important. They didn’t give up or give in, even when it seemed like things weren’t going to go their way, because it was the most important thing to them. They just wanted somebody to listen. They just wanted to be heard.” 

Her mom put on a coating of bright red lipstick and then turned to look at Nell. “Do you think I don’t hear you, Nell? Is that what you think?”

“No, I think you hear me, but I don’t think you’re listening to me.”

“Look,” she said. “We’ll talk more about this later, okay?”

Always later. 

“Now, are you sure you don’t want to come to the party? You remember parties, don’t you? I mean, I know it’s been a while since we’ve been to one, but I’m pretty sure there’ll be food and people and maybe music. You may not be familiar with this thing called fun, but—” 

“No thanks,” said Nell. 

“Okay, but if you change your mind—”

“I won’t.”

Her mom shrugged and then left. Nell watched her go.

Nell sat on the camper steps and pictured the imaginary line in her head once more. It had faded. “I’m not going to cross that line. William Thomas Hallenbeck didn’t give in. Neither did Concepción Picciotto. They stayed there until they died.”

Nell didn’t want to die in this camper. She wanted to go to seventh grade.

She grabbed her mom’s lipstick and leaned out the camper door as far as she could go. She drew a bright red line on the pavement, just below the step. “There,” she said. “Now I can see it better.”







CHAPTER 38

Tildy

On the day of the big party at The Spot, Tildy was getting ready to go over to the tavern to help with decorations. She and Leon had made a plan the night before after he called her all in a panic because (1) none of the decorations were up yet, (2) he had to take his grandmother to a very important hair appointment the next morning, and (3) somebody needed to seat the guests. 

Leon needed her help, and maybe when she was over there, she could get his help. Maybe Leon could get Frederica Verne to track down Phil Abelasky. Or maybe Frederica Verne could somehow make Phil return the necklace? She wasn’t sure how the whole spirit communication thing worked, but it was worth a try. 

On her way downstairs, she called out to Daddy Lou to let him know she was ready to leave. He didn’t answer.

“Have you seen Daddy Lou?” she asked Marguerite, who was on the couch in the living room, watching cartoons.

“I think he and Mama are outside,” she said.

Tildy went out the front door. She hurried along the stepping-stones through the clutter of antiques in the yard and noticed that the birdhouse Daddy Lou had stuck on top of the stepladder was lying in the grass. Tildy returned it to the ladder and headed for the driveway. When she rounded the giant light-up candy cane in the center of the yard, she saw Daddy Lou and her mama talking by the pickup truck. 

Tildy couldn’t hear what they were saying. Her mama’s back was to her, but Daddy Lou spotted Tildy right away and waved. Then—it was hard to tell for sure, but it looked like her mama was wiping her eyes. She didn’t turn around to see Tildy. Instead, she walked away toward the back of the house before Tildy even got to the truck.  

“What’s the matter?” she asked Daddy Lou.

“Nothing,” he said, adjusting his baseball hat. “You ready to go to Leon’s?”

“Is she upset?”

Daddy Lou climbed in the truck. “Ah, not over anything you need to worry about.”

What did that mean?

It was a short drive to The Spot, but Tildy’s worries went on for miles. Daddy Lou talked the whole way about Leon’s grandmother and Salisbury steak. Like he was going out of his way to make it seem as though everything was okay. 

But Tildy knew that everything wasn’t okay. They had been arguing, she could tell. And her mama had been crying. 

Maybe Marguerite was right. Maybe she really was going to leave again.

Tildy felt the hole inside her get even bigger.
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Inside The Spot, the stained-glass windows were lit up in warm light. The main part of the tavern was empty, but the place smelled like barbeque sauce and jalapeño corn bread. Tildy could hear the clang of pots from the cooks busy in the kitchen. 

She found a note left on the bar, next to a box of decorations. It was from Leon.

Tildy, 

Thanks for helping. Do whatever you want with the decorations. Try to make it look like a happy going-away/birthday party. If there is such a thing.

Leon

Tildy didn’t know how to decorate for a going-away/birthday party. She found some balloons in the box and blew them up. Then she stood on the tables and hung streamers across the ceiling of the tavern. She wasn’t paying too much attention. Because her thoughts kept coming back to the same thing: Was her mama planning to leave again? 

Tildy was just climbing down off a table when Leon came in. He was dressed in a suit and bow tie, and Tildy could see the outline of David Attenborough in his jacket pocket. His hair was combed back out of his face. “Whoa,” he said, when he saw the balloons and streamers. “You’re really good at decorating.” Then he touched her arm. “Something happened last night. Frederica said something else.” 

“Did you ask her about my necklace?” 

“I didn’t have a chance,” he said. “Sorry. It’s just that she has her own way of doing things. As soon as I make a connection with her, she says something, and then it’s all over.” 

“What did she say this time?”

“Stares,” he said. “You know, like I’m staring at you? Stares.” 

“What does that mean?”

Leon shrugged. “I don’t know. I think maybe she’s watching me.”

“Do you think we could—” 

Before Tildy finished, the door opened. Sebastian Blechy stepped into the tavern. He was the first party guest to arrive.

Mr. Blechy stood in the center of the room with his hands on his hips. He smiled his very large mouth at Leon. “It’s the end of an era. But don’t you worry, son. You will be welcome in my sports bar anytime you please. We’re going to have twenty-eight big-screen TVs.” Then he scanned the room. “Where’s your grandmother?”

“Upstairs getting ready,” Leon replied. “Tildy will show you to your table.”

After Tildy led Mr. Blechy to a table in the corner, people arrived in droves. The Banzonis, Betsy Day, the mayor, and a lot of people that Leon said were from his church. A lot, a lot. 

Tildy was waiting for her family to get there. She held her breath every time the tavern door opened. Her heart pounded and her hands were sweaty. She wanted to see them, but at the same time she didn’t. There was an awful feeling inside her that she couldn’t shake. Something bad was coming, she could tell.

Most of the tables were filled by the time her family arrived. Nell’s mom was first through the door, and she said hello to Tildy and Leon, smiling a big red lipstick smile. Then Marguerite and Daddy Lou stepped inside. 

“Hard to believe this is the end of The Spot,” said Daddy Lou to Leon. He gently pinched Tildy’s arm. “The place looks great, kiddo.”

But Tildy didn’t say anything. She was staring past him at her mama. 

It was all she could look at. The pink scarf was around her mama’s neck. The same one she had taken with her when she left. 

No. No, no, no. 

That was it. The necklace was lost, and she was leaving. It was over.

Tildy realized Leon’s lips were moving, but she hadn’t heard him. Her heart was pounding in her ears. 

He touched her hand. “Tildy?” he said.

She heard her name. It sounded far away, but somehow it brought her back. Back to the tavern. And to the going-away party.

The going-away party. A party for going away? It was the first time it occurred to Tildy how wrong this all was. 

“Tildy?” Leon said again. “Don’t you want to show your family to their table? I think my grandmother wants to say something.” 

“May I have your attention, please!” Leon’s grandmother’s voice blared through speakers.

Tildy led her family to their table. She sat in a chair across from her mama. And her pink scarf. 

Everybody turned so that they could see Leon’s grandmother. Tildy had to look twice because her long orange-red hair was now very short and very blue. 

“Whoa,” said Daddy Lou. “That is some blue hair.”

Nell’s mom, who was sitting next to Daddy Lou, said, “She came by the senior center this morning with a little hair problem.”

“Ooh, this thing works good,” said Leon’s grandmother, turning the microphone in her hand. 

The noisy room quieted to whispers. 

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to sing.”

A few people laughed.

“I’m so grateful to all of you for showing up,” Leon’s grandmother continued. “Not just for me, but for my beloved Milton, may he rest in peace. This was his place. After Milton passed, I didn’t know what to do. Nothing was the same. But then my grandson—you all know Leon, don’t you?”

Everybody clapped and hollered, and Leon’s face turned bright red.

 “My grandson, Leon . . . Well, it’s thanks to him that we are here tonight, really. You see, Leon saved me from the Depths of Despair. It’s because of him that I know Milton would want me to move on. Close the book on this chapter, so to speak, and start a new one. So here we are. On what would have been my Milton’s sixty-third birthday.” She held up a glass of wine. “So let’s raise a glass for Leon and Milton. Two people who would never steer me wrong.”

Tildy raised her glass of water while everyone chanted Leon’s name. He was standing at the back of the room, and he kind of looked like he was going to be sick. 

“Milton always wanted The Spot to be the kind of place where you could meet friends, celebrate special times, and have some good eats,” said his grandmother. “Lord knows he wasn’t perfect. But he was always there for you when you needed him to be. Always. And I know he’s here with us now.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “So, in honor of Milton, I’d like to invite each of you to share a memory of him.” 

She passed the microphone to an older man, who was at the table closest to her. “Oh my. I didn’t prepare any remarks, but I remember that Milton always told me . . .”

But Tildy stopped listening after that. She was watching her mama across from her. She was laughing at whatever was being said. Smiling. Sipping from her water glass. 

She adjusted the pink scarf around her neck.

Tildy thought about what Leon’s grandmother said about his grandfather. He was always there for you when you needed him to be. 

Tildy didn’t know what was going to happen next. But suddenly she was standing. 







CHAPTER 39

Tildy

“Tildy,” said Daddy Lou, “what’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer because right when she stood up, the man had finished his speech, and everybody was clapping. Then, into the microphone, Leon’s grandmother said, “Oh good. Tildy, sugar, would you like to go next?”

But Tildy did not move. She was still looking at her mama.

“Tildy?” said her mama, quietly. “Are you okay?”

Was it the question? Or was it the fact that her mama was asking it? Something made Tildy think: Was she okay? Was she? Nothing lately had felt okay. Not her mama leaving, not her coming back. Not losing the necklace. Not knowing if she was going to leave again. And not the hole inside her.

Was she okay?

No. She wasn’t. Not even close.

She heard Leon’s grandmother say, “You don’t have to be afraid, sugar. Go on. Speak from your heart.”

Tildy imagined herself at the edge of the hole, trying to get rid of the nothing and fill the empty space. Would it ever be filled up? 

“I lost the necklace.”

Tildy heard the words but didn’t know who said them. Around the room, everybody was staring at her.

And then she realized. Leon’s grandmother had put the microphone in her hand. 

“Tildy,” said Daddy Lou softly, “now isn’t the time.”

He reached for the microphone, and Tildy let him have it. Then she ran outside. 

She didn’t have a chance to think about what she’d done before her mama was there.

“I lost the necklace,” she said again. 

“It’s okay,” said her mama. “I’m sure it’ll turn up—”

“No,” said Tildy. “It’s gone. Lost forever. There’s no getting it back.”

Her mama took a deep breath. “I see.”

“Are you going to leave again? I need to know.”

Her mama took a step backward like the question knocked her off balance.

Tildy didn’t wait for an answer. “I want to be happy that you’re back, I want to, but I can’t be, because you left us. You took your pink scarf and your suitcase, and you left. You. Left. Us. And you could leave us again. But how could you? How?” 

As Tildy stood on the sidewalk outside of the tavern, a warm wind was blowing. Across the street a plastic bag caught in a tree branch filled with air and tried to take flight. 

“Tildy,” her mama said. Her voice was soft but steady. “I’m sorry.”

Tildy faced her. “You said it, I heard you. Before you left. You told Daddy Lou. You said, ‘I don’t know if I can do this anymore.’ You said, ‘I don’t even know who she is.’ Did I do something to make you want to leave?” Tildy wiped at her tears. “Tell me, please. Just tell me. What did I do? Please. Just tell me. I don’t want to do it again.”

Her mama took a step closer. She looked like she was confused. “You? Is that what you’ve been thinking all this time? Listen to me. You did nothing.” Her eyes were full. “Nothing.”

“I’m so mad at you,” said Tildy. Her voice was louder now. “I don’t want . . . I don’t want to be mad at you, . . . but I am. And I can’t stop.” Her heart was racing and her breath was catching on the sobs. 

“It’s okay,” her mama said. 

“No,” Tildy told her. “It isn’t okay.” Because it wasn’t. And she wasn’t sure it would ever be. 

Tildy’s mama pulled her into her arms. This time, Tildy let her.

“It isn’t okay,” Tildy said again.

A big gust of wind freed the plastic bag from the tree branch. It floated in the air like a balloon.

“I’m sorry,” her mama whispered into Tildy’s neck. “I’m so sorry I hurt you. And you’re right. What I did wasn’t okay.”

Tildy pulled away and wiped her nose. “Why did you have to leave?” she asked.

Her mama shook her head. “Because . . . I don’t know. I guess I was lost. I looked in the mirror one day and saw somebody I didn’t recognize. I looked in the mirror and thought, I don’t even know who she is.”

Those words gave Tildy a jolt. I don’t even know who she is. She hadn’t been talking about Tildy. She had been talking about herself. 

“I know I hurt you by going away.” She wiped away a tear on Tildy’s cheek. “And I am so sorry about that. So very sorry. I can’t undo what’s in the past. The only thing I can change is what I do from here on out. I don’t know if it’s possible to make up for what I did. But that’s on me.” She put her hand over her heart. “On me.” She sniffed. “Maybe it isn’t possible. I don’t know. But I promise you this: I’m not going to stop trying.”

The wind blew her mama’s hair into her face. She swept it aside and tucked it behind her ear.

“But how can I be sure I won’t lose you again?” said Tildy. She needed to know. She needed some kind of guarantee.

Her mama opened her mouth to answer, but somebody screamed then. A high-pitched, nails-across-the-chalkboard, run-for-your-life scream. It came from inside the tavern. 

Tildy and her mama ran to the tavern’s door and threw it open. The first thing Tildy saw was Betsy Day, who owned the flower shop in town, on top of a table. Her foot was in a plate of half-eaten barbeque.

“Roach!” yelled Betsy Day, pointing to the floor. “Roach!!”







CHAPTER 40

Leon

Leon felt his jacket pocket for David Attenborough, but it was empty. Oh, crap, crap, crap!

He scanned the room. At first, everybody was staring at Betsy Day on top of the table, not understanding what was happening. But then Leon saw David Attenborough scurry out from under her table, his big black-and-brown body zigzagging around people’s feet. And then everybody was yelling and standing on chairs and pointing. 

Leon climbed on top of a barstool and waved his arms over his head. “Don’t step on him!” he hollered. He saw David Attenborough dodge a few shoes coming down hard in his direction. “Please! He’s a pet!” 

He saw Tildy’s dad running toward Betsy Day with a shoe in his hand. “I’ve got him!” he hollered, cocking his arm. 

“No, don’t!” shouted Leon.

Mr. Blechy, who was standing on top of a booth bench, pointed to the floor by the hostess station.

“It went over there!” yelled Mr. Blechy.

“You’re scaring him!” Leon yelled. “Please! He’s more afraid of you than you are of him.” 

“I don’t think so,” said Wanda Banzoni, straddling a plate of Caesar salad. 

Then Tildy grabbed the microphone. “Everybody stop!” Her amplified voice cut through the chaos. “Kindly wait outside while we locate David Attenborough. He’s Leon’s pet. Now, proceed to the door and watch your step.” 

Tildy’s mama stood at the door, motioning for people to go outside. 

“You heard the girl. Everybody get out!” hollered Leon’s grandmother. “In a calm, orderly fashion, get out! And watch your feet! That’s my sugar’s bug that’s running loose!”

People rushed for the door while Leon got to his knees and crawled around calling David Attenborough’s name. He couldn’t find him anywhere.

 Oh please, please, don’t let anybody step on him. Why did he take him out of his terrarium in the first place? Why? He’d wanted David Attenborough to be at the party, too. He just wasn’t thinking. 

“There it is!” yelled somebody. “Over by the basement door!”

Leon jumped to his feet. He looked across the room. 

Then the lights inside the tavern flickered, and there was a rumble of thunder. Tildy’s mama turned around and said, “A storm’s coming. I’m going to take everybody across the street so we don’t get blown away.”

“Maybe you should go with them,” Leon said to his grandmother. “The fewer people in here, the less chance David Attenborough will get stepped on. I’m sorry for messing up Grandfather’s party.” 

“Don’t you worry your head about it,” she said, kissing his cheek.

Tildy closed the door behind Leon’s grandmother. “We’ll find him,” she said.

“I should have never let him out,” said Leon. “It’s all my fault.”

“You can’t undo the past.” Tildy was looking under dinner plates and cloth napkins. “You can only change what you do right now. And right now, we’re going to find him.”

Leon was overcome with dread. “Someone said they saw him at the cellar door. I think he might’ve gone down there.”

“Okay then,” said Tildy. “Come on.” 

Leon did not move.

“Come on,” repeated Tildy, tugging on his arm. 

Leon followed Tildy behind the bar and stood next to her at the door to the cellar. It was open a crack. 

He hated this door. These stairs. The darkness. 

He closed his eyes.

And that’s when Leon heard his grandfather’s voice. 

The other day I asked him to get me a lightbulb from the cellar, and he wouldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it! He just stood at the top of the stairs, stiff as a board. Never seen a kid like him. I mean, he’s my grandson and all that, but, Weezie, I’m telling you straight, the boy’s weird.

He heard all of the things his grandfather had said about him through the blue wall of his bedroom.

He thought about the wooden stairs in front of him. They were waiting to take him down into darkness. 

And then he heard another voice. It was Frederica’s. Lying. Stares. 

Leon took in a long breath. He pulled on the heavy door with both hands and shoved the wedge into the doorjamb to hold it open. Below him, the stairs were dark and dangerous. Then he noticed something sitting on the far side of the first step. He bent down for a closer look.

“Do you see him?” asked Tildy.

Leon shook his head. “There’s something on the step.” He reached for it.

It wasn’t David Attenborough. It was a lion.

Not a real lion, of course, but a sculpture of one. He picked it up. It was heavy, and he needed both hands to hold it. 

Tildy ran her hand over the top. “That looks really old,” she said. “What’s a lion doing on the stairs?”

As soon as she asked the question, Leon knew. 

Frederica hadn’t said lying. 

And she hadn’t said stares.

She’d said lion. 

And stairs.

He must’ve misheard her because he’d felt so guilty about lying to his grandmother. 

“Lion,” he said to Tildy. “Frederica said lion. And stairs. She knew it was here and wanted me to find it.”

“But why would she want you to find it?” asked Tildy.

“I’m not sure. Grandmother said my grandfather called me Leonidas the Lion.”

Leon held tight to the lion and looked again down the stairs that disappeared into the dark. Somewhere in that dark was David Attenborough. 

He took a deep breath. And he went down the stairs into the cellar.







THE LION

Louis Vidal was an artist who also happened to be blind. In the mid-to-late 1800s, he had been known throughout France as Vidal l’aveugle, which meant “Vidal the Blind.” Remarkably, by using touch and feel, he was able to create exquisitely detailed models of animals, which were then cast into bronze. His sculptures were desired by wealthy art collectors and even French royalty.

Princess Mathilde Laetitia Wilhelmine Bonaparte was an admirer of Monsieur Vidal’s work and had amassed a collection of his sculptures. She displayed them next to her most treasured books in the library of her maison forte in Paris. Her favorite piece was Lion en marche (The Striding Lion). She loved it for its beauty in strength and power. Qualities she saw within herself, to be sure.

In Princess Mathilde’s employ were at least fifty servants, but her favorite of them was a young handmaid named . . . Actually, the princess couldn’t remember her favorite handmaid’s real name, but she liked to call her Sparrow because she always sang while she worked.

Sparrow also loved Lion en marche and spent more time dusting it than any other object the princess owned. In the lion’s face there was a fierceness she admired. Its long, full mane. Its open mouth, baring sharp teeth. Its tense eyes, ready for a bloody brawl. 

Sparrow was nothing like the lion. Or so she thought. 

When Sparrow turned nineteen, she fell ill. Princess Mathilde offered to give Sparrow a room in her maison forte so that she could be cared for properly, but Sparrow refused. She wanted to go home to convalesce in her small village of Chevreuse. 

Princess Mathilde made arrangements for Sparrow to leave Paris in one of her finest carriages. Right before her departure, the princess retrieved the beloved lion sculpture from her library and placed it in Sparrow’s lap. “When you are better,” Princess Mathilde told Sparrow, “you can bring the lion back for a visit. I shall very much like to see you both again.”

Sadly, Sparrow’s condition worsened soon after she arrived at Chevreuse, and so she was never able to return the lion to the princess. Sparrow, whose real name was Fleur Bouchard, told no one that her lion had once belonged to Princess Mathilde. After Fleur’s untimely death, her only brother, Valentin, sold the sculpture to the proprietor of a local café who needed a doorstop. 

The café caught fire a few years later, and while the building was being repaired, Guy Toussaint, an art collector, spotted the lion on an early morning stroll. Immediately recognizing a Vidal l’aveugle sculpture, he offered an impressive sum of money to acquire the café’s doorstop. Guy Toussaint brought the lion home and placed it in the center of his desk, where it stayed for the next forty-nine years.

Until, through a friend of a friend of a friend of a mutual collector, an American named Frederica Verne visited Monsieur Toussaint’s house. She was in the market for a new French sculpture. She took a liking to Lion en marche and made an offer to acquire it. A very generous offer. 

Frederica Verne shipped the sculpture home to Plucketts, Maryland, where it stayed in a box under her kitchen table until a few months before her death. Her acquaintance Milton Monteforte, whom she’d met just once before in Baltimore at the Charm City Flea Market & Antique Emporium, when he was trying to find a robot for his young daughter, needed a gift for his grandson, Leon, for his twelfth birthday. Leon’s birthday was still months away, but Milton wanted something special, and he thought of Frederica and her immense collection. 

Leonidas was strong, Milton told Frederica. Like a lion. Bold. He just didn’t know it yet.

Lion en marche immediately came to Frederica’s mind. Something told her Leon should have the lion. He needed the lion. She gave Milton Monteforte the sculpture free of charge.

Milton tucked the gift away at the top of the cellar stairs, intending to move it to a safer hiding spot as soon as he had time. Two weeks later, he passed away from a heart attack. 

 







CHAPTER 41

Nell

Nell stared at the red lipstick line outside the camper door. The wind was getting up, and it blew the awning on the camper. Wlap, wlap, wlap. An empty plastic water bottle scuttled across the gravel parking lot.

She was bored. And hungry. 

She hoped her mom would bring her some food from the party. Something chocolatey. She hadn’t brought any chocolate cake home from the Gubberses’ that time. It was like she was mounting a counterprotest. Until Nell didn’t leave the camper, chocolate would be withheld.

Being an activist was hard. 

Her stomach grumbled. What she could really go for was guacamole and chips. The kind with a hint of lime. She wondered if there were any at the party.

Nell held the bugle in her lap. 

She brought it to her lips. She tried to remember how to play the Mess call, which was what signaled the soldiers that it was time to eat. The more notes she played, the faster it came back to her, until she played the whole thing. Just like Mum had taught her. 

She played it again and again. 

“Are you ready for adventure?” she whispered after she was done, which was exactly the way Mum used to wake her up when she was little. 

Nell listened for a reply, just in case. 

And then she heard a commotion next door at the tavern. People were pouring out of the place. What was going on? Everybody huddled on the sidewalk outside. But she didn’t see her mom in the crowd. 

The wind was blowing harder now. She pressed the button to retract the awning from the camper, and when she looked back outside, the crowd was moving across the street. All together.

“Hey!” she yelled. “Is everything okay?”

Her voice disappeared into the wind. Something was wrong. She felt it. Where was her mom?

She looked at the lipstick line below the steps. 

She had to do something.

Nell stood on the edge of the step. She took a long, deep breath. Then she jumped over the line.

She ran as fast as she could, which wasn’t very fast at all because she hated running. But it wasn’t too far. She ran into the tavern. It was empty. “Hello?” she called. “Mom? Hello?”

 “Down here!” said a muffled voice from behind the bar.

“Where?” Then Nell saw a door behind the bar propped open. She went to it. “Hello?”

Tildy appeared from the darkness at the bottom of the stairs. “Oh, it’s you. We’re trying to find David Attenborough. He escaped, and we think he’s in the cellar.”

The cockroach had escaped. Wonderful. 

“Have you seen my mom?” asked Nell.

“Just Leon and I stayed back. Everyone else went outside to keep from stepping on David Attenborough. Come help us look,” said Tildy. She disappeared back down the stairs. 

“Won’t he come back on his own?” asked Nell hopefully.

“No,” she heard Leon yell. “He won’t.”

Nell did not want to go down into a dark basement to look for a giant cockroach. This was ridiculous. Didn’t cockroaches belong in basements? Weren’t they at home there?

She waited at the top of the stairs. They weren’t coming up. “Fine,” said Nell. “Here I come.” She pulled the door open wider. Man, it was heavy.

As she stepped through, Leon yelled, “Don’t let the door close all the way!”

But it was too late. The door slammed shut.

“Oh no, what did you do?” said Leon. “What did you do?”

“What?” said Nell. “It was just the door.”

Tildy ran up the stairs past her. She tried the door. It wouldn’t budge. “The latch is broken,” she explained. “That’s why it was propped open.”

“What are you saying?” said Nell. “That we’re trapped down here? With an enormous cockroach?”

“Yeah,” said Tildy, “that’s what I’m saying.” 

Nell pulled the latch with both hands and pushed on the door with her shoulder. “This can’t be happening.”

“Keep trying the door,” Tildy told her, “and we’ll keep looking for David Attenborough.”

That suited Nell fine. She did not want to search for a missing cockroach. Every time she pushed on the door she heard her mum’s voice in her head. Are you ready for adventure? 

Nell shook her head. This could not be what she had meant.

“David Attenborough,” said Leon, his voice cracking. “Please come to me. Please. I can’t lose you. I can’t.”

“Too bad we don’t have any peanut butter,” said Tildy. “I bet that would get him to come to us.”

“Yeah,” said Leon. “It probably would.”

Nell got an idea then. She brought her bugle to her lips and played a few notes.

Bumm

di dum

ba di do

dum

“You’re a genius, Nell,” whispered Leon. “Don’t stop.”

Nell kept playing. She did not stop until David Attenborough crawled on her foot, which was in a flip-flop. “Oh my gosh oh my gosh oh my gosh. He’s on my foot. Ahhhh, he’s moving. Leon, he’s moving now. He’s on my foot. And he’s moving oh my gosh. Get it off! Get it off! No offense, David Attenborough. Get him off or I’m going to kick him off!”

“No!” yelled Tildy and Leon at the same time. 

 “David Attenborough!” yelled Leon, grabbing his cockroach and holding it close to his cheek. 

Disgusting. 

 “Just so you know, I am never doing that again,” said Nell. Then she tried the door again. It didn’t budge. “This stupid thing won’t open!” 

“My grandfather said that you had to pull the latch hard to get it to release,” said Leon.

“I did pull it hard,” said Nell. “It didn’t do anything.”

“Let’s try together,” said Tildy. She stood next to Nell and they both pulled on the latch.

“We need to get out of here,” said Leon, who was standing at the bottom of the stairs and holding a lion statue. “Nell, can you call your mom and get her to come open the door?”

“I would,” said Nell, “but I didn’t bring my phone.”

“I’m really trying not to freak out here,” said Leon. 

“All three of us this time,” said Tildy.

Leon climbed the stairs, and they lined up side by side. They pulled the latch and pushed against the door. 

“Come on, muscle,” said Leon, “show yourself. One, two, three.”

They pushed again, but the door wouldn’t move. 

“It’s not working,” said Tildy.

Leon jiggled the latch. “We need something heavy to hit it.” 

“What about that thing?” said Nell, pointing to the lion.

“Oh, yeah,” said Leon. “Watch out.” He held the lion sculpture above the latch on the door and brought it down hard. 

Nothing happened.

He tried again, and this time, he heard a click inside the latch mechanism. “Well, I either broke it completely or that might’ve done the trick.” All three of them pushed. 

The door opened.







CHAPTER 42

Tildy

When Tildy, Leon, and Nell ran outside to find everybody else, it was raining pretty hard.

“Where did they go?” asked Nell. Her braids whipped in the wind.

“I don’t know, maybe the auction house?” said Tildy. “My mama said she was taking everybody somewhere to get out of the storm.”

“I just came from there,” said Nell. “They didn’t go that way.”

The bowling alley across the street had a “Closed to Attend The Spot’s Farewell Party” sign on the front door. The lights were on inside the laundromat, but there wasn’t a soul inside. The only other place on the block was an empty two-story brick building that used to be a hair salon. The front window on the first floor was covered in brown paper so that you couldn’t see inside, but Tildy could tell there was a light on. 

“Maybe they’re in there?” she said, pointing to the building.

Leon nodded. He covered his shirt pocket with his hand to protect David Attenborough from the rain and hiked up the lion under his other arm. Then he made a run for it.

“Go, go, go!” Tildy yelled.

Nell took off after Leon, and Tildy ran after them. The street was a fast-moving stream.

Tildy stood at the door, soaked. She wiped the wet hair out of her face.  Slowly, she turned the knob and pushed the door open. 

Everyone was there. 

Leon’s grandmother hollered, “There they are!” Then she shuffled over to them and kissed Leon’s head. “Did you find him, sugar?” 

Leon tipped open his shirt pocket so that his grandmother could see that David Attenborough had been found. “Praise the Lord,” she said. “They got him, everybody! They got him! We can all go back to the tavern now. I believe we’ve got more celebrating to do.”

Nell’s mom ran over to Nell and said, “Oh my gosh, what do you know, Elvis has left the building! I thought you’d never come out of the camper. You’re as stubborn as your mum, you know that?” 

“Yeah,” said Nell. “I know.” 

The crowd started drifting out the door and back to the tavern. 

Daddy Lou winked at Tildy as he and Marguerite headed out and said, “Your mama’s in the back.”

Tildy nodded. This place didn’t look like a hair salon anymore. What was going on in here?

There was one big room with wide-planked wooden floors. Three fans that hung from the high ceiling were spinning. The walls were brick, and drawings were strung along them from a piece of fishing line. There were large butcher-block tables with metal stools in the center of the room, and wooden easels propped along the back. 

Tildy’s mama emerged holding a stack of canvases. 

“What do you think of the place?” she said when Tildy went over to her.

“What is it?”

“My new art studio and gallery,” she replied, and touched Tildy’s shoulder. “I’m going to make art. And teach.”

“You are?”

Her mama nodded and smiled. “I am.” Then she took Tildy’s hand and said, “Come here. I want to show you something.” She led her to one of the tables. There was a pile of papers there. Her mama pulled one out. 

It was a watercolor painting of the amber necklace. A real close-up view of it and the bug inside. 

“I’ve been working on this for a while,” she said. “That’s the reason I wanted to borrow the necklace from you. I had been working from memory, and I wasn’t sure I captured the essence of the bug.”

Tildy shook her head. “I’m sorry I lost it. I’m so sorry.”

Her mama was quiet for what seemed like a long time. 

“Are you mad?” Tildy asked.

Tildy’s mama held Tildy’s face in her hands and leaned in close. “No, I’m not mad. I was just thinking about how easy it is to lose things.”

“Before, you said you were lost,” said Tildy. “Does that mean you found yourself in New York?”

Her mama shook her head. “I thought I would. But, no, I didn’t. The thing is, I’m not sure what I thought I’d lost was ever really gone. I think I just needed to figure out where to look.” She took in a deep breath and put her arm around Tildy’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about the necklace. Things come into and out of our lives all the time. But they’re just things. And when we lose one thing, we can almost always find another. Things can be replaced.”

Tildy thought about the No Sells she’d been finding parts for. “And maybe the thing you replace it with isn’t the same as before,” said Tildy. “But maybe that’s okay?”

Her mama smiled and pulled Tildy close. “Maybe it is.” 







CHAPTER 43

Leon

When the party was winding down and people were starting to head home, Leon sat at the bar next to his grandmother. She was playing one of Grandfather’s Edith Piaf records on his record player. Leon had put the lion sculpture on the bar in front of him. He opened a can of tomato juice and poured it into a glass.

Mr. Blechy came over to them. “This was some party, Weezie. Some party.” He shook her hand. 

“Yes, it was,” she said. “Milton would’ve thought so, too.”

“You know,” said Mr. Blechy, smiling wide, “this place has been good for Plucketts. You make a mean chicken salad sandwich. Here’s something I don’t understand, though. Why are there grapes in chicken salad? Does anybody know?” He laughed. 

Leon and his grandmother looked at each other.“What did you just say?” she asked.

“I said I never understood why there are grapes in chicken salad.” He smiled again and then shrugged. 

All at once, Leon realized. It hadn’t been his grandfather’s voice he’d heard at the revival. It had been Sebastian Blechy’s. And then he remembered that his grandmother had once said there was something about Mr. Blechy’s voice that reminded her of his grandfather’s. 

Did that mean he never heard his dead grandfather’s voice? Was it all a mistake? 

“Anyway, some party.” Mr. Blechy popped the last slice of jalapeno cornbread from a platter into his enormous mouth. “I’ll be by tomorrow with the paperwork. This was a terrific tavern, but it will be a spectacular sports bar.” Then he walked out into the storm.

Leon looked at the lion. He tried to be strong.

“Grandmother,” said Leon. “I need to tell you something.” He swallowed. “I lied to you. In Bible study. I never heard Grandfather’s voice.”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

“I told you I heard him say sell. But that wasn’t true,” said Leon. 

Her eyebrows went up. Way up. Yeesh.

“I was just worried about you,” he said. “And I wanted you to be happy. And not to be in the Depths of Despair anymore. After we lost Grandfather, I lost you, too. And I missed you so much. When you decided to sell, you came back to me.” He put his head down on the bar. “I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner.”

“Yes, I should say so,” she said. “But, well, you told me now. And that must’ve been a hard thing to do.”

He lifted his head. “You have no idea.”

“And you won’t lie to me again, right? About my hair, or voices, or anything else?”

Leon nodded. “Right.”

She patted the bar with both hands. “Well, okay then.”

“Okay then, what?” he said.

“Okay then, we’re good.”

“Really?” Leon was relieved. “So you’re not going to sell The Spot to Mr. Blechy?”

“Of course I am,” she said. “I do wish my Milton had given me his blessing. But you’re right. Once I made the decision to sell, I felt better. I felt like myself again.”

Leon touched the bronze lion. 

“Where’d you find that anyway?” asked his grandmother.

“On the stairs in the cellar,” said Leon. “Even though I didn’t hear from Grandfather, it turns out I still do have the Gift. I do. I contacted the spirit of this lady, Frederica Verne, and she told me about a lion on the stairs. It actually helped us get out of the cellar after we found David Attenborough.”

“Is that so?” she said. “Well, your grandfather got that for you for your next birthday.”

“He did?”

“He was so happy when he brought that home for you.”

“That doesn’t sound like him,” said Leon.

 “Well, he was a man with some intrigue, let me tell you. I’m sorry he didn’t get to give it to you himself. You were his Leonidas the Lion, you know.”

David Attenborough climbed out of Leon’s pocket, down his arm, and on top of the lion sculpture. That’s when something occurred to Leon. “If Grandfather got that lion for me, then how would Frederica Verne know he put it on the stairs?”

Grandmother shook her head. “Now, that, sugar, is a mighty good question.”







CHAPTER 44

Nell

On the very early morning that Nell and her mom were ready to head out of Plucketts, Tildy and Leon were in the auction house parking lot just as the sun was coming up. Nell’s mom had already disconnected the hose and electric cord, and had gone to find the nearest dumping station to empty the camper’s wastewater tank. Nell was sitting in a fold-up chair in the middle of the empty parking lot. She had her bugle around her neck.

Leon, who now had a bright red mohawk thanks to Nell’s mom, handed Nell a white bakery bag. She smelled the lemon before she even opened the bag. 

“How long will it take you to get there?” he asked.

“We’re stopping in West Virginia first to see the world’s largest teapot,” said Nell, rolling her eyes, “and then we’re heading south after that. We should be back in Florida by tonight.”

“You’re coming back next summer, though, right?” said Tildy.

“Yeah, definitely. My mom won’t stop until she’s seen every uncharted spectacle on the East Coast.” She glanced at her phone and then back at Tildy. “Still no word from that guy about your necklace.”

“Phil Abelasky.” Tildy shrugged. “It’s okay. He found it, so maybe he wants to keep it for himself.”

“Maybe,” said Nell. “Has that Frederica spirit lady said anything about it?”

At the sound of Frederica’s name, Leon’s cockroach climbed out of his pocket and onto his shoulder. Even after the roach had crawled onto her foot in the basement the night of the party, the sight of it still grossed her out. It was just one of those things she’d never get used to. That was normal, right? 

“Last night I tried asking her again about the necklace, and about my grandfather, and about your mum, Bridget,” he said to Nell. “She answered, but I don’t know what she meant.”

“What?” asked Tildy. “What did she say?”

“She just said fill.” Leon shrugged. And then his eyes got wide. “No, wait! Not fill. Phil! She said Phil!” 

Nell and Tildy laughed. “Abelasky,” they said at the same time.

Nell’s mom pulled the camper into the parking lot. She leaned out the driver’s-side window and said, “Anybody want to see the world’s biggest teapot? Or maybe the world’s biggest collection of pinball machines?”

“That wasn’t part of the plan,” said Nell, climbing into the passenger seat. “First teapot, then Florida. That was the agreement.” 

“Fine,” said her mom, winking at Leon and Tildy. “We’ll stick to the grand plan.”

As she pulled away, Nell leaned out the camper window. She waved to Tildy and Leon. “Tell your parents and your grandmother to get you phones!” And she kept on waving until she couldn’t see them anymore.



[image: image]





Just outside of Plucketts, Nell’s phone buzzed. 

In Atlanta, Marcus wrote.

Nell replied, Heading home to Florida. I hate that you won’t be there.

Me too, he wrote. 

Just because we don’t live in the same place anymore you won’t forget me, right? Right?

Hey, Nell, he texted. I still owe you an N.

For our poem? Yeah, you do. I thought you forgot.

I’ve got one, he wrote.

About time. 

Ready?

Any day now, she wrote. She tapped her knee while she waited for a reply.

No way we’ll ever stop being friends, you and me. Never.

Ever, she texted back.

 







CHAPTER 45

Tildy

The last Saturday of summer break, the necklace was still gone, but Mama wasn’t. 

Tildy was up and dressed early, even though she wasn’t helping out at the auction house regularly anymore. She put her collection of repaired No Sells, the ones with complete anatomies, into a box and carried it downstairs.  

Mama was at the kitchen table working on a sketch. 

When Tildy saw her, a strange feeling went through her. It had been fifteen days since Mama had come home. But every time Tildy went downstairs in the morning and saw that she was still here, she had the feeling. It felt like things were maybe getting closer to the way they were before. Not the same, but close. 

“Morning,” said Mama. “Did you find it?”

Tildy shook her head. “I’ve checked everywhere.” 

“Maybe your sister has seen it?”

“She already asked me twice,” said Marguerite from the living room. She was brushing the hair on one of her Betsy McCall dolls. 

Daddy Lou was on his way out the door to the auction house. “Want me to bring any No Sells home?” he asked Tildy.

“That’s okay,” said Tildy. “I’m kind of busy with other stuff.” 

“Okay,” said Daddy Lou.

 “Well, maybe one or two,” she said. Then Tildy looked at Mama. “I can’t believe it’s gone.”

“What’s gone?” said Daddy Lou. 

“Tildy can’t find her bathing suit,” said Mama. “She’s going swimming with Leon.”

“Can’t you just stop at a store and get a new one?” said Daddy Lou.

Tildy thought about it. “There’s no place in Plucketts that sells bathing suits.”

“We can get one in Jasper,” said Mama. “Grab the box, and I’ll take you.” Then she called to Marguerite. “Girls’ outing, Marguerite! Come on, we’re going shopping and then dropping Tildy off at the pool.”

Tildy picked up the box of No Sells. She wondered if she should change their name to something else now that they were going to be on display at Mama’s art studio. “I’ll come over later to help you set up the window display,” she said. 

“Sounds like a plan,” said Mama, looping her purse on her shoulder. “I’m finishing the necklace painting today, no matter what. So I’ll be there.”

Tildy looked into Mama’s eyes and nodded. Mama would be there. 

Tildy could tell.







THE NECKLACE

At seventeen minutes past four o’clock in the afternoon on August 29, Phil Abelasky was walking to his parents’ house. It was his mom’s birthday. He’d made a tres leches cake and was carrying that along with her present—a necklace—which he’d put in a small velvet bag and stuck into the back pocket of his jeans. The necklace was some kind of golden glass, in a teardrop shape. And there was a bug inside. Which was weird. But in a good way. 

He’d found the necklace in a box of things he’d bought at an auction in some tiny town in Maryland. He couldn’t remember the name of the town. Or the auction house. He’d been on his way to Jasper but got lost.

Phil was used to losing things.

The day of the auction, he’d lost his cell phone and still hadn’t gotten a new one.

Anyway, between his apartment and his parents’ house he lost track of time. When he glanced at his watch, he realized he was almost twenty minutes late. He started to walk faster. Then he broke into a run. Unbeknownst to him, as he was running, the amber necklace shimmied its way out of his back pocket.

The necklace landed in a thatch of grass next to the sidewalk. 

It’s still there. 







Acknowledgments

I was a weird kid. Who became a weird grown-up. Who writes weird (some may say) books.

Who knows, maybe it’s just part of my anatomy.

I am grateful to my editor (and book-making magician), Catherine Frank, for embracing the weirdness of this story, even after discovering that there was a cockroach in it. I’m always astonished at her ability to look past a messy idea and see the book it could become. Her guidance with my revisions helped me see it, too. Thanks also to the rest of the Peachtree team for bringing this book to readers.

Thank you to my agent, Kristin Ostby of Greenhouse Literary Agency, who helped find a home for this book. She is an all-around supremely lovely person with keen editorial chops, and I feel lucky to be on her team. 

So many people graciously read drafts of this book, or parts of drafts, at various stages along the way. Thanks especially to my brilliant first readers, Elissa Brent Weissman and Annemarie O’Brien, whose feedback is always both generous and insightful. Thanks also to Kathi Appelt, Erin Entrada Kelly, Rachelle Cruz, Diane Sawyer, Lynne Kelly, Aldo Puicon, Hannah Moderow, Caroline Schuyler, Stephanie Mankins, Penny Cottrell, Kirsten Lum, and Kiley Orchard.

Thank you to all the teachers and students who have invited me into their classrooms to celebrate books and who have shared their own stories with me. Special thanks to Olimpia Ciccarella at the Woodland School, and to Heidi Potterfield and her fifth graders at Hancock Elementary.

Speaking of teachers, thank you to Sir David Attenborough (the person), who has spent a lifetime educating us about the natural world and the impact of humans on the planet. The planet is a mess, but thank you, Sir David, for always giving us a drop of hope. 

I’m grateful for the support of my friends, among them Yasmin Kloth, poet extraordinaire and instigator of midday chickens; Amy Cabrera, number one leader of cheer; and Irene Liu and Catherine Law, encouragers and facilitators of day job/writing job balance.

Most of all, I’m indebted to my family for their constant love and support, in particular my mom, Patricia Beard; my sister, Heidi; and the rest of the Potterfield clan. I’m so very grateful to you all. For everything.

Last but never ever least, thanks to Andy and Opal, who make me laugh, help me find my way back when I feel lost, and are always up for a weird adventure. Love you a lot. A lot, a lot.











About the Author

Shawn K. Stout is the author of several acclaimed books for young readers, including the Penelope Crumb series and The Impossible Destiny of Cutie Grackle. Shawn is a science writer at the National Institutes of Health and holds an MFA in writing from Vermont College of Fine Arts. She lives with her husband and daughter in Maryland. Visit her at ShawnKStout.com.




OEBPS/images/9781682636817.jpg
—

\
A\

=

SHAWN! K. STOUT





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
ANATOMY
OF

LOST
THINGS

Shawn K. Stout

EEEEEEEEE
AAAAAAA





OEBPS/images/Art_suborn.jpg





