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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Alvin Schwartz,

for scaring the snot out of generations

of young readers. And for making being

scared a whole bunch of fun!

And, as always, for Sara Jo.
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Editor’s Foreword

Reflections of an Overgrown Kid Camping in the Woods at Night


When I was a kid there were scary stories, but not Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark.

Those books were published in the ’80s, when I was already in my early twenties. By then I was big and tough and worked as a bodyguard. I wasn’t afraid of much. Not anymore.

But I remember being afraid.

I remember liking how that felt.

The ripples of goose bumps along my arms when there was a sound in the dark I couldn’t identify. The sudden intake of breath when something fell over in my closet for no good reason. The jolt to my heart as a floorboard creaked when I knew for sure no one else was home.

I lived in an old row home, so . . . sure . . . the place groaned and moaned, and the rational part of my mind knew that there were logical explanations. Foundation settling. The wood frame sagging under the weight of years. A mouse behind the wall.

There are always explanations.

But that didn’t stop me from being afraid.

Yeah, I really liked being afraid.

I watched scary movies even when I wasn’t allowed. I read horror comics. And I spent a lot of time listening to my grandmother—we called her Nanny—tell spooky stories. She knew a lot of them. She was pretty spooky herself. Born on Halloween and, I think, about a million years old. Or at least, she seemed that old. Her face was all wrinkles and creases, but her eyes were young. Like a faerie or an imp pretending to be an elderly lady.

Her house was filled with books about vampires, werewolves, ghosts, and all kinds of things that went bump in the dark. If Luna Lovegood from the Harry Potter novels was someone’s grandmother, that would be Nanny. I loved her. She was my favorite person.

She told me strange tales about haunted houses and monsters in closets and headless horsemen and crawly things that didn’t have a name. She told me about lost souls and hungry ghouls and disembodied hands scuttling like spiders.

I used to think that she made those stories up, but later on discovered that she only made some of them up. A lot of those tales were old. Older than her, in some cases. Tales that were handed down over the years, like creepy heirlooms. Campfire stories, urban legends, myths, and even versions of classic fiction. I first met Dracula in one of her stories, but the way she told it was different from the novel I later read. The same with The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Frankenstein, and The Phantom of the Opera. She reshaped these tales to fit her mood and her likes and her quirky sense of humor. And that was absolutely perfect.

I’ve since retold some of her tales to my sister’s kids. Yes, I was the weird uncle who told spooky stories to my nephews. Proud of that, too.

I first encountered Alvin Schwartz’s Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark in 1983. I was about to go camping alone and wanted something creepy to read. The salesman at the bookstore said that the book was filled with “campfire stories and weird stuff like that.” He warned me that it was mostly for elementary readers, but I didn’t care. I bought it, and the latest books by Stephen King and Robert McCammon.

I spent a week camping and canoeing in the Pine Barrens of New Jersey. It is a vast forest, and you can be completely alone and cut off from everyone in a five-minute walk from the banks of the stream. I paddled along the cedar-water streams and hiked the woods, and then spent some very pleasant hours scaring the absolute bejeezus out of myself reading those stories. King scared me, because Stephen King scares everyone. McCammon scared me because he knows exactly how to do that. But when I opened Schwartz’s book, I expected to be amused but not actually scared. After all, I was a big, tough adult with black belts.

And yet . . .

There is something especially fascinating about spooky stories intended for young readers. There is a simplicity to them that is deceptive. Like an apple offered by a kindly old lady. Ask Snow White how that turned out.

Sure, the setting had a lot to do with it. All by myself in a night-dark forest, with ten thousand insects and animals out there watching me. This was years before cell phones were a thing. When you get lost in a forest like that, you are truly lost. You gain a whole new understanding of the word “alone.”

Alvin Schwartz’s stories genuinely creeped me out.

Some of them I even recognized as urban legends or folklore, but he gave them unnerving little twists. They were campfire tales, and I was huddled—with no one else around—by a campfire.

Sounds absurd, sure. Tough guy like me being spooked by stories for kids. But don’t forget, the kid we used to be is still alive in all of us. And the civilized part of us is only one power failure, one bad storm, one unexplainable moment of strangeness away from being a primitive and terrified caveman.

When I got back from my trip—and, no, I was not attacked by pop-eyed goblins, giant spiders, or the ghost of a serial killer—I went looking for more of those books. Unfortunately I had to wait until Halloween of the following year to get More Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark. And then there was a gap of years before Scary Stories 3: More Tales to Chill Your Bones was published.

And after that . . . nothing. No more. Alvin Schwartz died the year after that third book was published. He was in his midsixties, not much older than I am now.

I left bodyguard work behind and became a college instructor (teaching martial arts history, women’s self-defense, and jujutsu), then I ran a dojo, and soon I became a graphic artist. All of that was on the way to deciding to try my hand at writing my own scary stories. My first horror novel, Ghost Road Blues, was published in 2006, and I’ve written dozens of novels, short stories, and creepy comic books since then.

Over the years I’ve lost count of how many copies of the complete set of Scary Stories I’ve bought for friends. Not just for the kids of friends, but for any of my friends who like a creepy story well told. All of those copies could probably fill a truck. No, better yet, they could build a pretty cool fort to hide in on dark and stormy nights.

When the Horror Writers Association and Harper-Collins teamed up to do a tribute anthology, I was very excited. When they asked me to edit it, I was floored. I even got a little misty. Kind of wish Nanny was still with us . . . she’d be delighted.

I began reaching out to writers to see who might be interested. I was hoping that a few of the better authors I knew had heard of Alvin Schwartz’s books. Or maybe had bought them for their own children. What I did not expect was that all of them knew and loved these stories. Everyone had a favorite, and some could recite them from memory. When I talk to booksellers and librarians about this new book, I see their eyes light up. Even today, all these years later, the Scary Stories books fly off the shelves. Every time I visit a library I check to see if there are copies . . . and I find new and old editions that have been read so many times they are falling to pieces.

This volume contains thirty-five original stories. Most of them are short—like Schwartz’s tales—and a few are longer, introducing younger readers to the standard short story form (but in a pretty creepy way!). All of them are delightful and spooky and downright weird.

I know that the new generation of readers will enjoy them and, hopefully, be skeeved out. And I am so happy to be able to share these new stories with the millions who either grew up with the original Scary Stories or folks like me who discovered them later and read them to the children in their lives.

So, if you’re not camping in the deep dark woods, then wait until night has fallen, pull a sheet over your head, and read by flashlight. Let’s all be kids again with these scary stories inspired by the Scary Stories that started it all.

—Jonathan Maberry, editor
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The Funeral Portrait

By Laurent Linn

Terror was about to infect the kingdom, and panic spread like a virus.

Queen Benévola balanced on the edge of death and her only child, Malvino Mandamás, was next in line; he would become king. As intensely as the kind queen was beloved, her demoniac son, Mandamás, was despised. But the royal family wielded the power. Nothing could be done.

Or so everyone believed.

Señora Alma’s acclaimed lineage reached as far back as the royal family’s—she and her ancestors performed one solemn duty: painting the royal funeral portraits. And so, on her deathbed, knowing her long life was at its end, Queen Benévola summoned the revered portrait artist to fulfill her task.

Supported by a simple wooden cane and wrapped in a black shawl, the reclusive painter dutifully arrived at the palace to create the painting. Tales of old, wrinkled Señora Alma and her accomplished legacy spanned generations; some said she was one hundred years old, maybe even two. No matter her true age, she was distinctly skilled and painted the queen’s Funeral Portrait with unparalleled speed, for just as Señora Alma applied her last dab of pigment to the canvas, the queen exhaled her last breath.

“How fortunate,” Señora Alma said, “I was able to paint her while she was still alive.”

Queen Benévola’s remains rested in the Galería, a long hall with carved paneling and trembling candlelight. Most striking were the life-size oil paintings: centuries of royal Funeral Portraits that lined the walls of the gallery like a timeline of compassion, occasionally punctured by tyranny, all with penetrating painted eyes.

At the end was the Funeral Portrait of the queen’s father, King Tirano, a despot who had ruled with vicious cruelty. His seething glare was chilling, even if only caught on canvas. But next to that, above her casket, now hung Queen Benévola’s glorious Funeral Portrait: an uncanny likeness. While the folds of her turquoise gown had the illusion of being true velvet and the rubies of her crown looked like they reflected actual flame, the rendering of the queen herself stole one’s breath. It was as if pulsing blood flowed through the applied pigments of her skin and a vivid spirit shone through her painted gaze.

When Señora Alma arrived in the Galería to pay her last respects, the gathered nobility and commoners showered the legendary painter with praise.

“You are too kind.” Señora Alma admired her masterpiece. “I simply attempt to replicate in paint what I glean from the person’s soul.”

A noblewoman scowled up at the portrait of King Tirano. “You certainly gleaned what was in him!” She shuddered. “It’s as if the painting stares through me.”

Señora Alma frowned at the portrayal of the previous king that she had painted so many years before. “I captured him all too well, didn’t I?”

A commanding voice boomed through the Galería. “Where’s that woman?” Everyone turned—it was the newly crowned King Malvino Mandamás himself! Strutting beside him was his eleven-year-old son, Prince Consentido, who had the eyes of his grandmother but the bearing of his father.

“Señora Alma!” the new King Mandamás barked. “The way you’ve painted my mother is impressive.” He put his hands on his hips. “You will paint my portrait.”

The crowd gasped. Everyone knew the old proverb: it was perilous to have one’s Funeral Portrait painted when one was in their prime.

Prince Consentido interrupted. “What about me? I want a portrait too!”

“Quiet!” Mandamás shoved his son away. “I’m the king.”

“But, King Mandamás,” a groveling court minister said. “What about the fate of your grandfather King Tirano! He had Señora Alma paint his portrait when he was young and look what happened. It brought the curse!”

A slight grin started to light on Señora Alma’s face, but she quickly extinguished it and resumed her somber expression.

“You think I believe that stupidity?” King Mandamás said. “When my likeness hangs in this hall someday it shall resemble me now, when I’m young and handsome, not when I’m old and sickly.” He waved his hand up at Queen Benévola’s portrait.

Señora Alma bowed as low as her elderly bones would allow. “Sire, I cannot break from my family’s tradition and will paint your Funeral Portrait only once. To capture you in your full glory, I must first observe what kind of ruler you will be.”

King Mandamás huffed, then glanced up at his mother’s portrait. Her painted amber eyes sparked, no doubt merely a reflection of flickering candlelight. “I’ll be the greatest ruler, you’ll see. Return in a year’s time. And be prepared.” He spun on his heel and left with Prince Consentido pouting behind him.

In the course of that year, King Mandamás wasted no time in unleashing his brutality. If someone looked at him the wrong way, he plucked out their eyes. If offended by someone’s words, he extracted their teeth, one by one. And then their tongue.

Fear and horror billowed through the kingdom like smoke.

While King Mandamás carried out his increasingly savage acts, Señora Alma continued honing her enigmatic craft.

As it had always been for generations of her family, no one was allowed to enter her studio—her methods were secret. Canvas after canvas of life-size animal portraits encircled the humble space. None were of noble pets or well-bred steeds as one might expect. Instead, they were strikingly realistic representations of common sewer rats and rabid raccoons, all with a spark in their painted eyes. In the center of the room rested a battered cage containing the still-warm carcass of a bloodthirsty coyote, its just-completed portrait looming on an easel nearby. The legendary artist never practiced by painting people, the reason known only to her.

When the year passed, Señora Alma arrived at the palace bringing art materials, a weathered easel, and an enormous blank canvas.

King Mandamás glared from the summit of his throne. “You shall paint my portrait this time.” At that, guards stepped forward in unison and surrounded her, their swords clanking against their armor.

Señora Alma placed her cane to the side. “As you wish, Your Highness. It is clear to all what kind of ruler you have become, and so I shall gladly capture your likeness.”

The entire court gathered as Señora Alma stood still and closed her eyes. While she took slow breaths, the watching crowds held theirs. Suddenly, her eyes flashed open, focused on the king. Without breaking her gaze, she thrust out her hand, playing her fingers across her brushes the way a musician tests the keys of a harpsicord. Selecting a bold brush, she began painting the curve of his shoulder.

When the pigment-tipped brush touched the blank canvas, the king twitched and slapped his shoulder. As a slight numbness spread down his arm, he suspected a bee had stung him, but he held his pose—a king isn’t bothered by an insignificant bee.

However, as Señora Alma continued, the king faltered. Why, just as the master painter applied the perfect rose tones to the canvas, the king’s rosy cheeks paled. And as she dabbed crimson on the lips of his depiction, King Mandamás’s own mouth began to blend away into his increasingly sallow complexion.

Murmurs spread. “Look! He is cursed for having his portrait painted too soon.” The onlookers gasped. “Just like his grandfather!”

Señora Alma smiled to herself. This enduring, false rumor of a curse masked the truth and served her well. She alone knew the power she possessed.

“I’m fine!” the king protested when asked about his health. But something wasn’t right. Increasingly drained of his vitality, he knew no bee sting could have this effect. It sent a shiver through his heart. Was it poison? A plague? No matter what, he could display no weakness. He knew any hint of vulnerability would be his end—his enemies would pounce. Now delusional, he even feared his own son, Prince Consentido, might snatch the throne.

But the young prince only gaped in confusion. “Father, is it the curse? You must stop!”

Paranoid and suspecting a trick, King Mandamás flapped his hand at Señora Alma. “Quick, old woman, paint swiftly. I want this finished.”

She stood tall. “Certainly, Your Highness, I’m sure we all want this finished.”

The faster she progressed, the more rapidly the king faded. Fortunately, Señora Alma was able to complete his portrait just in time. For as she applied two last dabs of paint to the pupils of his eyes, he slumped to the ground. Dead.

Trembling with shock, Prince Consentido approached his father’s Funeral Portrait—something about the painting’s lifelike gaze pulled at him, almost against his will.

Señora Alma placed a surprisingly firm hand on the boy’s shoulder and whispered. “Your Majesty, we will be eagerly observing. What kind of ruler will you be?”

As the boy stared at the painting, a small drop of red paint puddled in the rim of the portrait’s right eye, then ran down the flat cheek like a teardrop of blood.

“I wonder when I will paint you,” Señora Alma said, searching the boy’s face. “When shall I capture your soul?”
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The Carved Bear

By Brendan Reichs

The little wooden bear had twinkling eyes made of shiny blue glass.

A brown nose. Cute, rounded belly. Small enough to fit in one’s palm, it sat on the craftswoman’s cart with its front paws extended, as if seeking a hug, its chiseled lips tilted in a shy smile.

Yet something about the carving unsettled Cara. Looking again, she saw that the bear’s mouth wasn’t grinning so much as leering. Sharp teeth lurked like tiny diamonds. The eyebrows angled downward slightly in what felt like a glare. Its miniature paws were tipped by delicate claws, as likely to rend as to embrace.

A chill traveled down Cara’s spine. It was just a silly carving, but she felt like the bear’s eyes followed her as she backed away from the rickety old cart parked at the edge of the village market. Cara decided she wanted to be somewhere else.

Her brother, Elam, felt no such discomfort. He was staring at the wooden bear, a greedy glint to his sharp green eyes. Cara began to worry. Elam didn’t have any money, but that hadn’t always stopped him in the past when he wanted something. And right then, it looked as if Elam really wanted the carved wooden bear.

Cara tugged on her brother’s sleeve. “Come on, Elam. Let’s go. We’re late for home.”

Elam nodded, but his eyes never left the cart. A whip cracked behind her and Cara spun, her nerves on edge. It was only a passing coach. When she turned back, Elam was hurrying into the road, his hands shoved deeply into the pockets of his trousers.

Cara experienced a moment of panic. She lurched after him, but guilt caused her to glance back over her shoulder. She froze. The craftswoman was glowering in their direction as Elam scurried away. Cara stiffened—stupid Elam and his stupid sticky fingers! But the dark-eyed woman merely shook her head once and turned away, releasing Cara from the prison of her icy gaze as she addressed a potential customer.

Cara sagged in relief, then sped after Elam, her anger growing with every step.

“Elam!” she hissed when she drew alongside him. “What did you do?”

“Nothing.” But he wouldn’t meet her eye. As twins they could never lie to each other. She always knew when Elam did, and, for her part, Cara always told the truth.

“Elam, that woman saw you,” Cara breathed. She still couldn’t believe the crone hadn’t pursued them. Why had she let Elam steal from her? How did he always get so lucky?

“She didn’t, or she’d have come after me,” Elam said. A nasty smirk stole across his face. “Because I do have something she’ll miss.” He pulled the wooden bear from his pocket and bounced it in one hand.

Cara’s temper flared white-hot again, but it quickly blurred to confusion. The bear her brother was casually tossing wasn’t the one she’d seen on the cart. The blue eyes were the same, but this bear was frowning darkly, its bushy arms crossed over its chest. Had there been two carvings, and she’d seen only one?

“Come on,” Elam said, jamming the pilfered carving back into his pocket. “We are late, and I want to play with my new friend later. If you weren’t such a priss, you’d have one too.”

Elam picked up the pace, forcing Cara to trot along the packed dirt road.

Neither spoke for the rest of the long walk home.


Elam was cheerful throughout dinner, complimenting their mother’s cooking and nodding at their father’s sage advice. Cara fumed silently, upset by the world’s unfairness. Her brother always got away with everything. She never broke the rules, but where did that get her? Nowhere, as far she could tell—not an ounce of credit in the twelve years she and Elam had been vying for their parents’ attention.

Elam glanced at her once, and stuck his tongue out when their parents weren’t looking. He knew his sister would never snitch, no matter what, and was enjoying her foul mood. Cara sank deeper into her chair and gnawed grimly on a carrot.

After dinner, the twins finished their chores and were given free time to play. Elam produced his stolen bear and pranced it around the parlor, making it say funny things and caper wildly before the fire. Their parents laughed, accepting his story of a lucky find down by the river. Cara bit her tongue and tried to read, but the fairy tales had lost their appeal.

Finally, it was bedtime. “No playthings during rest hours,” their father admonished sternly. Elam set the wooden bear on the mantel and scampered to the twins’ shared bedroom. After washing, they both climbed into their beds, one smilingly smug, the other thoroughly annoyed and grateful for the day’s end. The lamps were doused, and Cara hunted for the release of sleep.

She’d nearly drifted off when a floorboard creaked outside their bedroom door.

She sat up in bed, and felt Elam do the same. “Pa?” he called out.

No answer came. Cara felt a chill lift the hairs on her neck, the same ill feeling she’d had by the craftswoman’s cart. She heard Elam grumble, get out of bed, and light a candle. The slender flame bobbed toward the door. Elam opened it, then sucked in a breath of surprise.

The little wooden bear was in the center of the hallway just outside their door. The figurine gleamed, as if drawing in the candlelight. But even stranger, Cara noticed that it was now down on all fours, its face locked in a snarl. The blue eyes glittered.

Elam lifted the carving, scratching his head. “Weird. Does this look different to you?” he asked his sister.

Cara was nearly unable to answer. “I think you should take it back,” she whispered.

“Take it back?” Elam shot her a disgusted look. “After all the trouble I went through to steal it? Who would do such a thing?” He squinted down at the bear, then shook his head. “I wonder why Ma put it out here?”

Before Cara could answer, Elam slapped it on the dresser beside the door. Then he trudged back to bed, got under the covers, and blew out the candle. In moments, light snores rose from his pile of blankets.

Cara found sleep more elusive. She couldn’t stop thinking about the bear, or the craftswoman’s dire expression as she turned away. Had the bear really changed shape since Elam took it without paying? She wished he hadn’t brought it into their bedroom.

Her weariness finally won over and she fell into a dreamless slumber. But a short time later another floorboard groaned, this time inside their room.

Cara shot up in bed, an unknown dread squeezing her heart. Her ears detected a scurrying sound and she broke into a cold sweat. “Elam! Wake up!” she whisper-shouted.

Elam rolled over on his pillow. “What is it? Why are you bothering me now?”

“Light the candle, Elam.”

“What?”

“Just do it!”

After a string of petulant curses, Cara heard Elam fumbling with the matches. Candlelight bloomed, forming a pale circle. Cara leaned over and peered into the gloom.

The little wooden bear was in the center of the floor between their beds. The carving now stood on its hind legs, paws raised and gleaming claws extended, its jaws cracked in what could only be a fearsome growl.

Cara felt her blood run cold. “Elam, the bear. It moved. And changed shape again!”

“Don’t be silly,” Elam scoffed, but his voice carried a quiver. “It’s a carving. Candlelight fools the eye, is all.”

Cara shook her head. “Elam, it was on the dresser! You need to get rid of it. Put it outside somewhere, and then take it back tomorrow.”

Elam’s head whipped around, eyes narrowing. “I see your plan, sister,” he snarled. “You think to prank me with my own prize, so that I take it back like a dimwit. You’re jealous, so you’re playing a cruel game in the dark while I sleep.”

Cara’s eyes widened. “Elam, no! I swear it!”

Elam hopped out of bed and kicked the wooden bear into the corner of the room. “Enough. The bear is mine. I stole it clean. Now leave off and go to bed. If you don’t, you’ll find your dolls floating in the well tomorrow.”

“Elam, please! I didn’t tou—”

“Not one more word!” He blew out the candle and yanked a blanket over his head.

Cara choked back a panicked moan. She’d only wake their parents, and they’d be angry with her for disturbing their rest. Plus, they’d never believe her story. Cara wasn’t sure of it herself. Maybe a draft had blown the bear off the dresser? Maybe its face got chipped in the fall, making her see things that weren’t there?

With no other recourse, Cara pulled her covers tight and hid her face, praying for morning to come. She vowed not to sleep at all, perking her ears and listening for the slightest sound. She heard nothing for hours. Then her body betrayed her and Cara dozed off.

She awoke to the first slanting rays of dawn. Yawning, it took her a moment to remember her fright from the night before. She scrambled upright and looked to her brother, but the pile of blankets still covered his bed completely.

Cara began to feel very foolish. She glanced at the corner where the wooden bear had been kicked. Then she squinted in confusion.

It wasn’t there.

Cara turned back to her brother’s bed. The chill returned, deeper than ever before, seeping all the way down to her bones. Cara took a calming breath, reached over, and pulled back the covers.

Dark stains covered the sheets, which were torn to shreds. A pillow had been ripped open, its feathers sticking in viscous liquid. In the center of it all was the little wooden bear, its body dyed scarlet from the waist down. Angry red smears covered its mouth and claws. The carving reclined on its back with its tongue lolling out, both hands wrapped around its belly. A wicked smile split its face, but it didn’t touch those cold blue eyes.

Cara screamed.

Her parents rushed in and shouted in horror, demanding to know where Elam was, but Cara snatched the bear and ran from the room without speaking a word. She bolted out of the house, down the road, and all the long way back to where the craftswoman’s cart had been the day before.

But when she arrived, the cart was gone, only muddy ruts signifying it had ever existed. Cara sat down and began to cry, flinging the bear to the ground in helpless despair. She heard it thud against something else. Dabbing her eyes, she spotted another wooden carving lying in the wet grass. She lifted it clear and wiped it with her fingers.

It was a blond-haired boy with polished green eyes, standing in denim overalls.

“Elam,” Cara breathed, her pulse thundering.

The boy’s engraved face stretched in an expression of horror, its hands reaching out as if for help. Cara hugged the carving to her chest and sobbed silently. Then she put the tiny figurine in her pocket and started the long walk home.

She didn’t tell her distraught parents what happened. They’d never believe her. Instead, she set the statue of her brother on the dresser, where the bear had been, and crawled into bed, shuddering at the blank space where Elam’s mattress should have been. Sleep took her immediately, and it was several hours before she blinked awake.

Cara sat up. Felt a prickle run down her back.

She looked over and found the statue of her brother sitting on her bedside table.

The boy was now leaning back with his ankles crossed, smirking, one wooden finger resting on its opposite shoulder. As Cara watched, unable to blink, the finger slid slowly across the statue’s neck. A green eye winked, then froze in place.

Cara swallowed. Fresh tears spilled from her eyes.

She lifted the carving to her lips and kissed it once.

Then she walked to the living room and tossed it into the roaring fireplace.
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Don’t You See That Cat?

By Gaby Triana

The tall figure floated in like a ghost, breaking her concentration. “This is the last time I’m going to tell you.” It was her mother, speaking calmly—too calmly. “Please take out the trash.”

Kendra sighed and placed her pencil in her math book. “Yes, Mom.”

She went into the kitchen, closed up a full garbage bag, and dragged it out the front door. Dumping the trash into a side bin, she paused when she noticed something.

By the wheat field across the street was a skinny cat she’d never seen before. Its fur was orange and looked like it’d gotten into a skirmish with a pair of rusted scissors. The scruffy thing stared at Kendra without moving a muscle. Around it, tall wheat swayed in the late-afternoon breeze. Crows skittered beside it, pecking at grain.

Kendra’s mother appeared in the doorway. “What is it?”

“That cat.” Kendra pointed. “Don’t you see it?”

When Kendra blinked, however, the cat was gone.

“No.” Her mother shrugged. “Come back inside. It’s getting chilly.”

The next day, Kendra was walking home from school when she saw it again. Like the day before, the old cat sat by the wheat field, watching her carefully without moving a muscle. All around it, crows pecked at grain, unbothered.

Kendra squatted. “Here, kitty,” she called. The animal sat tall and still. It looked even more beat-up and skinnier than before. Kendra went into the house and stole some ham from the refrigerator.

“Where are you going with that?” her mother asked.

“To feed the cat.”

“I’d rather you not.” Her mother followed her to the front porch. “Where is it?”

“Right there. Don’t you see it?” Kendra pointed across the street.

“No, I don’t.”

Kendra was puzzled. “It’s right there.” She placed the ham on the front steps and waited, but the cat would not cross the street. After a minute, Kendra pouted and went back inside. When she glanced through the window minutes later, the cat was gone. At night, the ham was still there, uneaten, covered in ants.

The next day, Kendra did her math homework while wondering about the strange cat. An autumn breeze billowed the kitchen curtains. Chilled, she stood and leaned to the window to close it.

There it was again—the shabby cat. This time, it sat in the middle of the road.

“It’s back!” Kendra ran to the front door, her heart pounding.

Her mother followed. “All right, let’s see this thing once and for all.”

But by the time they both stepped onto the porch, the cat had disappeared again.

“It was just here! Sitting in the street. I promise!” Kendra frowned. She knew she had seen the same cat with the tattered, dusty coat. It glared at her the way Mrs. Nottage glared whenever Kendra wouldn’t stop talking in class.

“Well, it better be careful,” her mom warned. “A few days ago, a stray was hit by a car just down the street. An accident, of course. This is a dangerous road.”

Kendra wanted to break down crying. Every time she saw the cat, it disappeared before her mother could see it. Was it even real? Of course it was. She’d seen it three times already. So why did she feel like her mother didn’t believe her?

That evening, Kendra was getting ready for bed when a cold gust of wind rattled her bedroom shutters. She was about to close them when she froze. That mangy old cat was sitting on her wooden fence. As always, it stared at her—through her. Now that it had come closer, Kendra could see the cat’s coat wasn’t just old, it was matted with dirt, and one of its eyes looked glued shut. The other appeared yellow.

Kendra shivered. This time, she did not call her mother.

She locked the window and nervously slipped into bed.

On her nightstand, the clock ticked and ticked. A tree outside created long shadows on her bedroom wall. Creaky branches scraped against the house. Kendra ran to the window, tugged the curtains together, then jumped back into bed, pulling the covers over her head. After a while, she fell asleep.

Then, she heard it—a low yowl. Mrrooowwwww . . .

Her eyes popped open. Kendra flew to the window and parted the curtains with shaky hands. There was that dreaded cat again, sitting on the slope of the roof a few feet from her window. Was it following her? Why did it keep staring at her like that?

Closer now, its fur not only appeared dark, matted, and dusty, but . . .

Kendra swallowed.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to erase what she’d seen. Half the cat’s fur was covered in dried blood. She climbed back into bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. She never should have put that ham out. She never should have called to the stray cat. Now it would not leave her alone.

After a long while, all noises stopped except for the clock’s ticking. Kendra fell back asleep and dreamed about the strange animal from the wheat field. The one even the crows did not seem to see. The cat in the road. The cat on her fence. The cat on her roof.

What did it want?

Finally, in the middle of the night, she awoke to a horrible sound in the stillness of her room—the low yowl again. Mrrooowwwww . . . Kendra’s skin felt like the uneaten ham slice crawling with ants. Then, something jumped onto her bed, something small and light on its four feet.

Paws pressed along her legs, then came to sit in the middle of her chest. Shaking, Kendra slowly pulled the covers off her eyes, knowing in her heart what it was—the cat, the ratty wounded cat that had been stalking her for days.

But nothing was there.

She sat up, switched on the light, expecting to see the curtains and window open. They were still shut. So she’d been dreaming? Kendra breathed a sigh of relief.

Then, along the rug, she couldn’t believe what she spotted. Paw prints. Dark. Red. Dirty. And on her blanket—a dead, bloody crow.
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The Golden Peacock

By Alethea Kontis

Gus and Angela Vasilakis inherited the painting from one of Angela’s great-aunts. The frame itself was nondescript: a plain square of rough wood, about an arm’s length on each side. But inside that frame, painstakingly crafted from pigmented oils, was the gorgeously rendered eye of one feather from a golden peacock.

Ancient Greeks said that the eyes that decorate a peacock’s feathers were a tribute to the hundred-eyed giant who had faithfully served as the goddess Hera’s watchdog. The feather’s eye in this painting, however, was based on the eye of a real-life girl, an Ottoman Greek descendant of the Byzantine emperors.

Some of Angela’s relatives said that the girl had perished in the fires of the Greek genocide. Others argued that the painting was older, saying that the girl had lived during the reign of the Trebizond Empire. No one had so much as a clue about the painter, but all the stories agreed on one thing: that the girl’s name was Melora.

Melora’s eye had watched over Angela’s family for as long as anyone could remember. Not that it mattered—to the casual observer, the painting looked like nothing more than a close-up of a beautiful shimmering peacock feather.

The painting had hung prominently over the old aunt’s fireplace until she passed away.

Gus and Angela had a baby—a happy little girl named Phoebe, with a head full of white-golden ringlets and eyes the color of polished olivewood. When Angela received the painting, she and her husband hung it in Phoebe’s room, so that Melora could watch over their precious daughter. The bright peacock’s feather looked right at home above Phoebe’s dresser.

When Phoebe was four, she began telling stories about an imaginary friend named Melora.

“Sweetheart, where did you hear the name Melora?” asked Angela.

“Melora told me,” Phoebe answered.

Gus decided to play along. “Where did you meet Melora?”

“Here. In my room,” said Phoebe. “She’s always been here.” The way she said it made it sound like a fact, and not like she was playing pretend.

It creeped Gus out. “Did you tell her about the painting in her room?” he asked his wife.

“I don’t remember.” Angela shrugged. “Maybe?”

“Your family has a million stories about this painting. Do any of them sound like this?” Gus asked, nodding at their daughter.

“No,” said Angela.

When Phoebe was five, she grew a stubborn streak. In turn, according to Phoebe, Melora had become just as argumentative as her playmate.

One particularly quiet day, Gus went into Phoebe’s bedroom in search of his daughter and found Phoebe playing in the closet.

“Why are you in here, pumpkin?”

“Melora got mad and said I had to stay in here,” said Phoebe.

“Aren’t imaginary friends supposed to be nice?” Gus asked his daughter.

“Melora’s not imaginary,” said Phoebe. “She just is.”

Gus wasn’t sure what to say to that. He did not understand imaginary playmates, but he understood bullies. “Well, the next time you two fight, tell her that it’s her turn to stay in the closet.”

“Okay, Daddy.”

Later that night, well past her bedtime, Phoebe turned up in her parents’ room.

“What’s the matter, sweetheart?” asked Angela.

“I can’t sleep,” said Phoebe. “Melora’s crying.”

“Why is Melora crying?” asked Angela.

“Daddy told me to lock her in the closet next time we fought. She’s been crying for hours. She says I’m not fair.”

Gus sighed at his daughter’s imagination. “That’s not Melora, honey, that’s just the rain. It’s storming outside. Just ignore it. I promise it will be over soon.”

“Yes, Daddy,” Phoebe said.

The next night, Phoebe was back. “I can’t sleep,” she told her parents. “Melora keeps calling my name and won’t stop. She says she’s going to keep me awake all night long.”

“It’s the wind,” said Angela. “Just ignore it.”

“It will stop as soon as you go to sleep, pumpkin,” said Gus. “I promise.”

“Yes, Daddy,” Phoebe said.

The third night, Phoebe was back again. “Melora’s scratching at the door. She says she’s going to scratch me.”

“I’ll be glad when she grows out of this Melora business,” said Angela.

“It’s just her imagination,” said Gus. “I’ll handle it.”

He got out of bed and went into Phoebe’s bedroom to investigate. The streetlamp shone through the tree outside the window, casting a pattern of shadows across the walls. The room was a little cold, but not uncomfortably so.

Gus tried to see the room through the eyes of a scared five-year-old. The closet door was open a crack—he shut it. He went through the motions of checking under the bed for monsters. Then he heard it . . . a soft scratch, scratch, scratch.

Phoebe and her father both jumped at the sound.

“Melora’s coming to get me,” Phoebe whispered.

When Gus’s heart stopped pounding, he noticed the shadows in the room shifting. Laughing, he pulled back the sheer curtain. “It’s just the tree outside, pumpkin,” said Gus.

Phoebe tried to laugh too.

“See? The branches here keep brushing up against the window. That’s what’s making the sound. Just pretend you are rock-a-bye baby, being rocked to sleep in the treetop.”

“Okay, Daddy,” said Phoebe.

Gus and Angela put heavier curtains in Phoebe’s room to block out the shadows and sounds from the street. Angela also gave Phoebe one of her silky spa masks to sleep in. She told her daughter it was magic. It must have worked, because Phoebe did not appear in their room that night. Or the next night.

On the third night, Gus stuck his head into his daughter’s room to check on her. Phoebe was not in her bed. After a terrified minute of frantic searching, Gus found Phoebe under the bed.

“Hey, pumpkin, it’s Daddy,” Gus said. “What are you doing under the bed?”

Phoebe slid the overly large sleeping mask up to peek at her father. “Melora doesn’t like my mask,” she said. “It makes her say mean things.”

Gus was really starting to worry about his daughter’s big imagination. “What kind of mean things, pumpkin? Did she say she was going to scratch you again?”

“She says she’s going to tear out my eyes,” said Phoebe. “I’m hiding down here so she can’t find me.”

Gus glanced around the dark, empty room. “Where is Melora right now, pumpkin?”

“She looks at me through the painting.” Phoebe’s tiny arm pointed to the peacock feather on the wall above her dresser. “She’s always watching.”

“That’s it,” said Gus. “I’ve had enough.” And with that, he took the painting down off the wall.

“What are you going to do with that?” Angela asked when she saw him with the painting.

“I’m going to put it in the garage,” he said. “I don’t even want it in this house anymore.”

Angela smirked. “Just don’t tell my aunts and uncles. They love that stupid painting. They practically worship the thing.”

“Then they can have it!” Gus yelled as he walked out the door.

The next morning, Phoebe came out of her room with the magical sleeping mask still over her eyes.

“Did you get a good night’s sleep, pumpkin?” Gus asked.

“Yes, Daddy,” Phoebe said, “but I need Mommy to help me with the magic mask. I can’t take it off.”

Gus reached down and removed his daughter’s mask.

Angela screamed.

“Can you take the mask off, Mommy?” Phoebe asked again.

But the mask was off.

Phoebe’s beautiful olive eyes were gone.

There was nothing beneath her flaccid eyelids but two gaping sockets of bloody, raw flesh.

Gus ran out of the house. As much as he hated that horrible painting, and whatever wretched ghost of a girl lived inside it, he would hang it over the fireplace in a solid gold frame if it meant his daughter could have her eyes back. He searched the garage from top to bottom.

The painting was nowhere to be found.

So next time you visit a museum, or stay at a hotel, look to see if the painting is there. Every garage sale you go to, be sure to keep an eye out. The frame might have changed, but the painting will be the same: a young girl’s eye, staring, unblinking, from the feather of a golden peacock. And if you ever happen to find it, be sure that it is hung in a place of importance and treated with the greatest respect.

Because the next pair of eyes Melora takes could be yours!
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The Knock-Knock Man

by Brenna Yovanoff

The mirror sat in the back corner of the attic, leaning against the wall next to where the chimney stuck out. It was big, much bigger than the one in the bathroom downstairs. Almost as big as a doorway.

Hailey sat in front of it, balanced on an old milk crate full of dusty jigsaw puzzles. The attic was the size of Arizona, with low slanted ceilings and a little round window at one end, like a porthole. It was strange that she’d never noticed the mirror before. She played up here a lot, digging through stacks of her mother’s old magazines.

Their neighborhood was nice, full of cottonwood trees and rambling parks, but mostly she stayed in the house. Her mother didn’t like for her to leave the yard alone.

The reason, her mother said, was that there were snakes down in the ditch sometimes, and the big road out by the edge of the development was too busy.

But Hailey knew that the real reason was Cathy.

All her life, Hailey had heard stories about the terrible thing that had happened. The awful tragedy of her mother’s kidnapped sister. It was creepy but familiar, like the safety assemblies they had sometimes at school—all the warnings and the rules. Never tell anyone your name or let the neighbors know you’re home alone. Never talk to strangers. There were bad people in the world, waiting to snatch up little girls. It was just much safer to stay in the house.

In the mirror, Hailey’s reflection was softer than usual, like seeing herself through a piece of lace. There was a layer of dust on the glass, turning the room behind her warm and blurry. It made her eyes look greener than they were.

The way the mirror leaned lazily against the wall made her feel expected, like it had been waiting here all this time. Like a special present, just for her.


“There’s a mirror in the attic,” she said to her mother.

They were in the kitchen, under the cut-glass ceiling lamp. On other nights, when the sky was low and it got dark early, Hailey would be hunched over the table finishing her homework. But now it was summer and there were no long division sets to do, no questions about Gettysburg, so she sat in the yellow glow of the light, peeling glitter polish off her fingernails.

Her mother looked up from a stack of receipts. “What mirror?”

Hailey shrugged. “A fancy one. With a big carved flower on top.”

Hailey’s mother pursed her lips. “Oh.” Then she leafed through the receipts again, like she was counting them. “That was your aunt Cathy’s,” she said without looking at Hailey. “She used to have it in her bedroom.”

She said it in a flat, final way that Hailey was used to. Her mother always sounded half asleep when she talked about Cathy. Hailey waited, but this time her mother didn’t say the other things. That the world outside was too noisy and too big, too full of monsters. You could never be sure who the bad men were. That the juniper bushes that looked so green and lovely from the window might hide a man with knives, a man who watched with hot, angry eyes, then came to your door in the night and took you.

When Hailey was little, her mother had called him the Knock-Knock Man.

Back then, the bad things all seemed far away and the fenced-in yard had still appeared big enough to hold her. She’d made up games and played them by herself, racing through the grass with a sheet tied around her neck like a cape. The games were always about running away. Pirates who stole girls from their beds and took them on adventures, or wicked fairies, or Robin Hood. In her games, she was an explorer, brave and intrepid. She would never be lonely or afraid. The Knock-Knock Man was only a dark, smudgy shape somewhere in the distance.

Hailey peeled the last strip of glitter polish off her pinkie nail and didn’t look up.


That night she stared at the wall, thinking about the mirror. It looked much too big for someone to have carried it up the narrow stairs to the attic. She wondered how it had gotten there. She pictured it hanging in a bedroom, in some other house, while the girl who lived there—Cathy, maybe—danced and slept and brushed her hair and sang along to all her favorite songs.

Hailey was twelve now, but in another month, she’d be thirteen. She’d be older than Cathy had been on the day she disappeared. Hailey never danced or played pirates anymore. When she fell asleep, she dreamed about a place where the curtains were always closed and none of the rooms had doors. The air was dry and muffling. You couldn’t hear the road. A house so clean and quiet, it could have been made of paper.


The mirror was hard to stay away from.

That was the strangest part.

The scary part was that she didn’t try.

The next morning, as soon as she’d eaten breakfast and put her bowl in the sink, Hailey climbed up to the attic and looked at herself. For a second, the picture in the mirror didn’t seem like a reflection at all, but like she was seeing someone through a window.

There was a dark smudge in the corner of the glass, shaped like a tall, bony shadow, but when Hailey turned to look behind her, there was nothing there.

The smudge made her think of a skeletal figure. A shambling man, coming up behind her. She couldn’t see the thing’s face, but she could almost feel it seeing hers.

When she turned back to the mirror, the mark was gone. There was only her reflection.

The girl in the mirror had a soft, round face—too cute to really be pretty. Hailey pressed her hands against her cheeks to make them flatter. So did the girl in the mirror. When Hailey stopped, her reflection stopped too. Together, they sat staring at each other, toying with the messy sheaf of hair that hung over their shoulders.

It was a second before Hailey could work out why that was strange.

Then she froze. The girl in the mirror had the same bony wrists, the same square hands, little flecks of glitter still stuck to the fingernails. But Hailey’s own hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

That was impossible. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, her reflection was looking back at her, calm as glass, everything in its place—freckles, cheeks. Ponytail. Everything where it should be.

“Knock, knock,” she whispered. She could feel the way her mouth moved—the shape of the words as she said them—but in the mirror, it looked like the girl was saying something else.


It wasn’t real, the thing she’d seen in the mirror. She knew that.

Reflections weren’t like videos or photographs—you couldn’t fake them with angles or computers. They might warp or bend things like the fun-house mirrors at the fair, but they didn’t show you with your hair down when it wasn’t. They could be stretched or blurry, but they still basically showed you what was true. Anything else was a trick of the light. The dark, shambling smudge in the corner had just been a trick of the light.

But still, the mirror made her nervous. She spent the afternoon downstairs.

When Wendy Tally’s mom called to see if Hailey wanted to come with them to the swimming pool, she took a long time to answer the phone. The house felt backward and confusing, like everything was flipped around. Doors that looked right at first all led away from the places she wanted to go. She wasn’t sure how the rooms connected.

Trying to figure it out made her head ache. She said goodbye to Mrs. Tally, then followed the tangled pattern in the hallway carpet until she found the living room, where she sat on the couch and waited for her ears to stop buzzing. She’d seen pictures of her aunt Cathy at her grandmother’s house, in the big old album with the fake leather cover. Now she sat, trying to remember what they had looked like. The thing she was almost sure of was that the girl in the pictures had looked a lot like Hailey.

She decided she would rather stay inside.


Hailey was in the attic again. She didn’t know how long she’d been there. Her legs felt tingly and numb. The light had changed. Everything was darker.

The girl in the mirror wasn’t her anymore. At least, not the way a reflection was supposed to be. Instead, there were a pair of girls who looked alike, with the same scattered freckles and soft, tangly hair. The same small, straight noses. Hailey, and a girl she’d only ever known from her grandmother’s faded photographs. Just a girl who’d gone missing one hot July day a long time ago. They didn’t look like reflections at all, they looked like sisters.

“What are you doing in there?” Hailey asked. Her voice sounded flat and far away.

“Hiding from the Knock-Knock Man,” Cathy said. “The only way to hide from him is to stay inside.”

The room in the mirror looked nicer than the one that she was in.

Cathy leaned closer, reaching out. “It’s safe in here. It’s perfect. If you give me your hand, you can come too.”

Hailey reached back. Under her palms, the glass felt colder than it should have. It was chilly where Cathy was. It didn’t make sense, but Hailey couldn’t remember why. “Aren’t you lonely in there? Aren’t you stuck?”

Cathy smiled and shook her head. “I’m safe.”

“You were kidnapped, though. You were missing. I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

The room in the mirror was bright and much too clean. Hailey leaned closer. She had never wanted to be safe inside a glass house before. She had never wanted so much quiet.

They leaned toward each other. Cathy’s face seemed to ripple. Hailey saw a kind of wild joy there, savage and hungry, and then she understood.

There was no Knock-Knock Man. At least, not the way her mother was afraid of, not hiding in the dark to steal girls. There was only this—a silent, stifling place where nothing got lost or old or dirty and nothing changed.

Hailey felt the glass go slippery and soft, like it was melting into water. She closed her eyes. When a hard, cold hand closed around her wrist, she felt lonely and small and very afraid, but she did not feel surprised.

“Knock, knock,” Cathy whispered.
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Strange Music

By Joanna Parypinski

There once was a girl named Jeanine who was a very gifted cellist, but her parents did not have enough money to buy her an instrument of her own. She rented one at school, but it was a cheap, scratchy thing that never sounded quite right. So she saved her lunch money and collected lost coins from the couch cushions until at last she had enough to go to the music shop down the street and purchase her very own cello.

The man who owned the music shop was a luthier—someone who makes musical instruments—and he crafted beautiful cellos in his workshop in the back of the store. No one ever went into his workshop but him. He was said to have a secret method for making the best instruments, with the most musical tones, that he wouldn’t share with anyone else.

When Jeanine walked into his shop, the luthier came out to help her pick her new cello from the rows of hand-carved instruments lining the walls. But when she pointed to each one in turn and he gave her the price, she found they were all too expensive for the little bundle of cash in her pocket. She tried to hide the tears of disappointment that welled in her eyes as she gazed with great longing at the elegant cellos that now seemed so far out of grasp.

Eventually the luthier went into his workshop and came out with a cello of richly colored deep-red wood. “I have just finished making this one,” he told her. “And I will sell it to you for the amount in your pocket.”

Jeanine was overjoyed and, because it was the only one she could afford, she handed over the money without delay.

The luthier also gave her a brand-new bow with midnight-black hair, and as he handed it to her he said, “This bow has special hair. I made it myself, with my wife’s help.” Jeanine took it reverently, grateful to be given such a beautiful bow as this. Then the luthier picked up her new instrument, and as he handed it to her he said, “This cello has special strings. I made them myself, with my wife’s help.”

After supper that night, when her parents had gone to bed, Jeanine decided to try out her new cello. Eagerly she touched the strings and the hard, wooden body. The strings felt like catgut, which were made from the guts of animals like sheep or goats, the way they were made in olden times before the newer and now more common method of using steel. How beautiful these traditional strings must sound!

She began to play the melancholic strains of Beethoven’s “Für Elise,” and indeed the strings made lovely, mournful harmonies. Beneath those harmonies, though, coming from the strings she also heard a faint screaming like that of someone far away in desperate agony. She froze, listening for the source of the sound, but as soon as she stopped playing the screaming also stopped.

Believing, after straining to hear it amid the silence, that she must have imagined it, she started to play again. But as the rich tones sang out from the cello, they rang again with bloodcurdling screams that chilled her to the bone. Desperately, she played louder and louder to drown out the terrible moans, but the more intensely she bowed, the more anguished and piercing the screams became, until they filled her ears with the sound of death.

Trembling with fear, Jeanine let the bow slip from the strings, and silence fell heavy around her. She plucked one of the strings, and with its musical twang came a sharp cry. The sound was so awful that Jeanine felt it vibrate in her nerve endings.

She could not play, she realized, without being haunted by the screaming cello.

In the following days, each time she tried again to play, she found herself terrified to pull the bow across the strings, terrified of the strange music it made. She left the cello alone, which saddened her parents, but she could not explain to them why she refused to play.

Her life became quiet and somber without her music. It was like missing a limb or losing a beloved pet, but no matter how much she longed to let her fingers dance upon the strings, the horrible sounds that came from the cello were too much to bear. Defeated, Jeanine finally decided to take the cello back to the music shop.

When she got there, she found that the shop was closed. She knocked on the door, cupped her hands around her face to peer in the dark window, and knocked again. Then she ran up and down the street to the other shops to see if they knew where the luthier had gone, but they all shook their heads and shrugged. Finally, she went into the bakery, dragging her cello behind her. “Excuse me,” she said to the woman behind the counter. “Do you know why the music shop is closed?”

“Didn’t you hear?” said the baker. “An awful thing. The luthier was arrested for murdering his wife. Her body was found in his workshop. Not only that,” she continued, “but he was using her beautiful black hair to make his bows, and her intestines to make strings.”

Jeanine ran home with the image of the luthier’s dead wife in her mind. She thought about lighting the cello on fire but wondered if it would scream as it burned. Eventually she got the bow rehaired at a music shop across town and changed the strings to new steel ones, and after that, the cello sang only the notes she played. Her parents were overjoyed to hear music in the house again.

But she kept the original strings in a little box under her bed. When the trial was over, she was going to record a song to send the luthier, so that he would have something to listen to in jail.
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Copy and Paste Kill

by Barry Lyga

Two friends who had not seen each other since the beginning of summer break happened to bump into each other in the city one night. Max was heading home from piano practice and was surprised to see his friend Theo loitering by the bus stop. It was late and it was pouring. The buses always ran behind in the rain, and the nearest lamppost was out, so Max was grateful for the company.

“What are you doing here?” Max asked.

His friend shrugged. “I knew you’d be here and we haven’t hung out in a while, so I thought I’d see how you were.”

“Cool.” They settled onto a bench at the bus stop and waited. “What have you been up to?” he asked.

“You know that salvage shop on Tenth?” Theo began.

“The one with the old movie posters in the window?”

“Yeah, that one. My parents finally took me there so that I could look around. See if they have any old comic books.”

“What was it like?”

His friend considered for a moment. “It’s actually sort of a scary story. Are you sure you want to hear it?”

Max chuckled. He liked Theo, but Theo was one of those kids who always had to be the best at everything, no matter what it was. He wasn’t actually the best—he just had to think he was. So if a bunch of them were playing Overwatch, he had to claim he’d already beaten the bosses . . . on his first try. If they were practicing for jazz band, he would say he’d slept funny on his hand, otherwise he’d be blowing them all away with his sweet, sweet sax. It’s not that he lied—he just exaggerated and made excuses to make himself look better.

And if he said he had a scary story, well . . . it probably wasn’t all that scary. But Max was bored and the bus was nowhere in sight.

“Sure. Tell me a scary story.”

Theo leaned forward, earnest and intense. “The place is called Tenth at Tenth. I talked to the owner—it’s because it’s his tenth location since he started opening stores.”

“That is scary!” Max said in a mocking tone and faked a shiver.

“Ha, ha.” Theo glared. “Shut up and listen.

“I went inside. Alone. With all those old movie posters in the windows, there was barely any light. There were some old lamps, but they were in places where the light couldn’t really spread. The whole place was shadows.

“And it had a weird smell to it. An old-person smell, you know? Dusty and moldy at the same time. Like it was somehow damp and dry. The guy who ran the place had to be at least fifty. He was tall and only had that little fringe of hair around his ears that old dudes have. He seemed surprised to see me there.

“I asked if he had any old comic books. He just sort of shrugged and pointed off toward the back of the store. So I went and rummaged around. There were old magazines and books, but no comics. I was pretty disappointed, but while I was poking around, I saw that he had some junky computer stuff piled up in a corner with a sign that said Free.

“I went through the pile. It was mostly scraps, but I did find a keyboard. Big and clunky, like the kind on early computers.

“It was the weirdest keyboard I’ve ever seen. Black, but a dull sort of black. Like, a dirty black, not polished. The letters on the keys were gold, but not like the good kind of gold. Not like jewelry—it was a dirty kind of gold, with black flecks in it.

“And it had an extra key. Between Delete and Help. It just said Copy.”

“What about Cut and Paste?” Max asked, just to hear his own voice for a moment.

“Nope.” Theo shook his head fiercely. “Just Copy. It looked like someone had crammed it in there as an afterthought. I asked the guy about it and he said, ‘Whatever you do, don’t use that key. In fact, don’t even use the keyboard. But if you do, do not use that key! It’s cursed!’”

“Cursed key. Right.” Max yawned. Where was that bus? It should have come by now. How much longer would he have to listen to this very boring, very not-scary story?

Theo laughed. “I know, right? Get this: apparently, the curse is that it makes an exact copy of whoever presses it, right down to the memory of pushing the key!”

“An exact copy.”

“Yep. With one exception: The copy has to eat a human heart once a week in order to survive.” He took a deep breath. “Now, this is the part where the story gets scary.”

It’s about time, thought Max.

“When I got home with it, I hooked the keyboard up to my computer—”

“And let me guess. You pressed the Copy key.”

Theo laughed. “Well, duh! It was the first thing I did!”

“And it made a copy of you that wanted to eat your heart, and you ran away and survived to tell the tale?” Max said, scoffing. “Puh-lease. Come on. This isn’t all that scary.”

“Maybe not,” Theo admitted. “But,” he added, drawing a knife from under his jacket, “would you find it scarier if I told you that I was the copy? And it’s been a week . . .”
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The House on the Hill

by Micol Ostow

They didn’t expect that when the answer arrived, it would be via text message.

It was just the solution to their money problem (as in: not having enough for soccer camp this year) that the girls had been looking for.

When it happened, Wendy was splayed across the bed with a textbook. Her best friend, Rosie, was studying at her desk. In theory they were doing homework. They always did it after school at Rosie’s house. But any distraction was welcome. Rosie’s phone buzzed, jumping against the desk surface.

“Check ur email.” She read the text aloud.

“Who’s it from?”

Rosie shrugged. “I don’t recognize the number, but email’s more interesting than multidigit multiplication, so . . .” She tapped at her keyboard. Wendy watched her friend’s mouth twist into a frown.

“I don’t recognize the sender, either. User@HillHouse.eternity. The subject line says URGENT.”

“The suspense is killing me.” Wendy waved her hand, let’s hear it.

Rosie clicked it open—and gasped.

From the bed, Wendy rolled her eyes. “What now?”

Rosie swiveled her chair. “This is crazy.” She read aloud:

Eccentric recluse Roland Thornhill is offering a prize of five thousand dollars to anyone with the emotional fortitude to spend the night—sundown to sunup, exactly—at his family’s abandoned estate, Thornhill Manor. Proof of stay must be provided in order to collect the prize. This is Thornhill’s first public statement since his wife died in a tragic house fire in that very estate, twenty years ago to this day. Local legend tells that the late Mistress Thornhill’s spirit still walks the grounds.

You are the first guest chosen for this experiment. DO NOT share the details of this invitation with anyone else.

Rosie fell silent.

“Well, I guess you already blew that,” Wendy said. “I’m chock-full of details.” Rosie had always been the impulsive one. No doubt she was actually intrigued by this weird email. Wendy shrugged and went back to reading. “Now, shh. Gothic lit awaits.”

Rosie kept talking. “Please. It will await for longer if necessary. But OMG, how did they find me?”

“That,” Wendy said, “is just one of my questions.” She shook her head, disapproving. “But there’s that whole thing with curiosity and the cat. It didn’t work out so well. So maybe this is just spam? Maybe we should delete it and pretend we never saw it in the first place?”

She knew her suggestion would go ignored. But she had to try.

Thornhill Manor sat just outside of town, high up on a hill. At night, its spindly outline glowed against the moonlight. Its soaring windows were muddied and cracked, and the peaks and turrets of the roof were saggy and missing shingles, like a semitoothless smile. It was exactly what people pictured when they heard the words “haunted house.” Especially in the evenings.

“I have to say, Ro, the look in your eyes concerns me.” Nope, she’s not going to ignore this email. Wendy pushed her book aside. Gothic lit was definitely done for the night.

“Thornhill’s offering money for someone to spend just one night in his family’s crusty old empty house. One night! I mean, come on.”

“One night at an abandoned estate,” Wendy countered. “An abandoned estate even grown-ups try to avoid. And who’s that email from, anyway? Ro, this is creepy.”

“That’s the whole point!” Rosie said. “I mean, not to be creepy. To be eccentric. He’s an eccentric recluse.” She said it like it was a good thing.

“It’s just that I think I’ve heard this story before: an invitation from an ‘eccentric recluse’ to spend a night in an abandoned, possibly haunted house?” Wendy shook her head again so her curls swung wildly against her cheeks. She tapped her finger against her book. “Much like the saying about that curious cat: it doesn’t end well.”

But Rosie’s mind was obviously made up. She jumped from the desk and crouched on the bed next to Wendy, clasping Wendy’s hands in her own. “If we had five thousand dollars, we could pay for soccer camp! There’s no other way.” She stood up on the mattress to unsteadily mime a few kicks and blocks before kneeling back down. “You have to admit—that prize money is basically the answer to our prayers.”

Wendy made a face. “Not mine.” She loved soccer, but . . . grass didn’t grow around Thornhill Manor. According to her mother, the lawns all dried up after the fire, and never recovered.

“Wendy, how much did you make babysitting last week?” Rosie pressed.

“Not enough for soccer camp,” Wendy admitted. “But still. You love horror movies, I know. But the heroes of those movies are always ending up in trouble.”

“Correction: these kinds of things happen in the best horror movies. And a prize if we last through the night. We have to do it!” Rosie said.

“The email says to tell no one! And you did. You already broke the rules. What if—” Wendy shuddered and glanced around. “What if whoever sent that email is watching us right now?”

“I know you don’t believe that.”

Wendy rolled her eyes.

“Well, if you don’t believe in any of this, what does it matter?” Rosie pointed out. “It’ll be fun, I promise. One night. In and out. We’ll collect our money. And if you get scared, I’ll hold your hand.”

Ugh. Wendy didn’t believe in any of it. And she did want the money, for soccer camp. And also: she knew full well Rosie wouldn’t let up until she got her way.

“My hero,” Wendy said. “Fine. I’m in.” She sounded resigned. But she was smiling, however reluctantly.


They planned the overnight for the first full moon. “Full moons are lucky,” Rosie said.

“Full moons are creepy,” Wendy replied. It was springtime, at least—the sun set later, and it was warm enough that they wouldn’t freeze solid in their sleeping bags.

Each girl carried a backpack with essentials, including a large water bottle, snacks, and a phone with a camera for their prize-collecting “proof.”

“But I’m not even supposed to be here,” Wendy had protested. Futile as ever.

“You can email your proof to me,” Rosie suggested. “Two pics are better than one?”

They’d each told their parents they were spending the night at the other’s house. Now they stood at the base of the hill, looking up at the manor. The sky was the dusky purple of a bruise, streaked by fiery flashes from the lowering sun. The trees around the house beckoned with crooked branches. One shutter hung from a broken hinge, creaking in the wind.

“It’s winking at us!” Rosie decided.

Wendy shivered.

CLICK.

Wendy jumped. Rosie burst out laughing.

“Edgy much?” She held up her phone. “Proof,” she said, scrolling to a time-stamped image of the house. “Here, squish your face next to mine and say selfie.”

“I’m not supposed to—”

Wendy sighed. There was no arguing with Rosie. She pressed her face to Rosie’s and gave a half-hearted smile.

CLICK.


The walk up the hill was short. Too short. Even Rosie looked slightly uncertain as the two girls stared at the gaping maw of the front archway. The door itself had long since rotted away.

Wendy started. This was feeling slightly less harmless than when Rosie had originally suggested it. “Maybe we shouldn’t—”

Rosie stepped forward. “Knock, knock.” She tried to keep the tremble from her voice, but Wendy could hear the faint cracks in her facade.

As Rosie moved inside, Wendy called after her. “Are you . . . What’s . . . What do you see?”

“Let’s just say, whoever spun vacuuming on the chore wheel has really fallen down on the job.” Rosie’s voice echoed thinly. “But, bright side: now’s our chance to get a jump on our dust bunny collection.”

CLICK.

Wendy smiled. Maybe this would all be fine. Rosie was right, after all: haunted houses weren’t real. Ghosts weren’t real.

She rubbed her arms. Someone should tell that to my goose bumps.


“Eccentric recluses sure are weird,” Rosie said.

“Well, yeah,” Wendy said. “That’s why they’re called eccentric.”

“If nothing else, I thought he’d be here to greet us. Or someone would, anyway.”

They stood in what was once a library. Sagging shelves were lined with mildewed, peeling leather spines. Wobbly chairs were arranged in clusters, upholstery snarled and spewing clouds of stuffing.

Rosie kicked at a chair leg and watched an explosion of dust mites rain forth. “No book club meeting here tonight.”

“This guy collected taxidermy.” Wendy pointed at the remains of a particularly unfriendly-looking stuffed rodent of indeterminate origin. Textbook horror-movie hobby.

“Major eccentricity points for that,” Rosie said. CLICK. She snapped a picture.

“You want a record of this thing? All that’s left is a giant fang and a beady red eye. What is it, even?”

Rosie shrugged. “Maybe it’s the thing that killed Mrs. Thornhill.”

“She died in a house fire,” Wendy said.

“So they say.”

Wendy tried to force a smile, but the joke wasn’t feeling all that funny.

From upstairs, they heard a crash.

“We have to investigate,” Rosie said.

“I’m not sure I agree,” Wendy said. “But, I also know you well enough to know you’re not going to let this go.”

“You can stick behind me,” Rosie said.


The crash led them to the master bedroom. A quick scan told them the canopy of an enormous four-poster bed had collapsed.

CLICK.

“This feels . . . specific,” Wendy said. “Like maybe a warning.”

“Remind me not to watch any more scary movies with you,” Rosie said. “If you’re going to take imaginary stories personally.” CLICK.

“Who are you even going to send that to? Just attach it and reply to that original email?”

“It’s brilliant in its simplicity,” Rosie said. She gave the room a once-over. “This is as good a place as any to camp for the night.”


They set their sleeping bags up in the middle of the room, between the foot of the bed and an ash-filled fireplace. Three chocolate chip granola bars later, the sun had set. The room was ink-black. The house was an orchestra of odd sounds: thumping from above, thuds and slithers from downstairs. The occasional screech of what Rosie insisted had to be a wild animal. “Out there, not in the house.” She pointed to the shattered windowpanes. “Sound carries because we’re up on a hill.”

“Whatever you say.” Wendy wasn’t so sure.

“Could be something living in there,” Rosie said, pointing at the mantel.

“Not comforting.”

They flicked on their flashlights. Wendy gasped.

On the ceiling was the shape of an outstretched arm.

“Relax,” Rosie said, pointing to the window again. “Shadow.”

CLICK.

This time, she used the flash.


Wendy didn’t think they ever would, but eventually the girls fell asleep.

Her dreams were wild: an image of the canopy bed engulfed in flames. From within the fire, she could just make out an older-looking woman, slender with a tangle of long hair. Her skin was . . . melting? Yes, melting, running from her bones like candle wax.

Don’t tell, said a voice in the dream. Don’t tell.

I didn’t— Wendy opened her mouth to protest, to explain that it was Rosie who’d broken the rules. But in the dream, when she spoke, no sound came out.


Click.

BANG.

The sounds woke Wendy with a start. The room was pitch-black; even the stars were dim through the window.

What was that? She heard it again, a rustle and a thump—too loud, really, to be an animal in the chimney. And it sounded like it was coming from the central staircase. Like it was coming up the stairs.

It sounded like it was coming toward them.

Thump. Rustle. Drag.

Thump. Rustle. Drag.

Thump. Rustle. Drag.

“Ghosts aren’t real,” she whispered to herself. It wasn’t super convincing.

All at once, Rosie’s warm hand folded over hers. Relief flooded her blood. “Thanks.” And here she’d thought Rosie holding her hand wouldn’t do much. Right now, it felt like a lifeline.

“Hmm? Wen, is that you?” Rosie’s voice sounded groggy. And far away. “Thanks for what?”

“Thanks for . . . what?” Wendy was confused. Then it hit her:

Rosie’s voice sounded far away.

Wendy shot straight up. Her heart pounded in her ears. She scrambled to switch her flashlight on.

An arc of yellow light bathed the shadowy space.

“What are you doing?” Rosie asked. “What’s that noise?”

Wendy screamed so hard she thought her throat might burst.

Rosie was all the way on the other side of the room.

“You—you moved?” Wendy’s voice trembled. “When did you move? What are you doing over there?!”

Rosie looked confused. “It got cold with the broken window right over us. You were sound asleep. I didn’t think you’d care.”

“You don’t understand,” Wendy said. She jumped up and started to pack her things. “You don’t . . .”

“What?!”

“SOMEONE WAS HOLDING MY HAND!” Wendy sobbed.

Rosie’s face went pale.

CLICK. CLICK. CLICK.

From beside her sleeping bag, her phone was still taking pictures.

All on its own.

Cautious, Rosie picked up the phone. Gingerly, she swiped through the photo log. Wendy watched through her tears.

Then it was Rosie’s turn to scream.


The screaming went on for some time.

Thornhill was high enough on the hill, removed from the town, that they went unheard.

When the screams stopped, the room was empty. Silent. The girls had vanished into thin air.

Suddenly, Rosie’s phone, lying next to her empty sleeping bag, buzzed. A new text.

check ur email.

from: User@HillHouse.eternity

to: RoMGirl@now.net

re: THORNHILL

We told you not to tell.
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Jingle Jangle

By Kim Ventrella

Everyone in town knows about the Jingle Jangle Man. They say he lives behind the thorns, at the edge of the deep, dark wood. They say he grants wishes to those brave enough to call him. They say he’ll cut off your skin and wear it like a jacket.

But they say a lot of things. They can’t all be true.

It started the day my stepdaddy, Marlin, took my dog out for a drive and came back with blood on his shirt. I begged Mama to do something, to help me, but she said, “Shush up now! Don’t let Marlin hear you.” That was when I ran. All the way to Granny’s house.

“Please, why won’t you tell me the words?” I squeezed her wrinkly hand, my body one big ache. I wanted my dog. I wanted Marlin to go away and never come back. I wanted a miracle.

Granny considered, rolling a cigar between her teeth. “It’s a fool story, boy, nothing more. Go on to bed.”

“But I know he grants wishes. Everyone says he does.”

“Wishes don’t come free. There’s a price to pay . . . a terrible price.” Granny narrowed one eye, blowing a ring of smoke. “What else do you know?”

“I know that if I go up to the thornbushes and say the magic words, he’ll appear. And then he’ll grant my wishes, and it’ll be like Marlin never existed. Then I’ll find my dog, and Mama and I can be happy again.” I paused, out of breath. “You hate Marlin too, Granny. I know you do.”

“Hate is a nasty word, and nasty words bring trouble,” Granny said. “You forget all about that devil story. Promise you will.”

“Okay, Granny. I promise.”

I didn’t want to lie, but I had no choice. So that evening, when Granny fell asleep with a pile of cigar stubs in her lap, I slipped into her room. I knew about the box of old notebooks and diaries. And I knew Granny. She wrote everything down. Especially secret things.

Sure enough, in a dusty diary with a cracked leather cover, I found the words I needed.

After that, it was easy to sneak out and trek across town, all the way to the edge of the deep, dark wood. I’ve been sitting here for a while now, overlooking a wall of thorns. Fog rolls past in lazy spirals, like huge, faceless ghosts. My lungs seize as a shadow moves behind the thorns, all thin and hunched and made of bone.

It’s him. I know it is. The answer to all my problems.

Screwing up my courage, I take a deep breath and recite the words Granny wrote: “Jingle Jangle, skin and bone. Meat and worms and rotten stone.” It sounds silly out loud, like a children’s rhyme, but I keep going. “Jingle Jangle, rib and claw, open wide your filthy maw.”

A warm breeze blows aside the fog, and for a moment a band of dusky sunlight touches my face. It settles on my cheeks and soothes the ache in my fingertips. I start to laugh, my sudden fear draining away, because how could any of this be real? Then I hear it.

Clink. Clank. Clink.

Like wet bones rattling in the bottom of a well. It comes closer.

Clink. Clank. Clink.

I see him, silhouetted black against the late evening sun. He breaks through the thornbushes and lopes over the dead brush, dragging a burlap sack. Up above, the clouds part, and he grins. Strips of flesh dangle from his jaw, blowing to and fro in the wind. Black beetles crawl along his rib cage and down his spine. My eyes drop to the sack trailing behind his decomposing feet. It isn’t burlap at all, but a drooping lump of human skin. Festered and cracked, leaving a trail of juices in its wake.

I freeze, squeezing my arms tight around my chest.

He’s coming closer.

Closer.

He’s here.

His putrid stink fills my nostrils, and the sound of him wriggles in my ears. An entire orchestra of sound. There’s the clink, clank, clink of dry, forgotten bones. The ticking of insect legs and shells and the rustle of papery wings. Add to that the whistle of wind through empty eye sockets, and finally the sloosh, sloosh of wet skin gliding over dead grass. Put it together and you’ve got the Jingle Jangle Man.

A strand of greasy hair brushes my forehead, and I stop breathing. I peek between my fingers and see his face, the skin all rotten and melting, a single eyeball dangling by a pink cord. He reaches for me, and I’m sure he plans to pull out my intestines and wear them like a scarf, but instead he pats my head.

“Thank . . . you. I’m . . . free,” he gurgles.

Lips numb, I whisper in his moldy ear.

I can’t tell if he hears my wish or not, but I’m relieved as he moves away, disappearing into the deep, dark shadows.

I stay in the woods till the sun dies out, letting my pee-soaked shorts dry in the wind. I throw up twice in a thornbush, imagining what I’ll find when I get back home, wondering if maybe Granny was right. The hatred I felt toward Marlin has already turned cold and hard inside my chest.

Maybe the Jingle Jangle Man didn’t hear my wish. Maybe . . .

The neighbors are waiting at the edge of the field when I return. Granny’s there too, and she drags me into her arms. “I warned you, and now look what you’ve done.” Her gaze drifts to Mama’s house, and I know the Jingle Jangle Man must be inside.

My wish . . .

Everyone jumps as a scream rips the air, followed by a long, eerie silence. Nobody moves, apart from the crickets and the flickering torches. It’s full-on dark now, but I see him by torchlight as he exits the house. His bones look different, plumper somehow. Despite Granny’s pleas, I step closer. He wears a piece of skin tied around his waist like a belt, and another draped jauntily about his neck. He walks toward me, and that’s when I glimpse his feet, no longer rotting and bare, but encased in fleshy slippers. I recognize the hairy knuckles and the twisted sixth toe.

“Those belong to Marlin,” I say, gazing up and up into his horror of a face. He’s wearing Marlin’s nose on a string around his neck, and a familiar blue eyeball sits crooked in his left socket, oozing white pus.

My wish . . .

“For me?” he says, his voice wet and burbling. His eyes pass greedily over my skin, and he splays his bony fingers, wanting payment.

One by one, the neighbors hang their heads. There’s a hush as Granny faints, her body dropping almost peacefully to the grass. I want to help her, but a hand closes around my wrist. A hand with one of Marlin’s fingers held on with a strip of duct tape.

“For me?”

I can tell he wants me to give him something, but what? I reach into my pocket and offer him the only thing I can find, a stick of gum with a ball of fuzz stuck to the tip. He blinks, and his left eye plops onto the grass at my feet.

“Ssspecial,” he says, cocking his head. “Must be . . . ssspecial.”

“I don’t have anything else,” I say, watching as my neighbors turn and walk away. “I promise. Nothing but the skin on my back and this ugly house and—”

“I’ll take that,” says the Jingle Jangle Man.

“What?”

He drops the fetid skin sack he still carries and caresses my cheek.

“A little small, but it’ll ssstretch.”


Time is different now, behind the thornbushes. Slower. Mostly I pace back and forth, count the beetles crawling over my ribs. The skin sack is heavier than I imagined. Probably because it includes bits of Marlin along with all the rest. Still, I drag it here and there, spend hours flicking away the flies. Before, I wondered why he kept it, the spoiled, leaking hunk. Now I know. It gets cold at night, with the wind whistling through your bones.

Some days, if I’m lucky, Granny comes to visit. “My poor, poor boy,” she says, peering at me from the shadow of an old oak.

“Come closer, Granny,” I say, reaching my hand through the tangle of thorns. Bits of skin catch and peel off the bone.

Granny’s ancient shoulders sag. “I warned you to stay away. Now you’re trapped. Like the last one, and the one before that.”

“Then call me, Granny. You know how. So I can be free.”

With great effort, she stands and arranges her long skirts. “Evil’s never free.”

“But it’s me. I’m not evil. I would never hurt you.”

A chilly wind rattles the dead branches, and I pull the skin sack closer to my chest. “Granny, I’m cold.”

I watch as she considers. Slowly, reluctantly, she sits back down on the grass and begins to recite. “Jingle Jangle, skin and bone . . .”

I lean closer, my shriveled tongue dangling over my teeth.

“Meat and worms and rotten stone . . .”

I reach a hand through the thorns, my fingers opening and closing, longing for the touch of warm flesh.

“Don’t stop,” I say, as Granny pauses, her weary eyes studying me in the morning sunlight. “Please.”

With a long sigh, Granny continues, and my jaw drops open in a smile.
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The Weeping Woman

By Courtney Alameda

Rosa and Luci lived with their parents along the Santa Fe River. Whenever their parents would fight, the girls would slip away and walk along the water’s banks. As the girls grew older, their parents’ fighting got fiercer. The girls visited the river more often.

The summer of Rosa’s twelfth birthday, Mamá died while the girls were out walking. The police assured the girls it was an accident. Papá insisted Mamá had tripped and fallen down the stairs. A tragedy, he said. Your mother was clumsy, nothing more.

Rosa was not convinced, and Luci only a little. She was younger. But neither girl believed the tears they saw on their father’s face. Especially when Papá brought a new “friend” to dinner. Grass hadn’t even started to grow on Mamá’s grave, and yet their father was already putting another woman in Mamá’s place.

Rosa stormed from the house. She didn’t care if her father would be upset with her, nor that the daylight was fading. Slipping past the edge of their yard, Rosa fled to the riverbank. The summer had brought heavy rains. The river raged. As the sun sank low, the shadows stretched tall. The breeze clicked through the trees, carrying a woman’s sobs to Rosa’s ears.

“My children, my children,” the breeze whispered. “Where are my children?”

Rosa paused. As the shadows deepened, she spotted a bone-thin woman hovering over the water. She wore a white lace dress, which was unraveling at the hem. Her hair was black as a bruise, and her feet faded into the air.

“My children . . . ,” the woman said, lifting her head. Her face was skeletal, though she may have been beautiful once. “Have you seen . . . my children . . . ?”

Startled, Rosa stepped back, tripping on a mossy rock. She stumbled into the river. The water slipped past her calves, swift and strong—she swore it wanted to pull her in.

“Rosa!” Luci called from the upper bank. “What are you doing in the water?”

“Can you see her?” Rosa asked, turning toward her sister.

“See who?” her sister replied, confused.

When Rosa looked back, the woman in white was gone.

That night, the wind carried a woman’s ghostly cries through the walls. Luci crawled into bed with Rosa. The girls hid under Rosa’s comforter, clutching each other’s hands in the dark. They didn’t dare turn the bedroom lights on, not even when the cries came from beneath their bedroom window. Neither dared risk their father’s wrath—he had forbidden them from sleeping with the lights on.

“It’s a ghost, Rosa,” Luci said.

“There’s no such thing,” Rosa said, knowing she lied.

“That’s not true!” Luci whispered. “Grandmother says spirits can find you if they know your face—did she see you?”

Rosa said nothing.

For three nights, the woman in white wailed under their bedroom window. On the fourth, Grandmother visited from Albuquerque. When darkness fell and Grandmother heard the sobs on the wind, she clucked her tongue. “The Llorona cries tonight.”

“The who?” Rosa asked, glancing at her sister. Luci shrugged.

“The Llorona, the weeping woman,” Grandmother said. “It’s said she wanders the rivers, searching for her drowned children and punishing those who treat their families badly—”

“It’s just the howling of the wind,” Papá snapped. “Enough of your old wives’ tales.”

“The old stories grew from seeds of truth,” Grandmother said with a knowing look at Papá.

“They grew from superstition, not truth,” Papá said, dropping his fork to his plate. “Mind your grandmother, girls. I’m going out.”

Papá slammed the front door. His truck growled in the driveway, spitting gravel. Its tires screeched on the road.

When he was gone, Rosa said, “I saw her.” She pushed the remains of her rice around her plate. “The weeping woman. In the river.”

“Did she see your face?” Grandmother asked.

Rosa nodded.

The wrinkles in Grandmother’s forehead deepened. “Don’t leave this house after sunset, then. Not till the Llorona’s spirit moves on.”

“How long will that take?” Luci asked.

“I don’t know,” Grandmother said.

Rosa shifted in her chair. “Can we help her?”

“No,” Grandmother said with a shake of her head. “Or else she’ll mistake you for her own children. Promise me you’ll stay away from the river?”

Rosa and Luci nodded.

The night grew late, but Papá hadn’t returned. Grandmother tucked the sisters into bed. Luci fell asleep. Rosa stayed awake, listening to the moans on the wind. My children, my children, where are my children?

Sometimes, Rosa thought the weeping woman’s voice sounded like her mother’s. She pulled her blankets over her head and tried to sleep. It wouldn’t come.

Hours passed. When Rosa finally heard her father’s truck rumble up the lane, relief spread through her chest. She kicked off her covers and went to the window. The orbs of Papá’s truck taillights glared back at her, casting the front of house in red. Papá had parked on the front lawn again. Mamá used to yell at him for that, saying it ruined the grass.

Rosa’s heart shuddered.

“My children, my children,” the wind whispered. The weeping woman appeared on the riverbank. In the moonlight, she shimmered like a pearl. She beckoned to Papá with one ghostly hand.

Papá took an unsteady step toward the ghost.

“No,” Rosa whispered. Afraid to wake her sister, Rosa ran downstairs and out the front door. Her father’s truck still idled on the lawn. Papá was nowhere in sight.

“Papá?” Rosa called, but nobody answered. “Papá!”

Rosa ran down to the riverbank. She heard her father calling her name, but his voice sounded far away. Before Rosa could call out to him again, a pale hand clutched her by the shoulder. Cold nails cut through Rosa’s shirt.

In her ear, a woman whispered, “Where are my children?”
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The Neighbor

by Amy Lukavics

As soon as Dennis woke up, he felt like he was being watched. When he got out of bed and opened his blinds to greet the morning like he always did, there was a little boy sitting in the yard across the road, staring. The presence of a neighbor was especially confusing because the house across the road was empty and had been for years. Dennis would have noticed if people had moved in, because he played outside almost every day during summer vacation, and even when he wasn’t outside, he was in the living room, where he had a full window view of the road and the unoccupied house.

But there he was anyway, the new neighbor who appeared to be just about Dennis’s age, sitting very still, with his eyes opened very wide, unblinking. It’s almost like he’s been patiently waiting for me to wake up, Dennis thought.

It gave him the chills.

He turned away from his window, the new neighbor still on his mind as he ate some breakfast, put on his playclothes, and brushed his teeth. There was certainly something strange about the whole thing, but on the other hand, the idea of a new friend to play with during this long and boring break from school was exciting for Dennis. So after he was finished eating, he went out the front door and checked to see if the boy was still there. He was. Dennis went across the road to introduce himself.

“I’m Dennis,” he said, and the boy grinned wide enough to show almost all of his teeth.

“I know,” the boy said. “I’m Jones.”

Now Dennis was even more puzzled. How could this boy possibly already know his name?

“When did you move in?” Dennis asked, looking behind where Jones sat to the big, empty porch of the house. He didn’t see any movement through the windows, and he didn’t see a car parked in the yard either. “Where are your parents?”

“Never mind them,” Jones said, standing up and brushing the dirt from his already filthy pants, which Dennis guessed were originally white but were now a grungy shade of brown. “Want to play with me today?”

“Sure!” Dennis had always wanted a neighbor his own age to play with, so much so that he was willing to let go of the pit that had formed in his stomach the moment he saw Jones sitting on the ground staring at his window this morning. Maybe this new boy was a little strange—so what? Dennis would take what he could get.

“Let’s go!” Jones shouted, and took off running for the woods beyond the road. “I have something really cool to show you!”

“Wait!” Dennis called after Jones, but followed him nonetheless. “My mom says I’m not allowed to play in the woods!”

“It’ll be fine,” Jones yelled over his shoulder without slowing. “I’ve played in the woods my whole life.”

Dennis paused for just a moment before continuing to run. He had lived in his house for all of his ten years and knew for a fact that he’d never seen Jones before, or anybody in the house across the road, especially near the woods. Maybe Mom wouldn’t get too mad at him if he told her that his new friend had been the one to suggest they play so far away from their houses.

The woods were very dark. They smelled musty, almost like Dennis’s basement after a rainstorm, and he wondered how many centipedes were near him in that very moment, burrowing and slithering and munching. Some of the trees had holes in them, but most of the holes were covered by cloudy layers of densely spun spiderwebs, which swayed in the breeze as Jones ran past them.

“I’m the ghost hunter,” Jones announced, slowing his run to a stop at last to pick up a long, gnarled stick. He pointed the sharpened tip at Dennis. “And you’re the ghost.”

“Ghost?” Dennis had always hated the idea of invisible dead people standing around watching him—whether from far away or very, very close. No breathing, no heartbeat, just cold air and the distant sound of tortured whispers.

Dennis didn’t get why some souls would choose to stick around. What would be so exciting about observing the land of the living, anyway? He felt like after a while, it’d be impossible not to get angry about it; you’re dead, and they’re alive. You’d come to feel mean. You’d come to feel violent. And, scariest of all, you’d become dangerously bored. If you were a ghost, you’d have all the time in the world, and eventually you’d need to do something with all of those terrible feelings. Turn them into something. Make them become real.

Goose bumps flourished over the back of Dennis’s arms. He noticed that Jones was staring at him strangely, with his head sort of tilted to the side, like he was seeing something funny.

“You don’t like ghosts very much, do you, Dennis?” Jones asked, and now Dennis wished that he’d never broken the rules to come play in the woods after all.

“I don’t care about ghosts,” Dennis said, feeling his cheeks warm at the lie. “I mean, I don’t really believe in them.”

Jones smiled, the stick in his hand still pointed threateningly at Dennis. “Oh, come on. It’s fun to believe in ghosts.”

“Could you put that down?” Dennis’s mouth suddenly felt dry; he longed for a drink of water. “The stick, I mean. I don’t really like it.”

Jones lowered the stick right away and tossed it aside into a baneberry bush. The bush was flush with beautiful red berries, smooth and shiny like tiny Christmas ornaments, but Dennis knew from a nature book he had at home that baneberries were poisonous. “Don’t eat those,” he blurted, then felt embarrassed for himself, because Jones wasn’t even looking at the berries, let alone picking them to eat them.

“Sorry about the stick,” Jones said, ignoring the comment about the berries, which Dennis appreciated. “I didn’t mean to scare you or anything. Just trying to get you to relax. You seem like you don’t really want to be friends.”

Dennis felt guilty for letting himself get so nervous about Jones. Who cared when he’d moved into the empty house across the road? Maybe his family had done it in the night, or very early in the morning before Dennis woke up. Maybe Jones’s parents’ car was parked in the garage, not the driveway, and that’s why he hadn’t seen it.

Dennis couldn’t believe how silly he’d been. Here was this boy trying to be friends with him, show him his favorite place to play. Jones probably lived in a house close by before he moved here, Dennis reasoned. That’s why he said he’d played in these woods his whole life.

“Don’t apologize,” Dennis said, and he felt the tense pit in his stomach finally start to dissolve. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I was feeling weird before, but I’m fine now. Let’s play!”

So they did. Not ghost hunter and ghost, but general versus general, with each boy setting up their own little armies of things they found around the woods: moss-covered chips of bark, rocks, sticks, grass, and poisonous berries. They had so much fun that Dennis lost track of time, and it was only when a bird somewhere deep in the woods shrieked loud enough to make them both jump that he realized they’d been enthralled in their game for hours. His eyes had adjusted to the dim lighting of the forest, but Dennis swore it was just a tad darker than when they’d arrived.

“I need to get home,” Dennis said, standing up and wiping his muddy hands on his pants. “My mother is gonna kill me. I’m not even allowed to play out here, really. But I’ll tell her tonight that it’s fine because you know your way around. We should come back tomorrow!”

“Yes,” Jones agreed. He stood and stretched his arms above his head. “That was very fun indeed. I haven’t played like that in a long, long time.”

Jones began leading the way out, with Dennis close behind. The boys joked about their game and made plans for what new elements they could introduce tomorrow, stuff like witches and curses and plagues. After a while, Dennis realized that they’d been walking for what felt like too long, like they should have broken through the trees and had clear views of their houses by now. He mentioned it to Jones, who nodded firmly as he walked.

“Yep,” he said, making his way around a small thicket. “I just wanted to show you something else really quick before we left. It’ll only take a minute and it’s really cool. It’s what I wanted to show you in the first place.”

A small spot of familiar discomfort budded in Dennis’s stomach, but he ignored it. “Cool,” he said.

Suddenly, the trees gave way to a small clearing. In the clearing was an ancient-looking iron fence, no taller than Dennis’s waist, which created a perimeter around a long slab of nearly black dirt that was riddled with gravestones. A filthy angel statue stood tall in the center of the graveyard, its hands extended to the canopy of tangled branches above. Years of no sun and dreary weather had caused the angel to look like a monster, all blank eyes, peeling paint, and dried mud.

“What the heck?” Dennis said. “Why is there a cemetery all the way out here?”

“It’s real old,” Jones said, leaning against the fence but not going inside. “People don’t really use it anymore.”

“Creepy.” Dennis decided that when he got home, he would take a very hot shower and put on his pajamas and spend the rest of the day in bed reading comic books. “Let’s go, or my mom might not let me come back tomorrow.”

“I wanted you to see this place,” Jones answered as though his feelings were hurt. “It’s important to me. This is where I used to live.”

Dennis’s heart skipped a beat in his chest. “What? Yeah, okay.” He let out a nervous laugh.

“I lived under the ground,” Jones continued, his eyes glued to one gravestone in particular, the one directly in front of the angel statue. “But it was too cold, and boring. So I started to dig. The wood that my box was made out of was so old and rotted that I was able to break through it right away, but the dirt outside of the box was much harder, like cold clay. It took so much longer than I ever could have imagined. It felt like it took decades, Dennis.”

Dennis was paralyzed with fear. Jones had to have been lying, obviously. Ghosts weren’t real, and neither were dead boys who woke up in their graves and clawed their way out. Regardless, Dennis thought it was an awful thing to say, and it made him regret wanting to be friends. He suddenly saw Jones as he saw the poisonous red baneberries. All the signs had been there not to fall prey to the bright, shiny idea of a new friend to play with, but Dennis had ignored his instincts. And now he was stuck in a creepy cemetery with a creepy boy and no idea how to get home if he tried to run.

“And then, after what felt like an eternity, I finally dug my way out. I found a house. I found you. I sat and waited for you to wake up. And then we became friends.”

Jones finally tore his eyes away from the graves and stared at Dennis without blinking. “We are friends, right, Dennis? We’re best friends?”

“Of course,” Dennis answered right away. “We’re definitely best friends. Let’s come back here and play tomorrow.” He was desperate to say anything that would make Jones show him the way home, fully ready to make promises he wouldn’t keep. “You could tell me more about how you came to live in the box under the ground.”

It sounded ludicrous, but it only took a moment for Dennis to realize that it had worked. Jones broke into a grateful smile, his rigid stance relaxing as he stepped away from the fence. “It means a lot to me that you didn’t get scared and run away. Most kids would have. You’re a real, true friend. I never had a brother, but we could be brothers now.”

“Sure,” Dennis said, nearly fainting from relief as Jones finally led him away from the graveyard and to the edge of the forest. He had never felt so happy to feel the warm sunshine on his face after they were back in the open field, never imagined he would be so surprised to survive what had turned out to be such an unsettling day. He saw his house in the distance and felt such immense comfort that he almost wanted to cry.

The rest of the walk home was silent.

“Well,” Dennis said once they were on the road that separated their front yards, ready to plant the seed in Jones’s mind that he would not, in fact, be returning to the woods to play tomorrow. “I sure hope my mom doesn’t ground me for playing out there without her permission.”

“I’m sure she’ll understand,” Jones said. “Just tell her you were with your new brother.”

“Right,” Dennis said, awkwardly sticking his hands into his pockets. “Well, bye. See you around.”

“See you around,” Jones repeated, and watched Dennis walk up to his porch and disappear through the front door.

As soon as he was safe inside, Dennis locked it and went straight to the kitchen, never more hopeful to get in trouble in his life. His mother stood at the stove, stirring a big pot of garlicky-smelling tomato sauce for spaghetti. On the counter beside the stove was a tray of meatballs ready to be put into the oven.

“I’m home, Mom,” Dennis said, waiting for her to demand where he’d been all day. Instead, she greeted him without turning around, softly asking him how his day was. “You haven’t been gone for that long in ages,” she remarked before he could even answer. “I was lonely, but I suppose it was nice to know you were doing something else besides hanging around here, making a racket because you were bored to death.”

“But I went into the woods,” he blurted. “With a boy I’d never met before. Aren’t you mad?”

“Honey, we made that rule when you were six and got lost in there.” Mom sighed, then lifted a spoonful of sauce from the pot and had a taste. “You’re capable of taking care of yourself by now, I’d imagine.”

Dennis didn’t remember being lost in the woods when he was six.

He finished the day as he’d originally planned, with a hot shower and pajamas and comic-book-reading in bed. His mother even brought him dinner in his room, a huge steaming plate of spaghetti and meatballs with buttered bread and milk. When the sun went down and his eyelids started getting heavy, Dennis turned off his bedroom light, then walked in the dark to his window to close the blinds, so that the sun wouldn’t wake him up too early in the morning. But before he could close them, he saw something out the window that turned his blood cold.

Outside, the moon shone brightly enough for Dennis to make out the road, and the house on the other side. Sitting cross-legged in the yard, facing Dennis’s window, was Jones. The moonlight caused the grin on the new neighbor’s face to glow.

Dennis closed the blinds and fled to his bed, pulling the covers over his head and hardly daring to move, convinced that at any moment he’d hear Jones tapping on his window, or worse, whispering to him from right outside the blanket. Dennis fell asleep that way, all curled up and afraid, dreaming of cold places underground and the sound of fingernails digging to get out. When he woke up the next morning, he had a headache.

Feeling braver in the daylight, Dennis checked the window again, sneakily, so that if Jones was still there, he wouldn’t notice Dennis peering out. The yard across the road was empty. Thank goodness, Dennis thought. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me last night.

Suddenly there came a knock from down the hall in the living room, where the front door was. Dennis rushed out of his room, his mother still sleeping. Dennis answered the door and nearly jumped out of his skin when he saw Jones standing there on the porch.

“Ready to play, brother?” Jones asked, wearing the same filthy clothes as yesterday. Dennis remembered the weird story about Jones digging himself out of his own grave and shuddered.

“Sorry,” Dennis said, and tried his hardest to look like he meant it. “I did end up getting in trouble yesterday, for staying out all day and playing in the woods. My mom said I have to stay home today, and no friends.”

He half expected Jones to argue and was relieved when the neighbor only gave off a little sigh and shrug of disappointment. “That is a shame,” he said. “Maybe tomorrow.”

All day, Dennis stayed inside. He sat in his bedroom, the blinds tightly shut, while his mother went about her business through the house. Nighttime came at last and he fell asleep reading comics on the floor, and woke up in the morning sore and annoyed that Mom hadn’t awoken him to move into his bed. Slowly, he realized what had woken him up.

Somebody was ringing the doorbell.

At first Dennis just lay there, waiting for his mother to answer the door, but minutes went by and still the bell rang. Ding-dong! Ding-dong! Finally he couldn’t take it anymore. He got up and tore down the hall, noticing that his mother’s purse was gone from the hook next to the front door—and her car keys, too. She’d left him home alone without even saying goodbye!

He opened the front door, and there stood Jones. Dennis stared at him with a frown, suddenly angry that the reason he’d had such an awful, boring day yesterday was all because he’d been scared of this weird kid from across the street. Dennis looked over Jones’s shoulder, desperately hopeful to spot some parents or grandparents or anyone who might be keeping close track of their child. But of course, there was nobody.

“Ready to play, brother?” Jones asked.

“No,” Dennis said, then quickly corrected himself. “I mean, I’m still in trouble. I’m not allowed. My mom was really mad. She may not let me leave for the rest of the summer!”

To Dennis, it felt like the lie was glaringly obvious, and he was ashamed of it. But Jones listened thoughtfully, as though Dennis would never lie to him, because they were brothers now after all, weren’t they?

“That’s not fair,” Jones decided after a long silence. “You shouldn’t have to stay in this house forever. You should be able to come outside and play with me whenever you want. Your mother is very selfish for not letting you leave.”

“Yeah,” Dennis said with uncertainty. “It’s too bad. I’m sorry, Jones. Maybe I’ll see you when school starts.”

“Something really should be done about her.” Jones narrowed his eyes. “It’s not fair that she keeps you trapped like this.”

Dennis wondered how his mom would feel if she knew he’d tricked the new neighbor into thinking she was awful. It hurt his heart a little bit, because of how nice and loving she actually was. He wished his mother were here right now, but then again, maybe it was for the best that she was gone. Otherwise, she might invite Jones to come inside.

“Bye, Jones,” Dennis said, and closed the door before the boy could respond.

Dennis quietly made his way to the living room, then peeked very carefully through the curtains to spy on Jones. As Dennis watched, Jones walked slowly across the road and to the woods in the distance. Right before he went through the tree line, Jones turned back and waved. Dennis’s stomach did a flop and he hurried to get dressed and put on his sneakers.

He got on his bike and pedaled down the dirt road, away from his house and Jones’s house and the woods, for almost thirty whole minutes before reaching his destination. The gas station was Dennis’s favorite place to buy candy and chips and soda and cherry slushes, and now more than ever he sought out the comfort of a snack attack while in a place far away from Jones. But he soon noticed after pulling in that the lot was empty, and when he tried to go inside, he found that the doors were locked.

“Come on!” he growled under his breath, jostling the door again as if that would magically unlock it. Why were they closed in the middle of the day? He cupped his hands and peered through the glass—the entire building was stripped and empty.

It didn’t make any sense! Hadn’t Dennis just been here a few days ago, before he ever met Jones, to get a popsicle? The memory was fuzzy in a way that made Dennis nervous.

Looking around, Dennis noticed that the gas station was not only closed—it was like it’d been closed for years. Thick layers of dust covered the pumps, which were missing the gas nozzles. The sign that usually announced whatever was on sale was faded and covered in graffiti. Dennis suddenly felt faint with fear. Something wasn’t right here.

Something was very wrong.

He got back on his bike and pedaled hard for home, hoping with all his heart that his mother would be there by the time he returned. He didn’t care if it made him look like a baby, all he wanted right now was to cry to her and hug her and tell her about every single thing that had happened since he woke up two days before to the sight of a little boy sitting in the yard of the house across the street.

The sun was hot on Dennis’s back, but he didn’t sweat. Finally he turned off the old dirt road that would eventually lead to his house, and as he approached he spotted his mother’s car in the driveway right away. Thank goodness! His legs weak and shaky from all the pedaling, Dennis abandoned his bike in the front yard and began to make his way for the front door before stopping dead in his tracks.

Jones was sitting on the porch. Behind him, the door was wide open, knocking itself over and over against the wooden rack just inside that held everybody’s shoes, blown by the wind. Clunk. Clunk. Clunk. On the floor, Dennis spotted his mother’s purse, sprawled sideways on the ground as though it had been dropped.

The purse was clotted with a thick, dark-red liquid.

“I asked her nicely,” Jones said, standing, grinning at Dennis wide enough to show all his teeth. “Ready to play, brother?”


After the police finished at Dennis’s house, they went to interview the closest neighbor, an old woman named Harriet who lived a few miles away and often had Dennis’s mother over for lunch or afternoon cards. Harriet told the police that Dennis’s mother had lived a very hard and lonely life, and was never able to work through the grief of losing her son after he wandered off and disappeared in the nearby woods when he was six. She even claimed that the boy’s ghost visited her, making sounds through the house, opening and closing the doors, running the water in the sink or shower, supposedly speaking to her from time to time. The police told Harriet that they’d found plates of food in the boy’s bedroom, which had been kept intact since the disappearance. Harriet sighed and said that Dennis’s mom always brought him food, insisting that he liked it, even if he never ate it.

“It’s such a shame, what happened to her,” Harriet said with tears in her eyes. “She was such a lovely woman.”

Months later, after the house was cleaned and sold, the new family who moved in encouraged their daughter to explore the beautiful open land, enjoy their new and infinitely more peaceful life away from the city they’d left behind. The daughter roamed all around outside, even peeking into the windows of the empty house across the road, before eventually working her way through the field and to the woods in the distance.

That night, she told her parents that she never wanted to go into the woods again. Apparently she had heard what sounded like two boys playing, whispering in her ear about joining them, ghosts versus ghost hunter. One of the ghosts was new to the forest, they’d said, but the other had been around for a long, long time, and both would be stuck as children forever. The newer ghost had died in the woods when he was six, but with no grave to dig himself out of, his confused spirit wandered home out of habit, and he was never able to break away from the routine of haunting his own mother in order to keep her company.

The older ghost had helped him escape at last, let go of his mother and the routine that had blurred time together so forcefully, and return to the place where his body had rotted into the ground, where he could now roam and play free, forever.

That’s what ghosts do for each other, the voice said to the girl. Just like brothers. Play with us.

Join usss.

But the girl couldn’t see any boys, or anyone in the woods at all, could only hear the whispers and giggles before something pulled her braid with a sharp tug and sent her sprinting. It had scared her half to death.

She hadn’t even noticed the cemetery as she fled, where two boys sat, cross-legged, in front of a gravestone marked with the name Jones.
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Tag, You’re It

By N.R. Lambert

On Friday morning, just before homeroom, a stranger called @EyeKnowU began tagging Nick Dale on Pixagram. The posts were all copycat pictures of Nick’s most recent selfies—identical in setting, but in every one, Nick found himself replaced by a six-foot-tall baby doll wearing a soiled, tattered gown. A jagged fracture ran across the doll’s oversize porcelain head, cutting diagonally over its right eye and chipping out part of the pupil.

Stunned, Nick swiped through the posts. There was Nick’s selfie from lunch the day before, except now, the giant doll sat in Nick’s spot at the table. In another, the doll—not Nick—stood at bat during yesterday’s Little League practice. And in Nick’s selfie from the bus ride home last night, the doll’s shattered face, instead of his own, stared out the dust-streaked window.

@EyeKnowU tagged Nick in all of them.

It had to be someone he knew from school. Maybe a friend pranking him? Or one of the obnoxious eighth graders on his team? Or was it just some random troll? Nick tapped @EyeKnowU’s profile picture and winced—a super close-up photo of a single eye, wide and bloodshot, pinhole pupil shrinking away from a too-bright light.

The bio read only, “Tag, you’re it . . .”

What a total creeper. Nick’s hands shook a little as he swiped through @EyeKnowU’s older posts. Whoever it was, copying people’s Pixas was their jam and they did it a lot. The pattern seemed to go like this: @EyeKnowU targeted a user and tagged them in a bunch of copycat Pixas on a single day, re-creating the user’s latest photos with the freaky doll. @EyeKnowU’s targets lived all over the world, but they had one thing in common—every one of them stopped posting once @EyeKnowU began tagging them.

To end each copycat series, @EyeKnowU posted a single original photo. No doll. Just a dark bedroom, lit with a gleaming blue-white flash, and a blurry figure in bed, posing as if they’d been surprised—some reaching for phones; others, lamps; some just recoiling, caught in the camera’s flash as though they’d been snared in a trap.

Even more bizarre, in each one, the person in bed resembled @EyeKnowU’s target du jour. The photos had to be staged, but still . . . what a weirdo. One hundred percent block.

Nick tapped to block @EyeKnowU’s account and closed the app. His phone remained quiet the rest of the day, but as Nick walked up to his house late that afternoon, a new stream of notifications flooded in.

@EyeKnowU tagged you on Pixagram!

More copycat selfies from @EyeKnowU, somehow slinking past Nick’s block. This time, the human-sized doll clutched a Coke at the same deli where Nick bought a soda earlier that day. In another, its creepy cracked face bent over a math workbook at the same doughnut shop where Nick had been studying with his friends just an hour ago. In fact—Nick zoomed in—he was in the background of the picture, tossing a crumpled paper napkin into the recycling bin, and wearing the exact same clothes he wore at that very moment.

Heart racing, Nick checked the earlier posts. He appeared in the background of every single one. Walking, talking with friends, face bent over his phone.

This creeper had been stalking him all day.

A new notification buzzed.

@EyeKnowU tagged you on Pixagram!

The doll, standing at the top of Nick’s street, dark against a streaky orange sunset. Almost an exact replica of the Pixagram selfie Nick had taken moments earlier. He zoomed in and—sure enough—he could just make himself out in the distance, paused at his front door, looking down at his phone.

Nick whipped around and scanned the street.

No one. Nothing but a few sprinklers spattering on lawns.

He swiped through the Pixas again, a cold knot tightening in his stomach. His every move over the last day or so, shadowed, copied, even mocked a little. How could he miss a giant, creepy baby doll on the bus? At school? In the lunchroom? There was no way. These had to be photoshopped . . . didn’t they?

Nick entered the house quickly, fighting the urge to look back over his shoulder and feeling like a total wuss for wishing his parents got home earlier on weeknights. As soon as he locked the door behind him, Nick switched his Pixagram to a private account and blocked @EyeKnowU again.

Already late to meet his friends at the movies, Nick showered quickly—keeping the curtain partially open—while his phone chirped away on the sink. Still dripping, he braved a glance and huffed in relief. Just texts from his friends, wondering when he’d be there. But while he tapped out replies, a new notification popped up.

@EyeKnowU tagged you on Pixagram!

Nick hesitated . . . then tapped.

The giant baby doll stood at Nick’s front door. Its crooked finger—an unnatural twist of rusted wire and broken porcelain—hovered over the doorbell. The chill gripping Nick’s stomach crawled up his spine and prickled across the back of his neck. He waited, breath held.

But nothing happened.

He crept over to the window and peeked out. The landing was empty, the street, dark and quiet. But as he turned away from the sill—

BING-BONG!

Nick froze. Should he call the police? His parents? And what would he tell them? That he was being stalked by a doll? No one would believe him.

He flicked on the stoop light and peeked out again—still empty. He checked the locks on every door and window in the house, his heart pounding each time he pushed aside a curtain, certain the doll’s pale face would be pressed up against the glass.

What would be worse? Staying home with @EyeKnowU taunting him, or going to the movies, sitting in the pitch-black, and looking over his shoulder every ten seconds? If anyone caught him melting down over a big baby doll, he’d never hear the end of it.

Nick messaged his friends that he was staying in and reported @EyeKnowU’s account to Pixagram before blocking it yet again. How did this creep show keep slipping past his bans? His phone lit up with a few messages giving him a hard time about bailing, but nothing new from @EyeKnowU. Still, before he climbed the stairs to his bedroom, Nick pulled a bat out of his practice bag. But even with it leaning there against his nightstand, in easy reach of the bed, Nick struggled to close his eyes and fall asleep, @EyeKnowU’s final, frozen bedroom shots flaring through his brain.

But he must have dozed off eventually, because Nick jolted awake when the phone started buzzing again . . . and again . . . and again. His whole body thumped with his startled heartbeat.

@EyeKnowU tagged you on Pixagram!

Nick didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t help it . . . and once he did, he couldn’t look away.

The doll’s cracked face glancing over its shoulder as it opened Nick’s front door.

The doll’s chipped eye reflected in the bathroom mirror, still steamy from Nick’s shower.

The doll’s bent body, on all fours, climbing up the stairs.

The doll’s mangled hands pressed against Nick’s bedroom door.

And in the last post, the doll looming over Nick, asleep in bed, phone still clutched in his hand.

Nick scrambled upright and turned on the lamp.

His room was empty.

His door still shut.

His phone screen dark and blank. Nick opened Pixagram again. @EyeKnowU’s account was still blocked, and no new tags since the photo at the doorbell hours ago.

It must have been an awful dream.

Nick glanced at the time. Somehow midnight had come and gone, and in just a few hours, his parents would be jostling him awake for breakfast. As he waited for his heart to slow, he deleted the Pixagram app, powered off his phone, and stuck it on the nightstand charger.

He hesitated a moment longer before turning off the light and rolling over into his pillow.

But just as Nick shut his eyes, the phone suddenly jumped and buzzed.

@EyeKnowU tagged you on Pixagram!

The floor creaked.

Something wheezed and crinkled at the foot of his bed.

Nick twisted toward the sound and—

FLASH!

On the floor, Nick’s phone buzzed one last time, unheard.

@EyeKnowU tagged you on Pixagram!
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The Painted Skin

by Jamie Ford

As a young man, Georgie Chung was always looking to do good. So, during the Spring Lantern Festival, when he saw a homeless girl with long hair and perfect skin selling crabapples in his village, he decided to help her.

“How would you like to come live with me?” he asked timidly. Despite the rags she wore, she stood out from other beggars on the street. She was younger and had a gentle way about her. “I have a spare bedroom upstairs. You could cook and clean for room and board.”

“That’s so kind of you, to invite a lowly stranger into your home,” she said, looking up at him with a warm smile and tears in her eyes, “I accept your gracious offer.” She packed up her basket of crabapples and followed him.

As they walked along the planked sidewalk, Georgie smiled, proud of his good deed. His heart also fluttered with happiness to be seen with such a lovely girl. He swelled with pride as workmen halted their labors and stared as Georgie and the girl walked by. Matronly women in fine silk gowns couldn’t help but regard her youthful beauty, wide-eyed. Everyone marveled at Georgie and the girl—all but an old Taoist priest, also begging on the street, who shook his head and frowned, saying, “You pass by me every day. Now you help her at your own peril.”

Georgie ignored the man, and on the long walk home, he stole glances at the girl’s beautiful face. He admired her reflection in storefront windows and mud puddles. Even in the murky water, her skin shimmered, radiant and virtuous.

When they arrived at his home, Georgie showed her the kitchen where she’d work. Immediately she busied herself, cooking a dish made of rice, peanuts, and leftover chicken bones, for flavor. She squeezed the juice from a crabapple on top of the humble porridge, which tasted better than anything he could remember.

Georgie ate and ate. He finished four servings as the girl looked on.

Afterward, with a full stomach, he led the girl to the bedroom where she’d sleep. She smiled, almost beaming, to have a bed and a mattress filled with straw. There was also a small desk and an armoire fashioned from old crates. She gushed her thanks, while Georgie lit a candle as the sun began to set.

“I’m so happy you opened your home to me,” she said. “I won’t forget you.”

She kissed Georgie on the cheek and he felt a warmth in his chest as he went back downstairs and prepared for bed. He fell asleep, dreaming of the girl.

Later that night, Georgie woke to the sound of shuffling feet.

He gazed up at the ceiling, wondering what his houseguest was doing. He thought about her long, flowing hair, her enchanting lips, as he touched his cheek where she had kissed him. He closed his eyes and could still picture her in his mind. Unable to sleep, he decided that if he could see her, if only for a moment, he might be able to rest.

Silently, he crept upstairs in his nightclothes, hearing gentle singing coming from her room. He drew a deep breath, then pressed his eye to the keyhole. He could see the bed, but she wasn’t in it. More curious than ever, Georgie went downstairs, paced near the cooking stove, which was still warm, then walked outside. Walking behind the house, he felt the evening chill and heard crickets as he stared up at her room. The open window glowed from candlelight.

Determined to see her, Georgie climbed a tree next to the house. As he neared the top branches, he peered into the room. Sitting at the desk was a hideous, green-faced demon, with razors for teeth and long, gnarled fingers with jutting black nails. The demon sang as it painted a dried human skin. Attached to the skin was a skein of long black hair. Georgie froze as the demon stopped singing and sniffed the air. The demon gnashed its teeth and turned its head, swiveling like an owl. For a horrible moment it seemed like their eyes met and blood dripped from the demon’s mouth. Georgie’s heart pounded in his chest as he prayed the demon couldn’t see him, hidden in the shadows of the tree. The demon wiped the blood from its chin, licked its lips with a forked tongue, smiled, then resumed singing as it went back to painting the skin, stretching the old, leathery flesh, holding it up as though to appraise the fit.

Georgie dropped from the tree, his body trembling in the cold. Too scared to go back inside, he remembered the priest. Running through the night, barefoot and terrified, he found the old man wrapped in orange robes, asleep on the sidewalk.

“You have to help me!” Georgie said, shaking the old priest awake. “That girl—the one selling crabapples—is a demon. She wears a painted skin to walk among us.”

The old priest sat up. He shook his head again when he saw it was Georgie in his nightclothes, his hair a mess, his face stricken by fear. “You should have heeded my warning,” the priest said wearily. “Now it might be too late. Take this.”

The old priest reached into his pocket with a bony hand and handed Georgie a jade charm on a long gold chain. “Hang this outside your bedroom door. It will keep you safe and ward off the demon.”

Georgie held the charm, thinking of its value. He could sell it and move to another village, leaving the demon far behind. But a part of him wanted to see the girl again. Her beauty haunted him. He knew she was death in painted skin, but if he could be safe and see her one last time, it would be worth the risk to quiet the longing in his heart.

He walked home in the darkness, clutching the charm. And when he reached his house, the demon’s window was dark and the crickets had stopped chirping.

Inside, Georgie stepped lightly to his room, listening for any sound that might be coming from upstairs. He hung the charm from a nail on his door, then slipped back beneath the covers, pulling the woolen blanket over his head. He closed his eyes and fell asleep, looking forward to seeing the girl one more time before casting her out.

Once again, he dreamed of the girl. But this time he watched as the demon slipped into the painted skin and stroked its long black hair, grinning.

As a rooster crowed, Georgie startled awake. He knew the sun would soon be coming up on the horizon. He thought of the girl and felt a terrible itch in his chest. He scratched the itch and felt a cavity, a gaping hole, the size of a fist. He stared in horror at his fingers, covered in warm blood and maggots that crawled from the hole. His heart would have been racing, but that vital organ had been ripped out, clawed from this rib cage.

In the darkness Georgie saw the beautiful girl one last time, the old priest’s charm dangling from around her slender neck.

“You invited me in, Georgie,” she whispered, snickering, “so this charm doesn’t work. And now you’re mine. I told you I wouldn’t forget you.”

Georgie tried to speak, tried to scream, tried to run, but could only watch.

She smiled, baring yellow fangs as she held up a juicy crabapple and took a bite. The apple changed into his beating heart.
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Lost to the World

by John Dixon

James found the box of old black-and-white photos at a garage sale in his neighborhood. There was no price tag, so he asked the old man who was selling everything.

“Go ahead and take them,” the old man said. “Nobody cares about old photos.”

James was excited. Old photos were cool. He thanked the man and went home.

His mother rolled her eyes. “Free wasn’t cheap enough,” she said. “Nobody cares about old photos.”

James cared, though. He went upstairs and sat on his bed and looked through the black-and-white pictures. He took his time. He studied the scenes, the people, their clothes, everything.

His favorite picture showed a girl around his age. She was looking out from behind an apple tree. She was very pretty even though she wasn’t smiling. She looked serious, almost sad.

James wondered who she was. He flipped over the photo, but there was no writing on the back. He glanced through the other photos, but this was the only one of the girl.

He set the other photos aside and stared at the sad girl. The picture was so old. The girl had probably died a long time ago. Now she was nameless and forgotten. There was only the picture, nothing else. The girl was lost to the world.

So sad, James thought. And kind of scary.

He wished that he knew the girl. He wished that he could tell her a joke and make her smile. He wished that he could help her.

“Who are you?” he asked the old black-and-white photograph.

Something strange happened then.

The picture brightened, filling with vibrant colors. The grass turned green, the sky turned bright blue, and the apples turned deep red.

The girl was even prettier now. Her eyes were as blue as the sky, and her hair was the same deep red as the apples. Light freckles dotted her nose and cheeks.

“My name is Maggie,” the girl in the photo said. “Thank you for noticing me.”

James was shocked and excited. “You can talk.”

“Yes,” Maggie said, nodding in the photo. In the sky behind her, thin clouds drifted like ghosts. “You brought me to life because you paid attention to me. Nobody cares about old photos.”

They talked. Maggie was nice. She asked a lot of questions. James told her about his life. She kept thanking him for noticing her, but she still looked sad.

James told Maggie that he wanted to help her.

Maggie’s eyes brightened, and she almost smiled. “Would you do something for me?” she asked.

“Anything,” he said.

“Anything?”

“Yes,” James said, “anything for you.”

Maggie finally smiled.

The next day, a new student joined James’s class. The teacher told the new girl to sit in James’s seat since he was absent. The new girl made friends easily because she had pretty red hair and a great smile.

James didn’t come to school the next day. Or the next. Or the day after that. He had disappeared.

No one could find him, even though they looked everywhere.

Well, almost everywhere.

There was one place that they didn’t look. And that is where James was, frozen in black-and-white eternity.

If someone had looked closely, they would have seen James standing beneath the apple tree with a sad expression on his colorless face.

But no one cares about old photos.
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The Bargain

By Aric Cushing

Last year, for Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead), I, Emilio Borquez, and my best friend, Daniel, were dropped off at my grandma’s retirement park, a community of mobile homes for retired elderly people, to celebrate. That was the day we met the devil.

After we threw our bags in the spare room, we crash-landed into the kitchen.

“Did you make all this?!” Daniel asked my grandma. His mind was always on food.

“Por supuesto! Es Día de los Muertos.”

“Grandma,” I said. “Daniel only speaks English.”

Daniel was Hispanic like me. He was raised in the United States but had never learned Spanish.

“Well, what do you want to do?” he asked me. “We can’t trick-or-treat.”

Now you might already know this, but Halloween and Día de los Muertos are different. Halloween is on October 31 and Día de los Muertos is on November 1. You don’t trick-or-treat on Día de los Muertos.

“Let’s check out the park,” I said.

My grandma suddenly interjected: “Pero no el destino número siete. El diablo—the devil. He lives there. Stay away from número siete.”

Number seven.

I looked at my grandma. “Gran, I don’t think the devil is going to live in a retirement trailer park in Arizona.”

She jiggled her finger at me. “He waits all year for this night.”

Of course, the minute the sun went down, both of us ran into the street and right to Destiny Lane, number seven! Who wouldn’t, right?

The trailer was definitely creepy. All the windows were broken and the paint was peeling off everywhere. The front yard was covered with wooden crosses, and dangling from them, hundreds of tiny painted skulls. I knew this was the Día de los Muertos tradition, but I was surprised there were so many. Also, there were glasses of water, incense sticks (stuck in the ground), and piles of yellow flowers.

“We didn’t bring anything to offer the spirits,” Daniel said.

“We’ll do it next time,” I replied. Big mistake.

Finally, we went inside, listened to make sure it was totally empty, and went to the one bedroom in the back.

There, in the floor, was a trapdoor.

I couldn’t believe it.

“It can’t go anywhere,” I whispered. “Trailers don’t have basements.”

Excited, Daniel said, “Let’s open it.”

I was about to stop him, but before I could he leaped forward and threw open the door.

Both of us jumped back.

A cloud of dust erupted from the darkness and settled.

Finally, we crept over to the hole and peered into the black. There was money inside! Piles of it.

Daniel’s face turned white. “It can’t be,” he mumbled.

Suddenly, a voice spoke out of nowhere. “Oh YESSS. It can.”

I think we jumped about a mile. Maybe two.

Unfortunately, there was nowhere to go.

El diablo was inside the trailer. He stood by the front door, blocking the exit. He wore a long trench coat and held a handkerchief across his face. His eyes were like white marbles and two horns protruded from his head.

“Stay back!” Daniel yelled.

I didn’t question that it was the devil. When you meet the devil face-to-face, you know it in your gut.

“You made no offering. So I am here. You can have whatever you see in the pit. But I want something in return.”

That voice! How can I describe it? Hissing and soft. Like a snake that could talk.

“All of it?” I asked. My voice was shaking. “All the money in there?”

Daniel’s head jerked. He looked at me. “Money? What money?”

The devil laughed. When he was done, he said, “A finger for what you see . . . in your own dark hole of wishes. That is what I want.”

What! A finger?! We were supposed to cut off our own finger?

Ouch.

“You can think about it. But make your decision before midnight.”

And with that, the devil was gone.

I don’t know how long we stood there, but eventually we left.

Once we were safe in our sleeping bags back at Grandma’s, Daniel finally spoke. “You saw money?”

“Lots of it,” I answered. “You didn’t see money?”

Daniel sighed sadly. “No. I saw Peeps, and . . . Peeps was my dog. He died about a year ago.”

I had never met Peeps.

“But don’t you want to go back for the money?” he asked me. “That would solve a lot of problems.”

“No way! Not for a finger off my hand!”

Imagine, cutting off your own finger!

The next morning, my grandmother was pounding on our door at eight a.m. “Emilio! ¡Tu mádre esta aquí!”

My eyes popped open and my mind flashed to the night before. It was the devil! That was for sure. Standing right in front of us with porcelain eyes, two black horns, and a dirty handkerchief covering his mouth. But what was he hiding? A grin? Or something worse? Or maybe there was no mouth there at all. Maybe it was just a black hole. A black hole of nothingness that led right down to hell.

I pushed the thoughts out of my mind.

Soon we were both crawling into my mom’s car. Daniel got in the back seat and I got in the front.

“Daniel,” my mom said. She twisted in her seat and looked at him. “Your hand. I never noticed you were missing two fingers. When did that happen?”

“Oh, just the other day,” Daniel said happily, “you can’t feel it.”

TWO!

My head snapped around. My eyes searched for his hands. She was right. On his left hand, he was missing his pinkie AND his ring finger! He had gone back after I had fallen asleep. He had gone back to the devil.

Daniel looked at me and smiled. His face was filled with utter joy.

“I fell asleep before I could tell you,” he said. Then he winked at me. “It wasn’t just Peeps I saw in the hole. I used to have a cat, too.”
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Lint Trap

By Jonathan Auxier

Jasper didn’t like the new house.

There was a sign out front:

HOUSE FOR SALE

Four Bedrooms

Partially Furnished

Full Acre

Lots of Character

Daddy took the sign down and unlocked the big front door. “Honey, I’m home!” he called. That made Jasper laugh.

Mommy said the house was a steal, which meant that it did not cost as much money as it was supposed to. She said that that kind of stealing was okay. Daddy said the house was haunted, but then Mommy gave him one of her Looks and that was that.

The house was very big and made lots of creaking sounds. Before moving in, Jasper and his family had lived in a sort of home called an apartment. An apartment is a bigger building full of lots of other people and lots of different food smells.

The new house had no neighbors. It had something called an “acre,” which was a bunch of dead grass and mud that was too mushy to scooter on. Mommy and Daddy promised that once spring came, all that brown would turn green, and Jasper would love it. Jasper wasn’t so sure. He missed his hallway and the smells. He missed putting his ear close to the doors and listening to the voices inside.

“And the best part,” his Mommy said, “is we can finally have our own washer and dryer!” This made Daddy laugh, but Jasper didn’t understand the joke. Back in their apartment complex, there was a whole room filled with washer and dryer machines. Mommy would let him put the quarters in. His favorite was when he found lint in the lint traps on the dryer machines. The lint was soft and warm and smelled like soap. He would scrape it off and roll it into a little ball for his pocket.

The house was mostly empty, but there were a few things from whoever had been there before them. Mommy and Daddy kept making jokes about how ugly the things were. For some reason, they thought the shaggy carpet was especially funny. Daddy found a page of an old newspaper that had fallen behind an old desk. “Look at this,” he said. The paper was yellow and smelled bad. On the front was a fuzzy picture of the house.

“Is that our house?” Jasper asked, standing on his tippy-toes to see. Beneath the house picture was a smaller picture of a girl with braids.

“It’s a newspaper article about the family who owned the place . . .” Daddy’s voice trailed off as he read to himself. His eyes widened. “Guess we know why it was on the market for so long.” It seemed like he wanted to tell Jasper what the paper said, but a Look from Mommy made him put the paper away. Jasper wondered how much more he would know about the world if Mommy weren’t there to give her Looks.


After lunch, Jasper asked if he could go explore. “Just don’t go in the basement,” Mommy told him. “We still haven’t cleaned it out. I don’t want you stepping on a rusty nail and getting tetanus.”

Daddy added, “Then we’d have to cut your foot off . . . and our knives are still on the truck.”

Jasper was pretty sure he was joking.

It turns out that a mostly empty house without a TV or toys is pretty boring. Jasper counted all the rooms and the closets and tried all the light switches. Mommy told him to stop because it was giving her a headache. Lots of things gave her headaches. Jasper was playing the Floor Is Lava in the kitchen when he heard voices close by.

It sounded like singing.

It was coming from the basement.

Jasper hopped down from the table and put his ear to the door. The singing got louder. The song reminded him of the ice cream truck and Mommy singing lullabies and cartoons at dawn.

Jasper thought the music might be an old radio that someone had left on. Or maybe even a TV. He peered down the hall. Daddy was busy talking to movers on the phone. Mommy was upstairs napping. Mommy napped even more than Jasper’s nana. Daddy said this was because Mommy had a little baby sister growing inside her stomach. Jasper would try to talk to his little sister, but she never answered back.

Jasper quickly put on his rain boots to protect from nails. He put his hand on the doorknob, which was very cold. He opened the door, and the singing got louder.

Jasper tried the light switch at the top of the stairs. He heard a ticking sound and a single light bulb went on below. It was an old yellowy light bulb that flickered a few times before working right.

Jasper closed the door behind him and crept down the wooden stairs. They creaked with every step. The air smelled like dirt and puddles. The basement was very shadowy. Even with the little windows high in the wall and the one light bulb, it was still very dark. He didn’t see a TV.

And yet, he could still hear the singing—faint, like an echo’s echo.

“Hello?” Jasper said. “Is someone down here?”

The singing stopped.

Jasper peered at the shadows around him. He wondered if maybe he shouldn’t be down here alone. Maybe he should go back upstairs before his parents noticed he was gone.

But then he heard a voice.

“Hello?” the voice said. “Can you hear me?”

Jasper turned around. “Who said that?”

“Over here,” the voice said.

It sounded like a little girl.

Jasper stepped closer. There was nothing there but an old laundry machine. “I don’t see you,” he said. “Are you hiding?”

“I’m inside here,” the voice said.

Jasper looked closer at the machine. A rusty plate on the front said Deluxe Duo-Matic. It was the kind with a round glass door in the front. The glass was cracked and thick with grime. Something moved behind the glass, and he saw a hand press itself against the other side of the door. He saw the face of a girl with braids. She smiled and said, “I’m Eleanor.”

Jasper’s eyes went wide. His stomach gave a lurch. “I saw a picture of you. It was in an old newspaper my daddy found.” Jasper was a little confused. He had thought the newspaper was old, but this girl looked the same age as in the picture. “What are you doing inside there?” he said. “Are you hiding?”

The girl giggled. “Of course not, silly. I live here. We all do!”

“We?” Jasper peered into the glass. “There are others in there?” He could hear other voices now. Children laughing and singing. He even thought he could hear a dog barking. Only he still couldn’t quite hear the words of the song. And he wasn’t sure how so many kids could fit in one machine.

“Are you all stuck in there?” Jasper tried to open the door, but it was jammed shut. “I’ll get Daddy to let you out.”

“It’s no use,” the girl said. “Grown-ups can’t hear us.”

This made sense to Jasper. Grown-ups weren’t very good at hearing things.

“Besides,” she added. “Why would we want out? We love it in here. All we do is play and sing and have the most wonderful time!” She pulled back from the glass, and Jasper could hear her voice fade and blend with the others. She came back with some other children. “Look!” she said to them. “I found a friend!”

The moving truck had arrived by then, which meant Mommy and Daddy were too busy to notice that Jasper was missing. He spent the rest of the day in the basement talking to Eleanor and her friends. It turned out that they had all lived in this same house at different times.

“I wonder if maybe I could visit you in there?” Jasper said.

“You should join us!” the children said, clapping. “Stand back.”

Jasper heard a clicking sound and the door opened all by itself.

Jasper stood alone in the basement, staring at the open laundry machine. The inside was completely dark. The voices had disappeared. Something about it made him think of the mouth of a monster.

He inched closer. “Eleanor?” he said. “Are you still there?”

“Jasper!” Mommy’s voice called upstairs. “Pizza’s here!”


That night they ate pepperoni pizza from paper plates. They used packing crates for chairs. Jasper told Mommy and Daddy about his new friends. “. . . there’s Wendel Hickey, he has four sisters and a pet bird, but they all moved away. And then after him was a girl named Eleanor Smyth-with-a-y, and she doesn’t have any pets . . .”

When Jasper said this, both of his parents gave each other a Look. “Where did you hear that name?” Daddy said. His mouth was smiling, but his eyes weren’t.

Jasper didn’t want to get in trouble for being in the basement. So he just shrugged and ate a pepperoni.

“Did you leave that newspaper out?” Mommy was whisper-talking to Daddy. “I told you to throw that away.”

“I did. He must have found it and . . .” Daddy turned toward Jasper. “Buddy, did you . . . read that paper with the picture of the house on it? All by yourself?”

Jasper looked up from his crust. Mommy and Daddy were both looking at him, and he could tell that they wanted him to say yes.

“Yes,” Jasper said.

His parents both laughed. “That’s really impressive, buddy.” Daddy sat back and shook his head. “Five years old, and he’s reading a newspaper.”

Mommy took a drink from her soda can. “I told you he was G-I-F-T-E-D.” Then she made big eyes. “Guess there’s no safety in spelling things anymore.”

“We should switch to pig latin,” Daddy said, and Mommy laughed so hard that she choked a little on her soda.

Jasper laughed too, because he could tell that he wasn’t going to get into trouble for going into the basement.


That night Jasper had Daddy for tuck-in. Mommy came too, though. “Guess what! I found a box of your books,” she said. “I thought maybe you could read us a bedtime story for a change.”

Jasper didn’t look at the books in her arms. “Not tonight,” he said and climbed under his covers. “I’m sleepy.”

Mommy and Daddy sang him songs, but he kept thinking of the song that Eleanor and the other kids sang. He wanted to hear all the words, but they were hard to keep in his head. He only remembered how they made him feel. He thought of being inside the machine. He remembered how warm and good-smelling the lint was that he would take from the dryer screens back in the apartment.

“I miss our old home,” Jasper said.

Daddy nodded. “I do too.” He smiled. “But just wait until we get all your stuff unpacked. Once we get the place cleaned out—get all the old junk cleared from the attic and basement—it will start to feel like home.”

Jasper sat up. “You’re cleaning out the basement? What will you do with the things you throw out? Where will it go?” He was thinking about the children in the machine.

Mommy shrugged. “It’ll probably go to a dump—most of that stuff is beyond repair.”

Jasper bit his lip. He wondered what it would be like to climb inside that machine. “What if there was a hole in the ground and someone was at the bottom of the hole?”

Daddy pulled the covers up to Jasper’s chin. “A hole? You mean like a well?”

“A well,” Jasper said. “And there was people down there and you wanted to go down there too, but you were a little bit scared.”

“Scared of what?” Mommy sat down and put one hand on her tummy.

Jasper shrugged. “It’s really dark.”

The parents gave each other a Look. “Well, buddy,” Daddy said. “Part of growing up is learning that the dark isn’t a thing to be afraid of.”

Mommy tapped Jasper’s nose. “Tell you what. Maybe tomorrow we can make sure to unpack your old night-light. Would that help?”

Jasper nodded and smiled.

A light.

That was a perfect idea.


The next morning, Jasper got some scissors and went to the downstairs room with all their boxes. They were all sealed in clear tape that made a squeaking sound when you wiggled it. Jasper started opening boxes and looking inside, throwing the contents on the floor. He opened sixteen boxes before finding Daddy’s camping flashlight. He also got a scarf and a pair of mittens. And a box of Goldfish crackers from the kitchen.

Jasper brought his things down to the basement. He could hear the singing louder than before.

“You’re back!” Eleanor said. “The others didn’t think you were coming!” She widened her eyes. “They said you were afraid.”

Jasper held up his flashlight. “I’m ready!”

Eleanor pulled away from the glass. There was a click, and the door opened with a groan.

The voices instantly disappeared. Jasper stared in through the open door. It was very dark—like a shadow’s shadow. The washing machines he knew had a sort of metal tub on the inside, but the inside of this laundry machine seemed to go on and on into the darkness.

Jasper turned on his flashlight and moved closer to the machine.

His flashlight flickered and then blinked out. He shook it, but it wouldn’t go back on. Jasper tossed it to the ground and peered inside the machine.

It was dark and cold and smelled wrong.

He couldn’t see the bottom.

“Hello?” he called.

Not even an echo came back.

Jasper fought back a shiver. He suddenly wanted to run upstairs and tell his parents. He wanted them to throw away the machine and move away and never come back to this place. He wanted to snuggle with Mommy and Daddy and his new baby sister in their old apartment. But he knew if he went to them, they’d be too busy to listen to him. And besides, he wanted to hear that song.

Jasper swallowed down his fear.

He climbed inside.


A few months later, a sign appeared on the lawn of the house:

HOUSE FOR SALE

Four Bedrooms

Partially Furnished

Full Acre

Lots of Character
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The Cries of the Cat

by Josh Malerman

Martin lived with his parents and his grandma and his cat until one day his parents told him they had to take Grandma away because she’d become “dangerous.” Martin understood, because Grandma had been acting strange lately. The cat loved Grandma and it vanished the same day she was taken away.

“Don’t worry about the cat,” Mom said. “The cat will be fine.”

But Martin worried. The cat was so small and helpless out in the big world beyond their home. And the cat was black, too, so how would anybody see it at night? It might get hurt. It might get lost. It might never come home again.

Each evening before bed Martin stood at his window and looked for the cat outside. He stared into the darkness, hoping to see two shining eyes. Hoping to see movement. Once he did see a cat! But it was an orange one. Not the black one he was hoping for.

“Don’t worry about the cat,” Dad said. “Cats know how to fend for themselves.”

But Martin worried. The days passed and the cat didn’t come home. Martin put a can of cat food on the front porch. Later, he heard scratching out there and ran to find the can of food was empty. But no cat.

“It could’ve been any cat,” Dad said. “A stray cat.”

On the way to school, Martin looked for the cat. He called for it. He made the noises cats like to hear. No cats heard him and no cats came to him. Certainly not the black one he was hoping to find.

His teacher caught him looking out the classroom window.

“What are you looking for?” the teacher asked.

“My cat,” Martin said.

Then the whole class gathered by the window to look.

Later, at dinner, Mom told Martin to stop asking about the cat.

“There are other problems in the world,” she said.

“I think it’s time you moved on,” Dad said. “It’s been two weeks. I don’t think the cat is coming home.”

But that night Martin heard the cat crying.

“Meow! Meow!”

He got out of bed and went to the window. He stared for a long time.

“Meow! Meow!”

But the noise was coming from behind him! From somewhere inside the house!

So Martin went downstairs and searched. He looked under the kitchen table. In the cupboards. Under the couch. At one point he thought he could smell cat food and a dirty litter box. So he checked the box in the bathroom by the kitchen. It looked like the cat could’ve been there recently.

But he found no cat.

The next afternoon he heard the cat crying again.

“Mom!” Martin said. “Dad! Do you hear that?”

Mom and Dad were busy. Mom was signing papers in her office and Dad was cleaning out the attic.

Martin searched the garage. He looked under the car and inside the car and up where Mom and Dad stored boxes.

That night he had a bad dream about the cat being found by a wolf. The wolf was able to see in the dark and spotted the black cat easily. It snuck up on the cat while it was crying for home and ate him. Martin woke up very sad and very scared.

The next day he heard the cat crying again.

“Meow! Meow!”

Mom and Dad were both away at the store. Martin went to his bedroom window. The sky outside was bleak. He didn’t see any sign of the cat, no sign of anything at all.

He searched the house.

He looked under Mom and Dad’s bed. He looked in their closet. He looked in the attic. He searched through bags, luggage, and pillowcases. After he looked everywhere on the second floor, he went downstairs.

“Meow! Meow!”

He looked under the couch, in the kitchen cupboards, in Mom’s office. He searched the living room and the laundry room, the dining room, the bathroom, and the den. He even went out onto the back deck and looked at the big gray world, searching for any sign of the cat.

“Meow! Meow!”

The cry was definitely coming from inside the house!

Martin went back in and searched all over again. He searched the shadows and the darker corners of every room. The places where something small and black might hide.

“Am I getting warmer?’ he asked.

“Meow! Meow!”

“Am I getting colder?” he asked.

“Meow! Meow!”

Martin didn’t know what to do or where to look, so he sat on the floor with his back to the wall.

“Meow!”

It sounded like the cat was inside the wall!

Martin turned and knocked.

“Cat? Are you in there?”

“Meow! Meow!”

Martin followed the wall, knocking, knocking, until he reached the basement door and held his closed fist in front of the wood. It smelled like the cat from where he stood.

He hadn’t searched the basement yet.

“Meow! Meow!”

“I’m coming, cat!” Martin cried.

“Meow!”

Martin opened the basement door and said, “Cat! I’m here!”

But it was not the cat.

It was Grandma, crouched upon the basement stairs, smiling up at Martin. Her skin looked pale and wrinkled. Her hair was undone and messy. She was squinting into the light, making the sound of the cat, speaking like the cat, Grandma gone mad, pretending she was the cat. “Meow! Meow! Meow!”
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The Open Window

by Christopher Golden

At first, Tyler thought he’d imagined the voice outside his window. Half asleep, drifting in that space where thoughts blurred and peace fell over his body as he surrendered to slumber, he jerked awake. He blinked in the darkness of his room and stared at the orange glow of the night-light he told his friends was only there in case he had to get up to use the bathroom in the middle of the night.

The voice came again.

“Tyler,” it said. “Wake up, Tyler. Come out of there.”

A shiver went through him. He tried to tell himself he was dreaming, but he could feel the softness of his flannel sheets and they felt so real. He had his back to the window and the voice seemed to slither through the screen and over the sill to reach him.

“Tyler,” it said more urgently. “Please, son, you’ve gotta come out here.”

Come out?

He glanced at his hands. His friend Sarah had told him that if you were in a dream, you could never see your hands, which sounded weird but also true. Tyler could see his hands just fine, which meant the icy fear that trickled along his spine didn’t come from a nightmare. This was real.

Fully awake now, his breath caught in his throat. He stared at that orange night-light for a second or two more, and then slid out of his bed, knelt to keep out of sight, and turned to look out the window. The brightness of the moon had turned the night a deep blue. He could see the trees, the ash and the maple in the backyard, and the pines at the edge of the property. The house was a split-level, with his room upstairs, so the window was too high for him to observe much of the yard from a spot kneeling beside the bed.

“Damn it, Tyler!” the voice rasped, frustrated now, more urgent than ever. Hushed, trying not to make too much noise . . . trying to stay secret. “Please, you’re in danger.”

Blinking, he stared at the window screen. “No way,” he whispered, because now that fear had burned all traces of sleep from his mind, he recognized that voice.

Tyler crept onto his bed and looked out into the yard. “Dad?”

Looking down at his father’s face in the moonlight, he almost thought he must be dreaming again. He glanced at his hands. Nothing made sense. The hushed fear and rasping desperation in his father’s voice had prevented him from recognizing it at first.

“Ty, thank God,” his dad said, moving closer to the window, lowering his voice to a barely audible whisper. “Listen to me, son. Don’t make any noise. Don’t ask any questions.”

Tyler’s fear grew and shifted focus. “What?” he whispered. “Dad, what are you—”

Outside in the moonlight, face etched with emotion, his dad shushed him. “Just listen. Push out your window screen. There are latches. It’s easy. Just flip them up, push it out, and drop it down to me. I’ll catch it, but we can’t make any noise. Then you’ve gotta jump.”

Jump? Was he crazy?

Tyler glanced at his bedroom door. The last he’d seen his father had been in the living room. Mom had been working a double shift at the hospital, so it had just been her two men, as she called them. They’d grilled burgers and made salads and then watched a monster movie while they’d demolished what was left of the bag of Oreos Mom had bought the day before.

From downstairs, there came a thump.

Tyler flinched. His heart had already been racing, but now it thundered so hard his chest hurt. If Dad was outside and Mom was at work, who was inside the house with him?

“Damn it, Ty!” his father snapped, still keeping his voice low.

He heard a creak on the stairs. Someone coming up.

It jolted him into motion. Tyler knelt on his bed and stared at the bottom of the screen. In the moonlight he saw the latches clearly. He flipped the one on the left, but the other one stuck. He could hear himself breathing, quick sips of air, in rhythm with the pounding in his chest.

Another creak, halfway up the stairs now. He knew those stairs so well, but they had a stranger on them now. A stranger in his house.

“That’s it,” his father said, outside the window. In the yard. Safe.

He’d be safe out there, with his dad.

Tyler forced the other latch. It snapped free and scratched his finger, drawing a little blood. But what was a little blood right now?

He popped the screen open, shoved it out, and watched it sail down toward the yard. His father lumbered a few awkward steps to try to catch it, but failed, and that felt more real than anything. Dad was a big guy, never the most graceful. Tyler had never loved or needed him more.

“Jump, Ty,” his dad said.

Tyler looked down at the bushes in the mulch bed behind the house. It wasn’t that high. He’d get scratched up something fierce, might twist an ankle, but if he was careful—

Someone knocked on his bedroom door and whispered his name.

No, no, no, no. His heart hammered even harder as he stared at the bedroom door, watching the knob, waiting for it to turn. His throat closed up, so dry he couldn’t even put voice to a terrified squeak.

The bushes didn’t matter. The scratches didn’t matter. A twisted ankle didn’t matter.

He slid the window up as high as it would go, took one more glance at his father’s pleading face, and thrust one leg out the window. Then the other leg. He reached back and held on to the window frame and started to inch himself out.

His bedroom door swung open and Tyler snapped his head up.

The man standing on the threshold of his bedroom was his father. Same face as the man in the yard. Same faded blue jeans. Same paint-spattered Boston Bruins sweatshirt. Same graying beard.

Tyler froze, gaping at the man. “Dad?”

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” his father barked, in the same tone he’d always used whenever Tyler did something dumb. Like climbing out his window in the middle of the night.

The world seemed to skid sideways. Nothing made sense. If this wasn’t a dream . . . if this wasn’t a dream, what was it?

Then, from behind him, below him in the yard, he heard his father’s voice again.

Whispering, and so afraid.

“Tyler, listen to me, buddy. It’s not me up there. I know it looks like me and it sounds like me, but I swear to you that’s not me, and if you don’t jump right now, it’s going to get you. I’ll never reach you in time. Please, Ty . . . I love you so much. I can’t lose you. Oh, God, please believe me. That’s not your dad in there. I’m out here. God, please . . .”

The man standing in the open doorway stepped into the room. “Get your butt inside right now, Tyler. I’m not kidding. I’d say you’d better have a good explanation for this, but I sure can’t think of one.”

He acted like he hadn’t even heard the other voice. The Other Dad.

How could that be?

The Inside Dad walked toward him, brows knit in anger, teeth bared in frustration—or maybe cruelty. Was that cruelty?

“Ty, please!” Outside Dad called, no longer whispering, voice full of terror.

Inside Dad reached for him, and Tyler shoved himself backward out the window. As he fell, he caught a glimpse of Inside Dad thrusting a hand out after him, a panicked look on his face, as though he feared Tyler might be hurt. As if he cared.

Tyler crashed into the bushes, felt every scratch and scrape, and then rolled out onto the back lawn. He groaned as he staggered to his feet, stumbled a couple of steps away from Outside Dad.

“Ty?” Inside Dad called from the open window. “Are you okay? Oh, man, why would you . . . why did you . . .”

His voice trailed off.

Tyler turned and saw them staring at one another, Outside Dad in the backyard, Inside Dad in the upstairs window. Both speechless, frightened, mirror images of one another.

“Ty,” Inside Dad said quietly. “Run around the front. Right now, I’ll race you to the door. Run right now!”

Frozen, confused now, Tyler glanced back and forth between them.

Outside Dad began to edge toward him, watching Inside Dad as though fearful of any move he might make. “Don’t listen to it, Ty. We’ve gotta go right now.”

As Outside Dad reached for him, Tyler shied away. Took a step back. Anger furrowed Outside Dad’s brow.

“Ty,” Inside Dad said. “Please, listen to me. I’m right here. Whoever that is . . . whatever it is, I swear it’s not me. You’ve gotta run around the front. You’ll be faster. You’re so much faster than I am. Please, run. Mom and I . . . you’re all we have.”

From the shadows behind the ash tree, there came another voice.

“He’s all you had,” the voice said as a third Dad stepped out from behind the tree.

From the corner of the house, a fourth peered around the edge of the tall bush there. “He’s our Tyler now,” it said. “You’ll have to get another.”

Outside Dad began to laugh in that familiar Dad way that had always lightened Tyler’s heart.

Now the sound made him scream.

He backed away, stumbled and nearly fell, and then at last he ran.

From the upstairs window, his father cried out his name, promised to meet him at the front door, but even as Tyler put on speed he saw another step out of the pine trees at the back of the yard, and another emerge from the shadows at the far corner of the house.

He ran. He tried, really he did.

But there were just too many of them.
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The Skelly-Horse

By T.J. Wooldridge

Have you heard the call of a skelly-horse?

If you have, you were smart and didn’t turn around. But I bet that cry still haunts your dreams.

A skelly-horse once belonged to a loving family. It was a horse with a kind personality, a horse that until its final day only wanted a partner. Perhaps its loving family fell on hard times and sold it, or perhaps they died and someone took it away. Somehow, some way, this gentle creature ended up in the wrong hands.

The skelly-horse gets its name because it is mostly skeleton, for its final owner—the one it had the misfortune of belonging to—starved it. Worms swell its bare ribs from cheap food and lack of care. It still has its face—skin over bone, with ragged lips and bulging, red-veined white eyes. Stretches of flesh cover parts of its legs down to its brittle, split hooves, revealing cracked bones and overstretched tendons. It still has its mane and tail; they hang like knotted vines, caked with mud and tangled with burdock.

At dusk when it’s time to get home—for humans and for horses—the skelly-horse appears, a sharp silhouette in sunlight’s dying beams. It first cries out with a ghostly whinny that sounds like it shouldn’t be. A breathy hiss surrounds the plaintive neigh, inviting you to search for the source.

Don’t look—that’s how it gets you!

But if you ignore its voice, it trots closer.

Brittle hooves clack and clatter hollow on stones and roads, squelching in mud and grass. Chuffing grunts echo in the darkening world. It quickens its gait to a lope, then slows back down to a walk as it gets closer. Closer. Closer.

Don’t look—that’s how it gets you!

The smell of dank earth and filth-filled barns thickens the atmosphere. Sour sweat reaches your tongue and anxious bile gurgles up your throat. You inhale its essence as it gets closer. Closer.

Don’t look—that’s how it gets you!

Hot air tickles the back of your neck, sends warm tingles over your shoulders. Your hair moves forward, carried by a ghostly wind not from any lungs. Prickles crawl up and down your spine and you feel the heat of a hard day’s work rolling off something big behind you.

Don’t look—that’s how it gets you!

The skelly-horse’s bones have been so broken, its body so hurt, that it cannot follow for too long before it starts to fall to pieces. Bones crack; tendons creak and stretch; skin tears with soft rips. Muted groans and moans escape in uneven gasps from torn and tired lips that bubble and froth from overwork and drip, drip, drip in splashes behind you—maybe on your shoulders. Shuddering clunks signal a leg giving way, leading to a wind-chime clatter of bones falling into a pile.

Keep walking, don’t look—it can still get you!

If you do turn around and chance a glance, that’s all the skelly-horse needs. When you see its ghastly body, twisted and starved by neglect and abuse, horror will shove your heart to your throat. And as you grab your neck, the skelly-horse takes in a breath.

And another. And another.

As your mouth gapes open in awful fright, the skelly-horse breathes in your life.

It sucks and pulls with ghostly lungs till your heart creeps up your throat to the back of your tongue, pounding through your palate. Then it breathes and it sucks and inhales even more till your heart flies from your mouth into its own. It lifts its skin-bound skull in the air and swallows past its mangy, corded mane. And as you fall to your knees, you watch your heart slip into the skelly-horse’s rib cage, grow, and start beating there.

Satisfied with its meal, with the heart it so longed for in life, the skelly-horse shimmers for a moment in the body it once had—beautifully groomed, muscled, fed, and petted—then turns and trots into the night, fading with each clop of no-longer-brittle hooves.

So if you hear the call of a skelly-horse, the brittle clack of its hooves; if you smell unclean stalls and putrid sweat; if you feel the heat of its overworked body or its breath upon your neck, don’t turn around, don’t look. Keep walking. Keep walking until you’re safe at home.

But if you know of a horse—still alive, heart still beating—that suffers, that’s neglected, that just wants to know the love in human hearts . . .

Then look—can you get it help?

Keep looking, keep watching, and perhaps you can keep another skelly-horse from rising.
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The Umbrella Man

By Gary A. Braunbeck

(If you tell Version 1 of this story, you can do it on your own. If you decide to tell Version 2, you’ll need a friend’s help.)

Version 1

They used to say the Umbrella Man lurked in the eastern part of our town, and if you were out past your bedtime and he caught you, he would pull out your spine and use the rest of you to make his umbrellas. They used to say that the Umbrella Man walked bent over because the weight of the umbrellas in the quiver on his back had left him with a large hump. Quivers are meant to carry arrows, but not for him—his were crammed with human umbrellas. They also used to say that the Umbrella Man’s hump caused him so much pain that his face twisted into a scary Halloween mask.

And they used to say that if the Umbrella Man caught you out after your curfew, he would point at you, open one of his hideous umbrellas, and say, “My quiver is once again empty.” If he pointed at you and said these words, you would never be seen again.

Danny DeBenedictis had heard these stories for all of his eight years on this earth, and while he used to go to sleep fearing the horrors of the Umbrella Man (oh, the nightmares the stories used to give him), by the time he was almost nine he became convinced that it was all just a way for parents to keep their children inside at night. Every kid over the age of seven knew that after dark was the best time to run around outside and get into all sorts of trouble. If you were careful, you could be back in your bed pretending to be asleep before anyone knew about the mischief you made. And Danny DeBenedictis loved causing mischief, which is why his parents finally decided he would start going to bed half an hour before his usual sleep time. “Perhaps if we make you do this for a week,” said his mother, “you’ll start behaving like the good boy we know you can be.”

So on this night (the third night of his punishment), Danny DeBenedictis was quite angry with his parents. They were so mean! They were . . . were . . . what was the word his father used all the time?

Unreasonable! Yeah, that was it. They were so unreasonable! A boy his age needed to go out at night to have some fun, especially in summer. Who ever heard of going to bed at eight thirty during the summer? It was really, really unreasonable, that’s what it was.

Which is why on this particular night Danny DeBenedictis made a rope of bedsheets and used it to shimmy out his window. It was so easy to get away from his house that he almost felt bad about it. After all, hadn’t his mother said they knew he could be a good boy? Did that mean they maybe trusted him to take his punishment like a good boy would? Was he maybe doing something that would hurt their feelings if they found out?

He stopped feeling bad as soon as he threw a couple of rocks at the Salingers’ mangy old dog. One of them hit it square on the tail and made it yelp and run away into the night. That mutt made the funniest yelp!

He wandered around in the night for almost an hour before he started to get bored and thought about heading back home. Who did his parents think they were kidding with all their talk about the evil, hideous, monstrous Umbrella Man? He knew it was all just a bedtime story that was supposed to scare kids so much they’d never want to get out of bed and go into the night. Well, ha! He sure showed them. Besides, the Umbrella Man was supposed to lurk around the east end of town, and they lived on the north side.

Danny DeBenedictis walked bravely and quickly through the dark streets, feeling strong and mighty. He even began whistling a happy tune, one he made up himself, because he was a valiant, fearless, heroic boy. Nothing weird about that!

But then he began to notice that his happy tune seemed to be echoing from somewhere ahead of him.

He slowed his steps and whistled a little less loudly, but the echo of his song seemed to get louder. He kept slowing his steps and whistling less loudly until he stopped doing both and stood silent and still and suddenly a little afraid.

The whistling up ahead continued to rise and grow closer, and underneath the song he heard the sound of something heavy being dragged along.

Scrape, scrape, thump-scrape-scrape!

Nah, he was imagining it. He had to be. The only things out here tonight were him and maybe the scruffy Salinger dog, hiding somewhere licking its sore butt.

Scrape, scrape, thump-scrape-scrape!

Or maybe there was someone else out here who was trying to scare him. Well, he wasn’t going to let anyone scare him, no sir! He was Danny DeBenedictis, and brave, fearless, heroic Danny DeBenedictis did not frighten easily. Nope . . . nothing scary about some weird noise.

But the sound grew louder and closer, closer.

Scrape, scrape, thump-scrape-scrape!

Okay, maybe he was just a little scared. Maybe he ought to turn around and go back home.

But then the sound stopped and there was nothing but silence.

Until he heard a low, moist, wheezing breath from somewhere up ahead in the shadows.

“My . . . quiver . . . ,” it rasped.

Scrape, scrape, thump-scrape-scrape!

“My . . . quiver . . .”

Danny DeBenedictis took three steps backward, pulled in a deep chestful of air, and turned to run.

But he ran right smack into a hunched, dirty, gasping figure that was standing just behind him.

“My . . . quiver . . . is once again . . . empty . . . ,” coughed the Umbrella Man.

Before Danny DeBenedictis had a chance to scream, the Umbrella Man picked him up by the throat, shoved an umbrella into his mouth, and opened it wide. Danny’s head stretched out around it until it looked like the top of a circus tent and then—POP!—it and all the rest of him exploded like a firecracker.

All but his spine, which the Umbrella Man held in his gnarled hand.

Chuckling his wet, scratchy laugh, the Umbrella Man slipped Danny’s spine into his quiver.

“Nicely,” he wheezed into the night. “This will do . . . nicely . . .” And with a scrape, scrape, thump-scrape-scrape he limped and shambled off into the darkness, and Danny DeBenedictis was never seen or heard from again.


There was something about Danny that changed the Umbrella Man. No one knows exactly what it was, or why it was. But some people say that after that night the Umbrella Man made a deal with the devil. They say that after that night the Umbrella Man lost his hump and his twisted face and gnarled hands and was able to walk just like a normal person. They say that the Umbrella Man can now make himself look like anyone he wants. He could be you!

Or you!

Or you!

Or you!

Version 2 (Alternate ending)

After you say the third “Or you!” have your friend flick the lights off and on and shout, “OR ME!” as you open your umbrella and jump at your friend, screaming: “And my quiver is once again EMPTYYYYYY!”
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The Green Grabber

by D.J. MacHale

Alex was watching TV when a knock came on the front door. It was a gentle knock, nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing urgent. But it made him jump as if he had been zapped with a cattle prod. He turned down the volume on Bob’s Burgers and listened.

“Can Alex come out to play?”

It sounded like a sweet young girl. Nothing strange about that. It was three o’clock in the afternoon. On a school day. Nothing bad ever happens on days like that.

So why was Alex’s heart racing?

He ran to the window and looked out to see who was there, but his view of the front door was blocked by a thick hedge. He glanced around his yard, fearing he would see the one thing he didn’t want to see.

The tree.

He didn’t want to see the tree.

There was another knock on the front door.

“Can Alex come out to play?”

Alex was tired of fearing something he couldn’t explain. It was time to put an end to it. He stormed toward the door. On the way, he spotted his father’s tool kit sitting open at the bottom of the stairs. Seeing it made him wish his parents were there. But they wouldn’t be home for hours. He had to fix this himself.

He dug through the tools, found a hammer, and pulled it out, feeling its weight. He could do some damage with a weapon like that. He might need it if the little girl outside wasn’t really a little girl. He was feeling way more confident . . .

. . . until he heard the back door creak open.

“Mom? Dad?” he called out weakly.

No answer.

The door slammed. Someone was in the house.

“Come out to play, Alex.”

The little girl was still at the front door. Then who came in the back door?

“Enough!” Alex shouted.

He grasped the hammer and strode for the back door.

“I don’t want to play your game!”

He pulled the door open, ready for a fight.

Nobody was there. For a brief moment he wondered if he had imagined the whole thing.

“You shouldn’t leave your door unlocked, Alex,” the little girl said.

Alex spun around and saw her. Or it. It was a little girl, all right, but it wasn’t. It was the shape of a little girl that stood in the doorway to the kitchen: a solid black cutout with no detail and no depth. Yet it was there. And it could talk.

“Time to play,” she said with a giggle.

Alex turned and ran out the front door, headed for the street, but he was stopped short by another black cutout of a person that stood in his way. It looked like a young boy with his hands on his hips.

“Where you going, Alex?” the shadow asked. “Let’s have some fun.”

Alex tried to cry out, but his throat squeezed shut in total panic. He changed direction and ran across the lawn, headed for the neighbor’s yard. He would have crashed right through the bushes if two more black shadow-children hadn’t stepped out of the hedge to block his way. They waved, as if happy to see him.

Alex changed direction again and sprinted to the back of his house, his mind racing. Which way to go? Where was safety? Why did his parents have to work and leave him alone all the time? He made it to his backyard but stopped short when he saw several more shadows standing there, waiting for him. They were everywhere, cutting off escape routes like a flock of dark sheep that had turned the tables to corral a sheepdog. But Alex wasn’t giving up. He jumped through a hedge that separated his property from an empty field beyond.

Except the field wasn’t empty. Not anymore.

Looming in front of him was the tree. The weeping willow tree. Its dark trunk curved into a crooked S shape with thick, gnarly branches that reached out like an arthritic old man straining against gravity to raise his tired arms. The limbs were heavy with narrow leaves that cascaded to the ground to form what looked like a green waterfall.

Alex turned around to see he was hemmed in by a dozen shadow-children who stood together. He was trapped. He stood up straight, gathering what little courage he had left, and walked toward the tree. With his hand wrapped firmly around the hammer, he stopped a few feet short of the drooping branches.

“You want to play?” he said defiantly. “Let’s play!”

He raised the hammer but never got the chance to swing it. The branches sprang forward and wrapped around his arms and legs. Alex dug in his heels to pull back, but it was no use.

“Help!” he screamed. “Somebody—”

His plea was cut short as the branches dragged him into the tree.

The last sound he ever heard came from the shadow-children.

They were laughing.


“Keep him busy,” Dylan commanded.

“What are you gonna do?” Travis asked, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer.

“Just do it,” Dylan barked, and walked deeper into the market.

Travis didn’t like hanging around with Dylan, or Dylan’s buddies, but they were the only guys in town his age. Unless he wanted to spend the summer alone with his iPad, he had to go along.

“Hi, Mr. Drucker,” Travis said as he approached the front counter.

“Travis! Good to see you!” Mr. Drucker said. “How’re the folks?”

“You know, same ol’,” Travis said with a shrug.

Travis Lockwood and his family lived in Connecticut but rented a lake house every summer in the small town of High Pine, Vermont. Travis loved going to the lake, but the older he got, the harder it was to find kids his age to hang with. When he was six it was all about playing and swimming and making forts in the woods. But at twelve he had to deal with guys who were looking for more exciting ways to spend their time than playing Marco Polo.

“Stocking up?” Mr. Drucker asked.

“Uh, what?” Travis replied.

He had to force himself not to glance back into the general store to see what Dylan was up to. Travis liked Mr. Drucker. The old guy knew the name of every person who lived in High Pine or visited in the summer. He hated the idea that he was helping Dylan do something Mr. Drucker wouldn’t like. But he really didn’t like the idea of Dylan and his pals freezing him out for the summer.

“Oh! You mean for the lake house,” Travis said. “No, I’m just looking for . . .” He scanned the counter. “A Milky Way.” He grabbed a candy bar from the rack. “My favorite. Candy that is. Perfect candy bar. Nothing else like it. Nope. The good old Milky Way. How much is it?”

If Mr. Drucker knew that Travis’s jangled nerves were making him babble, he didn’t let on.

“First one’s a freebie,” Drucker said with a laugh. “It’s a long summer. You’ll be back.”

Drucker’s generosity made Travis feel even worse. Before he could refuse the offer and pay for the candy anyway, Dylan walked past, hurrying for the exit.

“Let’s go,” he said to Travis, and left the store.

Travis gave a quick look to Drucker. The man had lost his warm smile. Dylan lived year-round in High Pine. Drucker knew him well and wasn’t a fan.

“Thanks, Mr. Drucker,” Travis said as he backed toward the door.

“You’re an okay kid, Travis,” Drucker said. “Make it a good summer.”

Drucker’s friendly warning made Travis feel horrible, but it was too late to do anything about it now.

“Thanks, I will,” he said and went for the door.

As he was about to push it open, his eye caught something at the end of one of the aisles. He thought he saw a shadow move past the freezer along the back wall. But nobody else was in the store. Weird. He didn’t give it a second thought and headed out.

Dylan was waiting for him in the parking lot.

“What was that all about?” Travis asked. “What did you do?”

Dylan had been wearing a loose raincoat, though there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

“Gettin’ supplies,” he said. From out of the coat’s pockets he pulled two sixteen-ounce cans of beer.

“You stole those!” Travis exclaimed.

“Yeah, so what?” Dylan barked and gave Travis a shove that nearly knocked him over.

“Because it’s robbery, that’s so what,” Travis said.

“Jeez, Lockwood. What are you? A Boy Scout?”

Travis was a Boy Scout. But he wasn’t about to admit it just then.

“I just think Mr. Drucker’s cool, is all,” Travis said.

“He’s an old fart,” Dylan said. “Meet us at Seton’s cabin. Sundown.”

Dylan jammed the stolen beers back into his pockets and hurried off.

Travis wasn’t at all sure he wanted to go, but without friends it would be a very long summer.


The ancient cabin in the woods was a one-room, ramshackle structure that was mostly used by fishermen to warm up while ice fishing. In summer months it lay empty except when High Pine kids wanted a secluded getaway. It was close enough to get to by bike along a dirt road, but far enough away from town so adults wouldn’t make surprise visits.

As the last light of day seeped through the pine trees that surrounded the cabin, Dylan kicked open the door and entered. He was followed by his friends, Richie and Dinger. Last in was Travis.

“I’ll start the fire,” Dylan announced.

Dylan was bigger than the other guys and in this group, big meant power.

“Get some wood,” he commanded.

Richie and Dinger obeyed instantly and ran back outside. Travis didn’t move. He didn’t like being ordered around and was still ticked about Dylan robbing Mr. Drucker.

Dylan took off his backpack and pulled out the beer, along with a canteen and a butane lighter.

Travis inspected the ancient stone fireplace. “That thing hasn’t seen fire since the turn of the century,” he said. “The chimney’s probably blocked.”

“Your whining’s getting old,” Dylan said, annoyed.

The more time Travis spent with Dylan, the more he realized what a tool the guy was. He was beginning to think that a summer spent with his iPad wouldn’t be so bad after all.

The others came back with armloads of split wood that they piled into the hearth.

“Whoa, you gotta start with kindling,” Travis said. “After that catches you can put on bigger pieces.”

As he talked he picked up Dylan’s canteen. He unscrewed the cap and was about to take a drink when he smelled what was inside and gagged.

“Ewww! What the hell?” he cried.

The others laughed. Dylan grabbed the canteen.

“Or we could do it the easy way,” he said as he poured liquid from the canteen all over the logs. “It’s kerosene.”

He pulled the trigger on the butane lighter. A flame appeared at the tip. He touched it to the logs and with an instantaneous WHOOF, the kerosene ignited and the logs were ablaze.

“Yeah!” Dinger yelled.

“Sweet!” Richie chimed in.

They both ran to the flames like cavemen who had just discovered fire.

Travis wished he had a good excuse to leave.


An hour later the sun was down and the forest was dark.

Though the outside temperature dipped, it was sweat-lodge hot inside the cabin due to the monstrous fire roaring in the hearth. Dylan dropped another log onto the inferno, sending out a spray of embers.

“What’s the matter?” Travis asked. “Not hot enough for you?”

“Shut up,” Dylan snapped.

Travis wondered why he ever thought it would be fun hanging out with this goon and his two goofy minions. They passed around the beer, each taking sips. Travis didn’t like beer, but knew he’d get grief if he didn’t drink a little, so he took a swig and tried not to grimace.

“Who’s got a ghost story?” Dinger asked.

“What are you, six?” Dylan said with a sneer.

“Hey, what else do you do around a fire?”

“Drink!” Dylan said, and took another swig of warm beer.

“That’s okay, I’ve heard ’em all anyway,” Travis said.

“Bet you haven’t heard the legend,” Dinger said.

“Forget it! I’m sick of that stupid story,” Dylan said.

“Yeah, but it’s our stupid story,” Dinger argued.

“So tell it,” Travis said. He wanted to add, because sitting here doing nothing but watching you three clowns getting drunk on a couple of sips of beer is torture. But he didn’t.

Dinger let out a booming beer belch and began.

“They call it the Green Grabber. About a hundred years ago this old dude lived by himself in a cabin, right here on the far side of Hillegas Lake. I guess you’d call him a hermit. He was a nasty old cuss who made money from brewing moonshine. Whenever he came to town the kids would make fun of him, calling him names like “wolfman” and “hillbilly.” That only made him meaner. He hated kids, unless they were customers. He liked taking their money.”

“Kids would buy moonshine?” Travis asked.

“Guess they couldn’t get hold of any beer,” Dylan said as he took another swig.

“So one day a couple of young guys went to his cabin, but not to buy moonshine.”

“Fools!” Dylan declared, hoisting his can.

“Oh, they wanted it all right, but for free. When the old guy wasn’t expecting it, they shoved him into his cellar. He fell down the stairs and they locked the door. Then they grabbed a couple of the jugs and took off. They figured somebody would let the guy out, but hermits are called hermits for a reason. They don’t get a lot of visitors. Nobody went out there for the entire winter. It wasn’t until spring that the sheriff went to check on him. He found the guy still in the cellar, dead. Mummified.”

“More like pickled,” Dylan said with a chuckle. “You know, from the moonshine.”

“That’s a lousy story,” Travis said. “It’s not scary, it’s just . . . sad.”

“I haven’t gotten to the scary part. Outside the cabin there was a huge weeping willow tree. When the sheriff found the body, he noticed the tree was gone. And not just gone, there was no sign that it had ever been there. It just—disappeared. This is where it gets weird. Kids in town started going missing. But before they disappeared, each one of ’em talked about being haunted by walking shadows and having nightmares about a weeping willow tree.”

“The Green Grabber,” Dylan added. “That’s where the name comes from.”

“Yeah, I got that,” Travis said, rolling his eyes.

Dinger added, “These kids were never seen again.”

“So, the legend is the old man’s ghost took over the tree and got revenge on the town by stealing their kids?” Travis asked.

“Not all kids. Just troublemakers. The kind of kids the old guy hated when he was alive.”

“And I guess after he died, too,” Travis said with a laugh.

“It’s not funny,” Richie said, finally speaking up.

All eyes went to him.

“People tell that story like it’s made up, but things really happened. My sister’s friend had an older brother. Alex. About ten years ago he started talking about seeing the walking shadows, just like in the legend. And he said he kept seeing this tree in places where there shouldn’t be one. But whenever he took somebody to where he saw it, there was nothing there. Everybody thought he was kidding, but he swore he was telling the truth.”

“So what happened?” Travis asked.

“He disappeared. For real. Nobody knows what happened, nobody’s seen him since. That’s not some made-up legend. It really happened. At least the disappearing part, anyway.”

Silence fell over the cabin. The only sound came from the crackling fire.

The fire.

“Whoa!” Travis shouted and jumped up.

The fire had licked up out of the hearth and was burning the wooden framework. Smoke billowed down from the chimney, filling the cabin. Dylan grabbed his pack and was the first out the door, followed by Richie and Dinger. Travis glanced around for something he could use to kill the flames but found nothing. With a cough, he followed the others. The four stood outside the cabin, watching dark smoke spew from the crumbling chimney.

“I knew we shouldn’t have made such a big fire,” Richie said.

“So why didn’t you say something?” Dylan argued.

“Because you never listen to what anybody says,” Richie shot back.

“We gotta call somebody before it spreads to the trees,” Travis said.

“You do that,” Dylan said as he picked up his bike and pedaled away.

The other two grabbed their bikes and quickly followed. Travis picked up his bike and glanced back at the cabin to see flames licking up out of the windows of the old wooden structure. He knew he’d have some explaining to do, but it would be a lot worse if it spread to the forest. He didn’t have a cell phone, so he had to get to a landline, fast.

As he stood astride his bike, he saw something that made his stomach twist. It looked as if three figures were standing in front of the cabin, silhouetted by the flames.

He rubbed his eyes, thinking the light was playing tricks. When he looked back, the silhouettes were gone. A chill ran up his spine. What had he seen? He pushed off and pedaled hard, quickly catching up with the others. When they reached the main road, Richie and Dinger went one way while Travis and Dylan went the other.

“You live closer,” Travis said. “We’ll tell your parents and they can call 911.”

“My mother works nights,” Dylan said.

“Okay, then we’ll make the call.”

“No, you’ll make the call. I’m in enough trouble around here. One more strike and I’ll get sent away for good. You can be a hero, but I ain’t saying I was anywhere near that place, and you better not say I was, either.”

The two rode in silence and soon arrived at Dylan’s house. It was smaller than the cabin Travis’s family rented, with more dirt than grass around it and a few junker cars in front. They dropped their bikes and went straight inside.

“Phone’s on the counter,” Dylan said as he went to the refrigerator to grab a soda.

Travis dialed 911 and wandered back into the living room as he spoke with the operator.

“Hi. I was riding my bike out by the lake, near Seton’s cabin. I saw smoke coming from the woods. I think there’s a fire.”

Dylan gave him a satisfied thumbs-up, took a swig of soda, and went back to the kitchen.

“Travis Lockwood,” he said to the operator. “My family’s here for the summer and—”

There was a knock at the front door. Travis put his hand over the receiver.

“Hey, Dylan, somebody’s at the door.”

Travis then heard a voice coming from outside.

“Can Dylan come out to play?”

It was the voice of a little girl that was both sweet . . . and wrong. Something about it gave Travis goose bumps.

“No!” Dylan cried out and slammed his soda can down on the counter.

It made Travis jump with surprise. He punched out of the call and joined Dylan in the kitchen.

“Somebody’s at the door,” Travis said. “Sounds like a little girl.”

Dylan just stood there, staring out of the rear window.

“No way,” he said, sounding stunned.

“No way what? What’s your problem?”

Travis looked out to Dylan’s backyard. The expanse of dirt and grass was lit by the light of a full moon. There were a few more junk cars, a picnic table, a rusted barbecue, and at the back end of the property, a tree.

A weeping willow tree.

“Yeah, so?” Travis asked.

“You see that tree?”

“Yeah.”

“That wasn’t there this afternoon.”

“Get outta here!” Travis said skeptically.

Dylan pushed open the back door and headed outside. Travis was about to follow when another knock came at the front door.

“Time to play, Dylan,” the little girl said cheerily.

Travis wanted nothing to do with whoever was out there. He ran after Dylan, who was striding boldly, straight for the tree.

“How is that possible?” Travis asked.

“I don’t know. Either somebody’s messing with me or . . .”

He let the thought trail off.

“Or what? It’s the Green Grabber?” Travis asked with a laugh. “That’s just stupid.”

“Then how did a tree suddenly show up in my backyard?”

Travis had no idea, but he didn’t think for a second that it could be the ghost of an angry old moonshiner who was taking revenge against rotten kids. Though Dylan definitely qualified.

“I’ve been hearing that story for years,” Dylan added. “I want to know if it’s true.”

He went right up to the tree and stood in front of the curtain of branches that were waving lazily in the breeze.

“So?” he called out. “You got a problem with me? C’mon, old man. I ain’t afraid of—”

A leafy branch whipped out from the tree and wrapped around Dylan’s neck.

Travis backed off in surprise. He was seeing it, but he didn’t want to believe it.

The vine-like branch pulled Dylan toward the tree. He struggled against it, wrapping his fingers around the branch that gripped his neck, but it was no use. He twisted his head around to make eye contact with Travis and mouthed, “Help!”

A second later, he was pulled through the veil of drooping branches and was gone.

Travis took a few steps back, fearing that the tree might come after him next.

“He was a bad boy.”

Travis shot a look to his left and saw a shadow-child standing there.

“Now he’ll play with us forever,” the shadow said.

That got Travis moving. He sprinted for the house while trying to focus and think. What was happening? What should he do? How could he help Dylan?

He blasted into the house and ran straight through to the front door. He was about to pull it open when he heard another knock.

Travis froze.

“Who’s there?” he called out in a weak voice.

“Can Travis come out to play?” the little girl asked.

Travis’s knees went weak. Now they were after him!

“Who are you?” he screamed.

“Come play with us.”

Travis was near panic. He went for the phone, but who was he going to call? Whatever was happening to Dylan, and to him, was happening right then. He couldn’t wait for help. And what could they do anyway? How do you stop a vengeful ghost? He had no idea, but something had to be done fast, or he’d be the next victim.

Travis spotted Dylan’s backpack on the floor and got an idea. Maybe there was something he could do. He grabbed it and ran out the back door, headed for the tree. He stopped directly in front of the waving branches, dug into the pack, and pulled out Dylan’s canteen and butane lighter.

“Let him go!” Travis shouted. “He didn’t do anything to you.”

He began to unscrew the cap when a thin branch whipped out and wrapped around his ankle. It instantly went taut, pulling him off his feet. He landed on his back, hard, and dropped the butane lighter. As the branch dragged him toward the tree, Travis flipped over onto his belly and reached for the lighter. With a desperate lunge, he grabbed it just as he was yanked through the curtain of hanging branches.

Travis felt as though he had been pulled into a different world. He was under the drooping branches of the tree, but the space was impossibly huge, as if he was inside an immense leafy cathedral. The twisted black trunk was in the center, with thick gnarled branches reaching out at all angles. The sheer size of the space was the least strange and frightening thing Travis saw, for perched on the branches with their feet dangling down were dozens of shadow-children. The black cutouts peered down at him like hungry vultures.

They chanted, “Travis! Travis! Travis!”

It was a surreal nightmare that only got worse as Travis was dragged to the base of the tree, where more branches reached out to snare him.

“Travis! Help!”

Dylan was tied to the tree. Vine-like branches had wrapped him up like a fly caught in a web by a hungry spider.

Realizing he was about to meet the same fate, Travis was hit with a shot of adrenaline. He fought off the attacking branches with the hand that was holding the lighter, while fumbling for the canteen with the other. If he dropped either, they’d be done.

The branch pulled him up against the tree trunk, while others appeared and wrapped around his ankles. Travis stayed focused. He got the cap off the canteen and splashed kerosene onto the tree trunk.

“Hurry!” Dylan yelled.

Travis fumbled with the lighter, curled his finger around the trigger, and was about to pull it when a branch whipped it out of his hand and flung it away.

“No!” Dylan screamed.

Travis fought against the predator branches to get to the lighter, but it was no use. He was held tight. The Green Grabber was about to claim two more victims.

“I’m sorry, Travis,” Dylan said, crying. “This wasn’t your fault.”

Dylan’s admission of guilt didn’t make Travis feel any better, for the vines were already tightening around his neck, choking the life out of him. He looked up to see the dozens of shadow-children looming over them, all victims of the Green Grabber. All kids who paid the price for simply being naughty. They glared down, waiting to welcome him and Dylan into their horrifying club.

“Dylan’s right,” a tiny voice said.

Travis looked down to see the shadow of a little girl standing in front of him.

“You don’t belong here,” she said.

In her dark little hand was the butane lighter. She held it out for Travis to take.

Travis struggled against the branches and grasped the lighter. For a brief second, he feared that if he set the tree on fire, he and Dylan would burn too. But the ever-tightening branches told him they had nothing to lose.

“Burn it!” Dylan screamed as a vine swept across his mouth, gagging him.

Travis took a nervous breath, pulled the trigger, and a flame appeared on the tip of the lighter. He fought against the vines that yanked at his arms in a desperate attempt to keep him from lighting the kerosene. They pulled hard, but Travis pulled harder. He touched the flame to the tree and the kerosene ignited. A wave of heat hit Travis as the flames spread quickly, traveling up the trunk, burning every spot that was soaked with kerosene.

The branches holding Travis and Dylan pulled back, releasing the boys. They both fell to their knees, gasping for breath. The branches swatted at the fire to try to extinguish the flames, but instead of snuffing it, the branches ignited as well.

Travis grabbed Dylan and pulled him to his feet.

The flames moved up the trunk and spread to the thicker branches where the shadow-children sat. Strangely, none of them reacted.

Travis pulled Dylan along, headed for the curtain of branches. Above them, the canopy was ablaze. Burning leaves rained down. The heat was growing unbearable. They were seconds away from being trapped by the rapidly spreading fire.

With one last burst of effort, Travis jumped through the hanging branches, pulling Dylan into the cool of the night. They kept running until they got to the house, where they finally felt safe enough to turn around and watch.

“Whoa,” Travis said in stunned wonder.

Every last branch of the tree was ablaze, creating a massive torch that lit up the night. They were witnessing more than the fiery destruction of a tree; it was also a spiritual cleansing. The leaves burned away to reveal a tangle of dark branches that moved as if alive. They writhed and twisted into what looked like the face of a man. Its mouth was open in agony, the hissing flames its cry. It shook, it grimaced, but the hungry flames would not be denied.

From out of its mouth came the shadow-children, rising with the heat. The spirits gently floated up amid the burning leaves to disappear into the night sky as their laughter drifted away on the breeze.

Once the last of the shadows were gone, the mouth opened wide to give off one final anguished roar as the entire burned skeleton of the tree collapsed. An explosion of sparks erupted from the impact, followed by a cloud of smoke that filled the backyard, but only for a few moments. The smoke blew away to reveal that the yard had returned to normal. There were no ashes, no scorch marks, no sign whatsoever of the dramatic fire that marked the last chapter of the tale of the Green Grabber.

“Thanks, man,” Dylan said sincerely.

Travis nodded.

As they stepped inside the house, they heard the distant sound of a siren.

“You think it’s coming here?” Dylan asked.

“Nah, it’s probably headed to the woods.”

The two looked at one another, not sure of what to say, when . . .

A knock came at the front door.

Travis’s mouth went dry

“It’s over, isn’t it?” Dylan asked fearfully. “I mean, we killed the tree, right?”

Another knock came.

“Who is it?” Travis called out weakly.

“We’re going home now,” the little girl said.

“Good,” Travis called out. “I’m glad.”

“Maybe we’re not so bad after all,” the girl said with a giggle.

It was the last they heard from her. It was the last anybody heard from the shadow-children.

“How are we gonna explain this?” Dylan asked.

“We aren’t,” Travis replied. “The story’s over.”


The story may have been over, but the legend lived on. Parents used it as a cautionary tale for misbehaving children. Kids shared it around campfires. But they all slept soundly at night knowing it was just a made-up story.

Though one mystery remained. It had to do with a tree that mysteriously appeared on the far shore of Hillegas Lake. It was a beautiful tree. A lush weeping willow. People pointed to it from afar and laughingly called it the Green Grabber.

But nobody truly thought it was a ghost tree. Nor did they know that hidden behind it, deep in the forest, were the ruins of a forgotten cabin. It was as though the tree was standing guard, waiting for someone to trespass and reignite the anger of a restless spirit.

All it would take is one curious kid who wanted to play.
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Brain Spiders

by Luis Alberto Urrea and Rosario Urrea

Katya was too weird. None of the kids liked her. The mean girls were gossiping about her again.

“She’s from someplace far off, like Russia,” Hannah said.

Lacey shrugged. “Right? Who knows? Someplace really stupid. I mean, look at her clothes! She’s so . . .”

“FRUMPY!” Hannah shrieked.

The girls collapsed against each other in laughter.

“That stupid scarf she wraps around her head!”

“And the same sweater every day! It looks so moldy and chewed up—I bet it smells, not that I want to get close enough to find out!”

Melody joined in, “And what about that scary grandmother? Every day, just the two of them, walking to school. Do you think they even have a car?”

“I don’t even want to think about what she is bringing to school in that nasty paper bag,” Hannah sniffed. “It’s all stained with grease and who knows what! What kind of food do they eat in Russia anyway?”

“I do not know. Maybe beets?” Lacey said in her best terrible Russian accent.

“You knew she was gonna be a freak when the principal had to tell us to be nice to her,” Hannah said. “She might not be special needs, but she’s some kinda ‘special’ all right. Not even the weird kids want to be around her.”

Hannah and Lacey were Katya’s chief haters, though Melody, the darling of the school choir, seemed to take offense every time Katya walked past. She held her nose and waved a hand before her face. Other kids laughed. She called Katya “Stinky.” Well, okay, she did smell funny. Everybody thought so. It wasn’t the brown bag, it was her. Not BO either, but odd herb smells.

Hannah started the rumor that Katya’s grandmother was a witch. Why not? Her boyfriend, Michael G.—always Michael, not Mike—laughed his butt off every time Hannah talked smack like that.

“You’re so lit,” he said, mimicking the new SoundCloud Rapper of the Month.

Everybody was listening to Kendrick and K.Flay, though none of them understood what the artists were talking about, or they would have been kinder to Katya. Except Melody—she was very busy trying to memorize the raps in Hamilton. She felt that this would help her become a Broadway star when she graduated. She preferred show tunes, of course. Like the songs in Mary Poppins. But she wasn’t, like, stupid. She had a future.


Katya kept to herself. She was ashamed to walk to school every morning with her babushka scarf. But she got dizzy, and her headaches made her unsteady, so the old woman helped her. Grandmother used a crooked cane, and her feet were blocky in ancient Soviet shoes. Her bent body ticktocked back and forth as she walked, and her breath smelled bad, and she didn’t speak much English. She clutched Katya’s arm tight as they walked, and she glared at any kid who came near.

“Keep to yourself, girl. You have sicks.”

Katya had trouble hearing on some days, Grandmother plugged her ears with wads of cotton soaked in awful herbal tinctures. They not only stank, they stung her ear canals. And they turned brown, as if her ears were leaking some ugly fluid. She didn’t need anything else to make the mean girls mock her. But Grandmother insisted. To remove the plugs, she was told, was to cause great harm to everyone around her.

“It is only remedy,” she told the girl. “From our village. It might work for you. It must work for you. It will work. I promise.”

Katya was tired all the time. She thought she was—what was this new word American kids used?—stressed. Yes, stressed. Depressed. Why did nobody like her? It was her clothes, she thought. Her accent. Her malady. Though no one knew, she was sure they all suspected. There was something deeply, terribly wrong with her. She knew they thought she smelled bad. She felt terribly alone every time she went to school. Her grandmother forbade her to have a boyfriend. Boyfriend! Katya could see she would never even have a friend. And she would die with no one understanding her.

She was tired. Ashamed. And her head hurt. Worse, it itched. From the inside. And sometimes, she had to wear an eye patch when the scratching under her eyelids began.


It all ended last Friday.

Saturday was the sixth-grade spring dance. The mean girls’ parents agreed to splurge on a stretch limo. It felt so grown-up. Melody and Michael G. were dressing all in white. Hannah was going with a footballer, and Lacey didn’t have a date until they got Hannah’s boy to snag a teammate for her. Lacey’s hair was shaved on one side. The girlfriends didn’t like that. But they let her tag along. She was thankful Katya was the focus of their disdain because it spared her. She was cool because Katya was not.

These girls all lived on the tree streets—Cherryvale, Oak Ridge, Maplewood. Melody lived in a legit McMansion, so that was def the site for the after-party. It was going to be a sleepover, with boys in the basement, girls upstairs, and Dad in the middle. Rap music, gossip, and bad horror flicks all night. Slices upon slices of all the pizza they could eat. They never thought of inviting Katya. Which made Lacey feel ashamed of herself.


Period four. Ms. Horner—Michael G. called her “Ms. Horny” when she couldn’t hear him—humiliated Katya by choosing her for that week’s “Know Me Better” sharing session. It couldn’t have been a worse time. Katya was wearing her eye patch again. And she had her brown plugs in her ears. She had tried to hide under her head scarf. And when Ms. Horner called on her, she audibly groaned.

“Please,” she whispered.

The class giggled.

Ms. Horner had put up with just about enough. All this bullying. It was like Lord of the Flies in her classroom lately.

“Really?” she said to the class.

They stifled it.

“Katya, dear,” she said. “Stand up and tell us your story.”

Katya rose slowly, kept her hand over her eyes. She was shivering. The cuff of her pink sweater was frayed. Lacey suddenly felt like crying. But Hannah tapped her foot with hers and snickered.

“Freak,” she whispered.

“Tell us where you’re from.”

“Mars,” Melody said.

Laughter.

“I’m warning you,” said Ms. Horner.

“Ukraine,” Katya said very softly.

“Again.”

“Pripyat. In Ukraine. Near Kyiv.”

“Ukraine! Isn’t that interesting? That’s . . . Eastern Europe, yes?”

Katya looked at her with her one uncovered eye.

“Was home.” She shrugged with one shoulder.

“What are the kids like?” Ms. Horner glared at her class.

“Nicer than here,” Katya said.

Some of the students were actually interested. They put down their fidget spinners.

“Class,” Ms. Horner said. “Have you heard of Chernobyl?”

“Cher-what?” Michael G. said, and his fans faked a laugh for him.

Katya spoke up. “Is near home. My home, small town. In woods. But Chernobyl, ah, how say? Nuclear accident? Yes, miss?”

“Yes. Chernobyl was a nuclear reactor that melted down and irradiated a huge part of the land there.”

Kids made interested sounds. They hadn’t heard of it. But they had hardly heard of anything except climate change, school shootings, and Donald Trump.

“Things . . . happened,” Katya said. “We try to stay, but things . . . Changes happened. Strange things. New sicks. Sicks?”

“Sickness, dear.”

“Thank you, miss. Sickness. I got sickness. We come to USA.”

People looked at each other.

Not even being funny, Lacey said, “Is that why you wear earplugs?”

“What?” Katya said.

Lacey started to repeat herself when she saw Katya grin. It was a sweet little smile. She had a dimple. Lacey thought, she’s making a joke.

“Yes.” Katya nodded. “And eye bandage.”

She blushed and sat down.

Ms. Horner started to clap, and the rest of the class clapped too.

Katya hid her face.


Katya was hurrying down the long hallway to the gym. The girls’ bathroom there was usually empty. It was time to change her plugs and her patch. Her eye was burning. Her ears and skull were itching. She had a vial of the terrible medicine in her sweater pocket. She didn’t want to die. And she didn’t want these new kids to die, either. So she used the awful drops every day and hoped they worked.

Many back home had fallen. Fortunately, nobody outside of the homeland knew, and her family had kept her condition a secret from the US authorities. It was very dangerous to have the sicks like this.

She looked up and saw a wall of bodies blocking her way.

All her tormenters: Melody and Hannah, Michael and Lacey. She tried to go back the way she came, but two boys had come up behind her.

“Freak-o,” said Hannah.

“Stink-o,” said Melody.

“Popeye,” said Michael. That was super funny.

“Salty,” said Melody, touching him.

“We wanna know what you’re sick with,” said Hannah. “What’s that crap in your ears?”

Katya covered her ears with her palms.

“Is keep sick inside. Medicine.”

“Gross freakin’ earwax,” said Michael. His friends behind Katya laughed. “Dude,” he said, “you ever take a bath?”

“He called her dude,” Melody announced proudly.

The guys behind Katya grabbed her arms.

“No,” she said.

The mean girls closed on her.

“What’s under the eye patch?” Hannah said.

Katya struggled, but Hannah caught the bottom of the patch and ripped it off.

“Pink eye!” Hannah said.

“That’s all?” said Melody.

Lacey said, “Come on, let’s go.”

They ignored her.

“No, no, please. The spiders.”

The kids looked at each other.

“Spiders?” Michael said. “What, you got spiders in your eye?”

“In brain.”

They howled. High fives. “Psycho!”

“Please. Brain spiders. Inside head. Cover my eyes. Medicine kills them. They come in through nose, through ears. Hide inside skull. Feed on brain.”

They pushed her to the floor and Melody knelt across her chest. The boys held Katya’s head and Hannah pulled off her scarf.

“Lacey, please!” Katya said.

Lacey tried to pull her friends off.

Melody pinched the earplugs. “Ooh, gross,” she said. They actually made a small pop sound when she pulled them out of Katya’s ears. Nothing happened.

“Told ya,” Michael said. “She’s just a freak. Lyin’ Katya.”

But Melody was staring into Katya’s pink eye. She was frozen in horror. A thin, white segmented leg slid over the girl’s eyeball. It moved across the eye, scratching at it as tears rolled down Katya’s cheeks. They all saw it. They started to shout and scramble back. But it was too late. The baby spiders, looking like translucent white pinheads, burst out of Katya’s ears and floated in a small fog into the faces of the mean girls and their boys. They swarmed up their nostrils, found their ear openings, even burrowed into their tear ducts.

Lacey whispered a small “I’m sorry.”

She shivered as the spiders nestled into the folds of her brain.

All Katya could do was watch.
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Hachishakusama

By Catherine Jordan

Kobe lived in New York, and his family was from Japan. His grandmother came to visit every year. She brought snacks—matcha-flavored chocolates, Umaibō corn puffs, and bottles of strawberry carbonated Ramune—and she told spooky tales and legends while they sat around the kitchen table. One in particular was the tale of Hachishakusama.

“Beware of Hachishakusama,” his grandmother said.

“What’s a h-ha-hash-ish . . . How do you say it?” Kobe asked.

“It’s a demon who takes naughty boys and girls—”

“Hush,” his mother said. “You’ll scare him. Go play, Kobe.”

So, Kobe grabbed his skateboard and headed out the door to go to the park with his neighbor and friend, David.

“Is David a good boy?” his grandmother asked.

“Of course he’s a good boy,” his mother said. “Kobe, make sure you’re home before dark.”

That evening, when Kobe and David finally left the park for home, it was late. Clouds drifted across the full moon in the sky. They hopped on their skateboards, and as they crossed the street, they cut off a car that had appeared out of nowhere. There was a sharp honk. David gave the driver a big thumbs-down. “Jerk!” he hollered.

The car came to a screeching halt. Burnt rubber filled the air. The tallest woman he had ever seen stepped out of the black sedan. She wore a white shroud, and her dark hair hung past her waist. Yellow, hideous eyes sent a shiver down Kobe’s spine. She gave the boys a twisted smile through bared teeth. “Are you both well this evening?” she asked in a deep, gravelly voice.

The ghostly-pale woman rubbed her hands together and then beckoned the boys toward her with a long finger. Kobe froze in fear, but David staggered toward her as if his legs weren’t his own. “Yes, come here, dear.”

Someone from inside the car yelled, “Don’t!” Another cried, “Please, don’t!”

The woman bent and peered inside the back seat. “Quiet!” She took two elongated strides toward the back of the car and opened the trunk. Loud, harsh clanging echoed in the night as the woman rummaged around for something. David kept walking slowly toward the car. Kobe wanted to scream but couldn’t.

Just then, a familiar van turned the corner.

The woman glared at the van and sneered. She slammed the trunk, climbed back into the driver’s seat, and as she sped away, two wide-eyed, openmouthed faces pressed against the car’s rear window, fists pounding on the glass.

“Kobe!” his mom yelled as she pulled up beside the boys in her van. His grandmother sat in the passenger seat. “We’ve been driving around looking all over for you! How many times have I told you to be home before dark?”

Kobe’s legs quaked, his hands trembled, and he stammered when he tried to apologize.

“What happened?” his grandmother asked after they hopped into the van. “Why do you look so scared?”

David shook his head. “I’m not scared.”

Kobe’s grandmother stared at him, so Kobe began to tell her about the car and the woman. “What was she wearing?” his grandmother blurted. She asked him other questions, but the detail that concerned her most was the woman’s height. “You saw Hachishakusama,” she whispered. “In Japanese, Hachishakusama means ‘eight feet tall.’ She lures bad children with her gaze, cuts off their legs, and adds their bones to her monstrous height. I’ll bet those were kidnapped children in her back seat. She was searching in her trunk for a saw . . . for you!”

“Nonsense,” his mother said. “I don’t want to hear any more silly tales. It was your own fault, Kobe, for crossing the street in the dark. You probably scared her—what if that woman had run into you?”

That night, as Kobe was drifting off to sleep, he thought he heard the screech of tires, and . . . was that the smell of burnt rubber? He got up and looked out the window, but the street below was empty. He went back to bed.

Kobe dressed the next morning, grabbed his book bag and skateboard, and waited on the sidewalk for David. David didn’t come outside, and Kobe figured he had overslept again, so he skated to school by himself.

David never showed up at school.

Later that night, the news reported that a child had gone missing. David. Kobe went cold at the mention of his friend’s name. Then the news reported that a broken, bloody jagged-edged saw had been found discarded in David’s yard.

Kobe shook his head, mouth slack, gaping at the television. His mom and grandmother turned to him.

Mom’s eyes were wide, expectant of an explanation. He had already given her one, the only one he had.

Grandmother’s eyes narrowed. Her lips pursed. “I thought you said he was a good boy?”

Kobe’s bottom lip trembled. Had David been victimized by a random act of violence, or had Hachishakusama caught up to him, lured him out of his house, and . . .

He gulped. He saw the tall woman in his head, and imagined her height expanded by the addition of David’s bloody, sawed-off bones. Kobe looked down at his legs. They began to ache—phantom pain.

“You can’t report what you saw—Hachishaku-sama,” said Grandmother. “No one would believe you. And then she’d come for you, too.” She kissed him on the cheek. Her breath smelled raw. Her lips were cold. “Just be a good boy, Kobe, and you’ll never see her again.”
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Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board

By Margaret Stohl

Note: This is a story based on my sixth-grade slumber party. It was a game we played with a bully of my own. I’ll leave it to you to decide if the result was the same or not.

The night of Margaret’s sixth-grade birthday sleepover was also the night of a rainstorm, and not just any rainstorm. Reporters were calling it the “storm to end all storms,” even bigger than the “storm of the century” that had hit Seattle the year before.

Big gray clouds turned black; black clouds turned to sheets of rain; rain pelted and rattled Margaret’s living room windows—where everyone’s indoor sleeping bags were laid out—until it sounded like they might shatter.

But despite the weather, the slumber party went on. The storm cast a strange shadow over all the normal festivities, but that didn’t stop Margaret.

She’d been waiting to have a slumber party of her own since first grade. This one had almost gotten canceled, anyway, even before the weather. She’d had to argue for it, right up to the day it happened.

Her father was suddenly called out of town on business, and her mother was taking longer than expected to get over the flu. Margaret had promised no funny business. They would watch a movie and go to sleep. And sixth graders weren’t babies; Margaret’s cousins were babysitting by then. Surely a few sixth graders could babysit themselves?

Her mother had reluctantly agreed.

So, without much adult supervision, Margaret had ordered four cheese pizzas for the five sixth-grade girls.

They’d gone night swimming in Margaret’s dark backyard in the rain. (Pam’s idea. She liked swimming, and it wasn’t dangerous as long as there wasn’t any lightning, or so she said.)

They’d sat shivering in their towels, texting the sixth-grade boys, who were having a sleepover at Max’s. (Tessa’s idea. She liked Max.)

They’d showed each other funny cat videos they’d found online. (Julie’s idea. She liked cats.)

They’d eaten rainbow cupcakes, and Margaret’s frenemy Kiki had eaten everyone’s leftover frosting, on a dare. (Kiki’s idea. She liked sugar.)

Finally, they settled into their sleeping bags and started watching the movie, just as Margaret had planned. (Margaret’s idea. She liked plans.)

It was the scariest movie Margaret’s mother had let them rent, about a girl who was haunted by her family after they died in a car accident. It didn’t sound all that great, but Margaret knew the goal of every slumber party was to be scared, and she wanted this to be the best slumber party ever.

As soon as the movie began, though, Kiki started making fun of it. “I don’t want to watch a stupid scary movie. It’s not even scary. It’s fake. Let’s play a game.”

“Games aren’t scary,” Tessa pointed out.

“This one is,” Kiki countered.

The rain rattled the windows as she spoke, and all the girls looked at her, spooked.

“What was that?” Julie shivered

“It’s a sign,” Kiki said calmly.

Margaret wasn’t so sure, but she didn’t say anything. Nobody ever said anything to Kiki, not if they were smart.

The game was called Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board, and it was about a dead girl.

Margaret groaned. “No way.”

She’d heard of the game, they all had; next to getting out a Ouija board, it was the same game played at every slumber party she’d ever been to.

“Yes way,” Kiki said. “Don’t be a chicken.”

“Yeah,” Tessa said. Tessa and Pam were younger and they agreed with everything Kiki said. “Bock, bock, bock . . .”

Kiki was a bully, and Margaret knew if she was the only one who refused she’d never hear the end of it, even if it was her party.

So, like everyone else, she went along with it.

“Fine,” Margaret said. “But if I want to turn on the lights, I’m turning on the lights. I don’t want to get in trouble with my mom.”

Lightning shook the windows as she said it.

Kiki snorted. “Fine, chicken.”

Margaret blushed, but still, she moved her sleeping bag to right below the light switch on the wall.

Kiki insisted on being the dead girl. Of course she did. She lay in the center of the room, on a platform made out of everyone’s pillows.

“This is my funeral. Everyone puts two fingers beneath my coffin,” Kiki said, adjusting the pillows beneath her.

“Coffin?” Margaret swallowed.

Pam sighed. “The pillows, duh.”

“Two fingers. On each hand. Stick them right under the pillows.” Kiki closed her eyes.

“Look at this bossy dead girl, giving all the orders at her own funeral,” Tessa said.

Kiki ignored her. “Everyone close your eyes. Margaret, you give the eulogy.”

Margaret’s stomach flopped over inside her favorite Hamilton sweats. “Me? Why me?”

“It’s your party, duh.” Kiki opened one eye. “Chickety-chick-chick,” she teased.

“Bo-ock, bock, bock,” Pam clucked.

Tessa just shook her head.

Julie was shaking everything.

“Fine,” Margaret finally said, moving to the open spot at the head of the funeral pillows. She stuck her fingers beneath the pillow, avoiding the place where Kiki’s braids spilled over toward the floor, though really she felt like yanking them.

“Here lies Kiki Par—” Margaret began.

Lighting flashed, rattling the windows again.

They all jumped.

Kiki sat up. “Not my real name! What kind of dumb jerk are you? You don’t want the spirits to really kill me, do you?”

Margaret could feel her face getting hot. “What do you care? I thought you said this was just a game.”

Kiki flopped back down. “It is, but I’m not stupid. You know what they say about Liz B., don’t you? She played the game using her real name and suddenly her family moved away.”

“Her dad got a job in Hong Kong,” Tessa said.

“They said it was too good to pass up,” Pam said.

“Did he? That’s what the school says. But did anyone ever hear from her again? Even from her parents?” Kiki closed her eyes.

Margaret knew she had a point. It had been pretty sudden. Liz’s move. A sharp chill ran up her spine. She didn’t want to play this game anymore.

But the room was dark, and the rain was steady, and everyone was waiting. Margaret had no choice but to go on. She took a breath and started again. “Here lies . . . Juliet Capulet.”

Julie groaned.

Tessa giggled.

Kiki pinched Pam’s arm.

Pam hissed. “Ow. That wasn’t me.”

“Couldn’t see,” Kiki whispered.

“Poor, poor Juliet. She died an early death. A terrible death. An unexpected death—”

“How?” the corpse hissed.

“Shut up. I’m getting to it,” Margaret said crossly.

“Then get on with it,” the corpse sighed.

Margaret shoved her fingers deeper beneath the pillow. “For a dead girl, you sure talk a lot.”

“Can we just get back to the eulogy?” Tessa asked.

“Here lies Juliet Capulet. She died an early death. She was—she was a victim—a victim of—”

Of what?

The others waited.

The rain fell.

Margaret thought about Kiki.

The class bully.

The meanest of all mean girls.

The one who always came out on top.

The one who always got picked and never picked you.

A wave of coldness seeped through Margaret’s whole body, from her fingers beneath the pillows all the way through to her feet curled up beneath her.

She could no longer see her friends in the shadows of the dark living room.

I could be anywhere.

Outer space.

A graveyard.

A morgue.

The words came out of her mouth before she realized what she was saying. “Juliet was murdered!”

The rain turned to hail, pelting the windows like a burst of sudden gunfire.

The lights flickered on and then off.

The girls jumped.

In the flash of light, Margaret could see Kiki lying motionless on the pillows.

“Now Ki—er, Juliet—lies here before us,” Margaret said, shoving her fingers in even more deeply. “Light as a feather,” she said, taking a breath.

“LIGHT AS A FEATHER,” the room repeated.

“Stiff as a board,” Margaret said.

“STIFF AS A BOARD,” the room answered.

Then silence.

“Now, as her pallbearers, the last humans to see Juliet in this world, it is our duty to carry her coffin to its final resting place,” Margaret said, dropping her voice to a whisper.

“One.” She thought about all the times Kiki had pinched the chub on her hips in the lunchroom.

Hail rattled the windows—

“Two.” She thought about all the times Kiki had cheated off her on vocab tests.

Thunder rumbled after—

“Three.” She thought about how Kiki hadn’t invited her to her own slumber party . . . where they’d probably played this game too . . .

Lightning cracked and flashed—

“Light as a feather, stiff as a board!” Margaret raised her voice.

“LIGHT AS A FEATHER, STIFF AS A BOARD!” The room raised theirs back at her.

“Rise, Kiki Parker!” Margaret called out. The name had slipped out before she’d realized.

I don’t care. I hate you. I wish you had moved away, not Liz.

“RISE, KIKI PARKER!” The room called back. It was too late to stop them.

“NOW!” Margaret shouted.

“NOW!” The room shouted back.

Margaret lifted her arms, supporting the pillows with four fingers, two on each hand . . . just as Pam and Tessa and Julie and everyone else did too. Sixteen fingers on four girls lifted one ten-fingered corpse high toward the heavens. Lightning hit the windows one last time, illuminating Kiki’s body as it rose over their heads . . . and for a moment, Margaret could have sworn the corpse grew so light it was levitating, and they weren’t even touching it at all . . .

Lightning crackled again—

The lights flashed on and off—

One scream cut through the shadows—

Then another, and another.

THUD!

When Margaret slammed her hand against the light switch, she saw the pillow coffin had fallen to the ground. Kiki’s body was slumped on the carpeting nearby. Margaret couldn’t tell if she was breathing. Kiki looked dead, or at least, like she had passed out.

Screaming, Margaret called for her mom. “Someone dial 911! I think we killed her! I think she’s—”

Margaret’s mother was in the room a second later, followed by the paramedics, a few minutes later.

They said not to worry.

They said Kiki had hyperventilated, out of fear.

They said it was nothing.

They said it was just a game.

Still, they took Kiki away in an ambulance. They said her mom would meet them at the emergency room.

Margaret watched the lights of the ambulance disappear through the storm, leaving tracks on the road.

The sleet had turned to snow, the first time it had snowed in Seattle all year.

The party was over.


The official statement from the school said Kiki Parker’s family had moved to New York City, a week later. It seemed her father had gotten a job he just couldn’t pass up.

Kiki was never seen or heard from again.
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In Stitches

by Michael Northrop

Dilly Barton took the back way home, an old dirt road that was long on shadows and short on people. She was nearly twelve now and not scared of much.

She had just turned off the paved road and descended into the hollow by the dead oak when she saw an old man heading her way. Dilly shielded her eyes with one hand to get a better look at him. The flies buzzed lazily around her in the summer heat. The first thing she noticed was the man’s black suit coat. It was threadbare and heavy for the weather, but it fit him like a second skin.

She kept looking as the man approached. She could see now that his coat pockets were stuffed with spools of thread, the tops of a few just peeking out. Strands of loose, brightly colored thread trailed down into the sun. A long needle tucked into the top of one of the spools winked in the light. And looking at those pockets, Dilly saw one of the man’s hands. There was something not quite right about it.

He was closer now, and she could see the sunburned skin on the back of the man’s hand. She also saw the places where the sun couldn’t get a hold, not anymore. There were milky-white scars scattered from his wrist to his fingertips. She looked up at his face and gasped softly. The pale scars snaked up the slack skin of his neck, up under his chin, and into the open country of his cheeks and forehead. Even his nose was decorated with a thin white line that went clear up to his bushy gray eyebrows.

The old man was very close now, but Dilly couldn’t stop staring. Now she saw the little dots on either side of the white lines: tiny spots that had healed no better and no worse than the skin between them. Stitches.

“Didn’t your momma tell you it’s not polite to stare?” said the man.

“My momma tells me lots of things,” she said, acting calm even though her heart was racing. “I am sorry for the staring, though.”

The man smiled. “I guess you’ve never seen an old tailor before.”

Dilly nodded, pretending that was why.

“Believe it or not, some people I meet are afraid of me.”

Dilly believed it, but when she spoke, this is what she said: “Not me.”

“That’s good, real good,” said the tailor. “You don’t scare easy. But I’ve got a story that might do the trick.”

“Really?” asked Dilly. She couldn’t help herself. She loved scary stories.

“Oh, sure,” he said. “I’ve got a real scary story. You want to hear it? You can tell it to all your little friends. Guaranteed to make ’em scream.”

The two had come to a standstill, facing each other in the dusty lane. The flies, Dilly noticed, were all buzzing around the old tailor now. Dilly considered his question. She very much wanted to hear the story, as she enjoyed scaring her friends. But she still wasn’t sure about this strange old tailor.

“How’d you get those?” she said, pointing quickly toward his face but meaning his scars.

The man’s smile dropped, and Dilly was afraid she’d made a mistake. “It happened fast,” he said, smiling once more. “You’d be surprised. Just a quick prickle and you’re in a pickle!”

Dilly smiled back, pleased with the silly rhyme and happy the old tailor wasn’t mad at her after all.

“Let’s hear that story now,” she said. She knew that old men loved telling stories more than almost anything.

The old tailor got right to it. “You know about dragonflies? How they fly so gracefully with those long thin bodies of theirs, almost like needles? How they shine in the sun all blue and green?”

Dilly nodded. She knew about dragonflies.

“Well, there’s something else about them, something dark,” said the man, lowering his voice and leaning in close. As his tall frame bent down over her small one, his breath smelled like pickle juice. “It’s like an old knife after you sharpen it, shiny and dark all at once.”

Dilly wasn’t sure she liked this story anymore, but the old tailor went on anyway. “You have to be careful of some of those dragonflies. The ones that shine more green than blue—or maybe more blue than green. I can’t remember exactly. But I know what I saw. There was this little boy I used to know. Right about your age, I’d say. Well, this boy was always talking. Famous around town for it, always something smart to say. And sure enough, he was talking the last time I saw him too. That’s when one of those blue ones, or maybe it was one of them green ones, flew past. That dragonfly saw that big open mouth, and you know what it did?”

Dilly shook her head.

“It sewed it right up! Zip, zip, zip, like a flying needle!”

“It did not!” said Dilly. She was nearly twelve and no fool either.

“It did too—and fast. One minute that boy was flapping his gums. Next minute, he can’t get a word out edgewise!”

“That’s a good one,” said Dilly, taking half a step back.

“Say all that to your friends, then let your eyes go wide, like you’re real scared.”

Dilly made her eyes go wide, like he said. The man nodded, pleased, and then went on. “Then you say, ‘Why, there’s a dragonfly now’—then jump out at them and scream, ‘AAAAAAAH!’”

The man’s shout scared her. Not because it surprised her but just because he was so close. She pretended it hadn’t. “Thank you, sir. That story will scare my friends good.”

“I have a feeling it will,” he said, holding out his hand for her to shake. Dilly looked at the hand, its scars telling tales of old stitches. She just couldn’t. Instead, she reached up and touched her brow in a quick salute.

“Nice to meet you too,” she said, stepping to the side and continuing down the old dirt road.

Once she’d gone far enough, she turned to look back. The old man was gone. She continued on, breathing a little easier, enjoying the sunshine.

That very night, she gathered her three best friends together. After snacks, she brought them all up to her room. “Who wants to hear a scary story?” she said. They all did.

She turned the lights off and the four of them gathered in a circle on the floor around her little blue night-light. The window was open halfway and the sound of crickets and other insects filtered in.

Dilly began to tell the story, exactly as it had been told to her. About halfway through, she got up into a crouch. Her friends crouched with her, hanging on her words. As she neared the end of the story, she began to stand. She was preparing to jump at them, but they didn’t know that. They began to stand too, following her lead.

“Why, there’s a dragonfly now,” she said, looking over at the open window and making her eyes go wide.

Her friends looked over and she bent her knees, preparing to spring. In her anticipation, she felt her muscles twitch and her lips prickle.

She jumped out at her friends and tried to yell.

But she couldn’t. Her mouth wouldn’t open!

“Mmph! Mmph!” was all she could manage.

Why won’t my mouth open? she wondered. Why does it feel so prickly and tight?

She reached up with her fingers. She touched her mouth and felt the stitches there. Her mouth was sewn shut!

Her friends all screamed: “AAAAAH!”
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The Bottle Tree

By Kami Garcia

The majestic crape myrtle must have been important to Violet’s grandmother, because it was the only tree in the front yard and her grandmother had taken the time to slide an empty blue glass bottle onto every branch strong enough to hold one. Violet didn’t know why, but when sunlight hit the bottles they reminded her of sun catchers. Her grandmother died a month ago and left the house to Violet’s mom, Virginia, who was already destroying it.

Virginia had hired two local construction workers to remove the tree, but when the men arrived and realized which tree Violet’s mom wanted them to cut down, their attitudes changed.

“That tree?” one of them asked, pointing to the cobalt bottles on the branches.

“Yes. Is there a problem?” Virginia asked with her arms folded across her chest.

“You don’t cut down those kinda trees, ma’am,” the other worker warned. “It’s bad luck.”

For a moment, Violet thought the tree was safe, but her mom refused to give up that easily.

“Spare me the superstitions. I grew up here,” Violet’s mom snapped. “I had to look at this ridiculous monstrosity every day. But my mother is no longer with us—God rest her soul. This is my house now.” She waved some cash in front of the workers. “And I want the tree gone.”

Within minutes, the workers began removing the bottles from the branches and carefully placing them in a cardboard box. During the process, one of the workers dropped a bottle and it smashed on the ground. The men cursed and exchanged worried glances. When they ripped the last root from the ground, Violet’s twelve-year-old heart broke. Her mom stood nearby, smiling triumphantly, as if she had defeated her greatest nemesis.


The next day, Violet didn’t come out of her room—not once, even though she hated her new bedroom. The heavy curtains and dark mahogany furniture felt cold and impersonal, like the rest of her grandmother’s home. Violet had only been there once when her grandmother was alive, but Violet had been so young that she had no memory of the visit. When her mom inherited the house, Violet never imagined she would actually want to live there. People didn’t leave a beautiful city like Nashville to move to a town west of the Appalachian Mountains and not much else. But Virginia had plans. She had just neglected to share them with her daughter.

Violet spent most of the day sitting on the window seat reading and staring down at her grandmother’s overgrown garden.

A flash of darkness caught her eye and a man wearing a long black overcoat and mud-caked riding boots appeared in the midst of the tangled brush.

Violet knew he hadn’t been there a moment ago, but that was impossible . . . wasn’t it?

The man navigated his way through the thickets and the overgrown briar bushes too easily. He didn’t struggle against the dense, gnarled branches and his coat never snagged on the sharp briar barbs. Violet had been scratched by enough briars back home to know that was practically impossible. There was also something strange about the man’s face. His skin looked unnaturally pale and he had the same blank expression as the people in the sepia photos hanging in her grandmother’s old bedroom.

The man in the black coat looked up at Violet and an icy shiver snaked up her spine. A second later, he vanished as if he had never been there.


Three weeks later, Violet was sitting in the exact same spot on the window seat. Dread knotted in her chest as she stared out the window and waited for the familiar flash of black to appear.

Even now, Violet didn’t want to refer to the man in the black coat as a ghost. But what else could she call someone who appeared in the garden out of thin air every afternoon? Then there was the other thing . . .

For the past five nights, Violet had seen the man standing outside her bedroom window, even though her room was on the third floor—and last night, he had tapped on her window.

Violet hadn’t said a word about the ghost to her mom until this morning, and it hadn’t gone well.

“I know you didn’t want to leave your school and your friends in Nashville,” her mom said with her arms folded tightly against her chest. “But lying won’t change anything.”

“But I’m not lying,” Violet pleaded. “All the kids at my middle school say this house is haunted.”

“I don’t believe in ghosts.” Violet’s mother returned to unpacking boxes, which meant she had nothing more to say about the matter.


Violet wished she didn’t believe in ghosts either, but it was hard to deny their existence after seeing one every day for weeks. She kept her eyes trained on the garden and, suddenly, there he was—the ghost that was ruining her life. Violet’s throat burned, but she swallowed her tears. Crying wouldn’t solve her problem. She needed real help.

A group of kids from her class were huddled together across the street, talking and laughing. Violet balled her hands into fists. The only thing worse than her awful middle school was the horrible kids there. They certainly wouldn’t help her. But one of them had said something the other day in the cafeteria that might . . .

“You’re such a creeper,” a blond girl had said.

“Just like the Witch,” another added.

Violet had tried to focus on eating her PB and J and finishing her math homework to block them out.

“The Witch hangs out with ghosts and Violet lives in a haunted house. I bet they’d be total besties.”

The Witch of Burning Bridge—that’s who the girls had been talking about. Everyone talked about the Witch and the house she lived in—a black Victorian with gray shutters that looked like a lump of coal compared to the other cheerfully painted houses on the street.

Violet wasn’t excited about the idea of facing a witch, but if the woman knew anything about ghosts, she had to try.


Violet had never seen the Witch’s black house up close. That was the stuff of dares, and dares required friends. When she reached the house, she stared at the yard, entranced.

Cobalt bottles sparkled on the bare branches of a huge crape myrtle tree—just like the ones on the tree that her mom had removed from Violet’s grandmother’s yard.

How scary could the Witch be if she created something so beautiful?

The image of the man in the black overcoat gave Violet the courage to walk up to the front door and knock. Wind chimes suspended from the porch ceiling tinkled softly. She held her breath and waited . . . and waited.

Violet was about to give up when the door opened and she came face-to-face with the Witch of Burning Bridge.

The woman wasn’t much taller than Violet. Her gray hair was arranged in a neat bun and her pale white skin crinkled in the corners of her blue eyes.

“So you’re the one who moved into Beatrice’s house,” she said, referring to Violet’s grandmother.

“Yes, ma’am . . . my mom and me. My name is Violet.”

The old woman nodded. “I’m Irina. But I’m sure you know people call me the Witch of Burning Bridge. I was wondering if you would come to see me.”

“Why?” Violet asked.

“Because that house of yours is haunted.”

Violet was speechless for a moment. “You know about the ghost?”

“Ghosts. Plural,” Irina corrected. “But my guess is you’re talking about the ornery ghost your grandma caught. He was harder to catch than most.”

Violet’s grandmother spent an entire summer trying to catch two field mice in her cellar. How could she have captured a ghost?

Irina noticed the expression on Violet’s face. “You look surprised.”

Violet toyed with the end of her braid. “My grandmother was sort of . . . serious and, you know . . .”

“Boring?” Irina slipped past Violet and strolled into her front yard.

“Yeah.” Violet followed her. “I can’t imagine her doing anything cool like hunting ghosts. And if she caught the one in the black coat, then why do I keep seeing him?”

“Because your mother cut down the bottle tree.” Irina stopped in front of the tree adorned with the beautiful blue glass bottles.

“What does the tree have to do with the ghost?” Violet asked.

Irina tapped a blue bottle on her tree. “We hang the bottles on the tree to keep ghosts away. They’re attracted to the glass—especially blue. They fly into the bottles at night, but can’t get back out. When the sun rises the next day, the sunlight burns them up. Every now and again, you come across a ghost strong enough to withstand the light and you have to do a little extra work to destroy it. A ghost like that must have been trapped in one of the bottles when your mom had the bottle tree cut down.”

Violet’s heart thumped in her chest and she flashed on an image of the bottle that had slipped out of the worker’s hand and smashed on the ground that day. She remembered the way the men had cursed and the worried looks on their faces.

“What should I do? The ghost is trying to get into the house. I’m scared.” Violet’s thoughts tumbled out in rush. “And my mom doesn’t believe in ghosts or bottle trees, so I have to get rid of it myself. But I don’t know anything about ghosts.”

“That does sound like a problem,” Irina said as she circled the tree and examined the bottles. She plucked a long-necked bottle from one of the branches. “Take this and put it on a tree branch under your window before it gets dark tonight.”

“Are you sure it’ll work?” Violet was skeptical, but she took the bottle anyway.

Irina smiled as if she had anticipated Violet’s reaction. “You won’t know unless you try. Now go on and find a tree.”

“Thanks.” Violet nodded, tightening her hand around the bottle neck. As she turned to leave, she had a terrible thought. “What if the sun doesn’t burn up the ghost?”

“You just worry about putting the bottle on a branch,” Irina said.

When she reached the sidewalk, she looked back at the old woman. “I’m sorry people call you a witch.”

Irina smiled. “There are worse things people could call me.”


Violet found the perfect tree—and one of the only trees in her grandmother’s garden. It wasn’t a crape myrtle, but it was under her window, so it would have to do. Violet climbed the tree and slid the bottle onto the highest branch she could reach and then ran into the house.

Violet skipped dinner and spent most of the night under the covers with a flashlight. She listened for the sound of the ghost tapping on the window, but it never came. She fell asleep buried under a mountain of blankets with the flashlight in her hand.

When Violet awoke the next morning, she threw back the covers and rushed to the window, expecting to see the blue bottle on the tree branch. But it was gone.

She caught a glimpse of darkness moving at the far end of the garden near the gate, but it wasn’t the man in the black coat.

It was a woman in a black skirt—the Witch of Burning Bridge—carrying a blue bottle.
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The Ghost in Sam’s Closet

By R.L. Stine

Ghosts have feelings too.

No one ever stops to think about that. You mention a ghost, and people say, “Oooh, scary.” And that’s it.

Ghosts have feelings. And they have worries and fears. Sometimes I get the cold shakes. Sometimes I start to shiver just thinking about myself. Sometimes I have this sick feeling in my stomach, even though I haven’t eaten in years.

If it was my choice, I never would have become a ghost. My life is dark and lonely and silent. And I have no one to complain about it to. I can’t float over to Sam, sit down beside him, and discuss my feelings with him.

He would freeze and gasp and choke and scream his head off. And I wouldn’t blame him.

“Oooh, scary.” I’m scary. Ghosts are scary.

I don’t have to tell you that. But I do have to tell you something that maybe you never thought about. Ghosts are here for a reason. I’m lurking here in the back of Sam’s closet night after night, also for a reason.

Sure, I’d like to move on. I’d like to leave this place and take my journey to the Great Beyond.

But I can’t.

Ghosts remain on earth. They can’t move on because they have unfinished business. They have something they must do before they can fly away and join the universe.

Bet you never thought about that.

Well, I have. I think about it day and night. I huddle here in the back of this dark closet and think.

It’s hot in here and cramped, and it doesn’t smell too good. Sam tosses his dirty clothes on the closet floor. And right now, there’s a mountain of sweaty T-shirts and socks and smelly jeans that I’m gazing at.

So why am I here? What is my mission? I think I know.

I’m here because I was too timid in my life. Too quiet. Too polite and kind. Too shy and soft-spoken to impress anyone.

So, my mission is to terrify Sam. I’m here to scare him and make him scream, to frighten him so badly he jumps out of his pajamas, runs out of the house, and goes screaming down the street.

Or something like that.

I’m sure that’s why I’m hiding in here night after night. Waiting . . . waiting for the right moment.

Poor Sam. I admit it. I feel for the kid.

He’s a total coward. I mean, he’s a wimp, a fraidy-cat, a chicken, a trembling, whimpering nervous Nellie. Sam is such a coward, he sleeps with a night-light on. Can you imagine?

Of course, the joke is on him. The night-light will only help him see me better when I come roaring out of this closet, growling and snarling, clenching both hands, ready to grab him by the throat.

The dim light from the night-light down near the floor will make me even more frightening. I’ll be so scary, I’ll have to be careful not to frighten myself. Ha!

How old is Sam? He’s at least eight or nine. And he still calls for his parents from bed at night. “Mom! Dad! There’s a monster under my bed!”

Poor guy. He’s so confused. I’m a ghost—not a monster. And I’m not under his bed.

Why would I flatten myself into a cramped space like that? Why would anyone wait under the bed when there’s a whole closet to hide in?

Sam’s parents always come running to calm him down. They pull up the bedcovers and search under the bed. Then they make him look. No monster under there.

They never look in the closet.

“There’s no such thing as monsters,” Sam’s dad always says. He’s probably right. But Sam believes in monsters. Does he believe in ghosts?

We’ll soon find out. Because I’m tired of waiting here. I think it might be time for action. Time for me to come bursting out of this closet. To heave the door open, slam it so hard the room shakes—and fly toward Sam, my hands reaching for him, my mouth open in an ear-shattering howl of horror.

I can do this. I know I can. Yes, I was quiet and shy in life. But now the time has come to prove myself. Time to win my wings. To free myself from this smelly closet.

Time to move on to the next big step for me.

I push the closet door open just a crack. I peer out into Sam’s room. It’s late at night. The room is dark except for the dim green glow of the night-light.

Sam is lying on his side, the covers pulled up to his chin. His eyes are open. He’s not asleep yet.

I stick my head out. I take a deep breath. I need to build up my courage. This is my big moment. I’ve been waiting so long.

Here I come, Sam. Get ready to scream!

Your parents won’t be able to help you. You’ll be a shivering, shuddering, quivering, crying mess by the time they get here.

I can feel my own excitement. It’s like an electric current shooting through my whole ghostly body.

Here I COME!

I burst out through the closet door. Into the room. Into the glow of the green light. I open my mouth to scream. I dive forward, my hands curling and uncurling like claws, reaching for my victim.

I can see his eyes go wide. Does he see me?

I run past the tall mirror on the wall.

Oh, wait.

I stop. I glance into the mirror. I can see myself.

Wait. No. Oh no. Something is wrong. Something is terribly wrong.

Is that me? Is that what I look like?

I don’t look scary.

I . . . I . . . I . . . No. That can’t be me—can it?

I look like a little pig. I’m a piglet. I don’t believe it. I’m adorable.

No way. No way.

I’m an adorable little piglet.

I waited all this time—and I’m an adorable piglet.

“Oink! Oink!” I can only oink. How will that scare Sam?

This won’t work. This is all wrong. I have to think. I have to rethink the whole thing.

I turn and scramble back to the closet.

Oh no. No! The closet door closed. I can’t get back.

Where should I go? What if he sees me?

Hey—who is laughing? Is that Sam?

Yes. It’s Sam. He’s sitting up in bed now.

“Hey, what’s so funny? Shut up! Shut up! What’s so oinking funny?”
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Rap Tap

by Sherrilyn Kenyon

Tap. Tap.

“What was that?”

A sound came from outside my tent.

Rap. Rap.

“What the crap?”

On it goes. It won’t relent!

Tap. Tap.

“Oh God, it’s back!”

It’s moving ’round from side to side.

Slap. Slap.

“Could be just a rat?”

Or maybe the wind brushing against my slide?

Tap. Tap.

“No, it’s back!”

Even louder. More forceful this time.

Wham! Wham!

“I’m in a jam.”

All, alone, with yards between me and Dad’s Dodge Ram.

Woo. Woo.

“Mom, is that you?”

No one answers my terrified coo.

Swish. Swish.

“This is ridiculous!”

I’m going to see who it is!

My heart in my throat, I open the flap.

But there’s nothing there to cause a tap!

Feeling silly and a little daft, back inside I go.

Under the blankets, safe and sound, I turn my lights down low.

Rap. Rap.

Crap! It’s back!

How can this be? I swear I’m in utter agony!

Something’s outside and it’s stalking me!

Sh! No, it’s not. Maybe I’m just paranoid.

Or maybe I’m about to die from some knife-wielding creepoid!

There, there! On the side.

I see the shadow moving by!

Bigger, bigger, so it grows.

What it is, no one knows!

My heart is thumping faster, faster.

Fear has become my only master.

I fumble in the dark to find my phone.

Only to learn the battery’s dead and I’m all alone.

How could I forget to charge at such a time?

Truly stupidity is the greatest crime!

And still it’s moving back and forth.

No, wait . . . now it’s moving to the north.

Terrified and shaking, I hold my breath.

Positive I’m about to meet my untimely death.

Then I hear that dreaded, low-pitched whine—

“Hey, what are you doing, big brother of mine?

“Can I come in to stay for a spell?

“I promise if you let me in, I’ll never tell!”

Tap. Tap.

What was that?

The sound of me running after that little brat!
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The Garage

by Tananarive Due

Rashonda Fisher’s family stayed close to home after the Freaks came. It had been six months since Freaks started popping up on school buses and in hospitals and banks and crowded crosswalks, with those spongy red eyes and legs that ran faster than any legs should run. Not quite dead, not quite . . . alive. Some people called them zombies, like in the movies, because when they bit you, they passed you their disease, but since they weren’t “dead” and the attacks were in real life, a movie name didn’t fit. So Freaks it was.

But everywhere. All at once. After the Freaks came, life became savagely boring for Cherrye Glen Homes in general, and Rashonda Fisher in particular, because you couldn’t go anywhere. Ever. Cherrye Glen wasn’t exciting on its best days—identical two-story town houses in rows, a bike path to nowhere, a pool that was always closed for “maintenance,” and a rickety, rusting playground that wouldn’t amuse even a six-year-old. Now, it was unbearable.

After the Freaks, Cherrye Glen’s gates were locked for real, not just for decoration, with Dad and the other parents taking shifts to guard the front and rear entrances day and night. That meant no escape for Rashonda. She used to ride a bus five miles each way to her magnet school for the arts, closer to where her friends Jamilah and Chase and Caitlin lived, but the schools had shut down two months ago. So had the movie theaters, the gaming center, and anywhere else Rashonda might want to go. Even the gas station slash convenience store close enough to walk to (if she were allowed outside the gate by herself) was off-limits, since there were shoot-outs there now. Rashonda heard the gunfire popping at night, practically outside her window. When she asked Mama if they should pack the car and run like the Willises and Johnsons and Chins had, Mama hushed her and said it was probably only thieves at the convenience store, and thieves were Mr. Ramirez’s security guards’ problem—not theirs.

“This is a safe place,” Rashonda’s mama said, holding Rashonda’s arms tightly, wide-eyed, almost like a dare. “You don’t leave a safe place. People are shooting up that store because they’re after gas. No one will bother us here.”

It sounded like everyone might bother them, since Cherrye Glen was so close, but Rashonda didn’t like the look in Mama’s eyes as she whispered songs to the baby and paced the floor, so she let it go. It was hard to be around Mama lately, watching her so scared.

So Rashonda had the garage.

Rashonda had claimed the garage behind the house, detached like a big shed. It was hers. She had pinned several signs on the garage door: KNOCK BEFORE ENTERING. PRIVATE. DO NOT DISTURB. In the garage, she couldn’t hear the baby crying, or little Shaun having a tantrum, and Mama couldn’t call her over to wash dishes or sweep the floor or nail more wood planks across the windows. She couldn’t hear the news reports or see Mama and Dad turn the volume low when they didn’t want her to hear. She’d heard them arguing across the hall one night: She’s old enough. We have to tell her so she knows what to expect.

The garage was her peaceful kingdom, crammed with mysterious items from previous owners—something new to explore in every box, every corner. Paint cans. Dishes. Tools. Even old toys sometimes. She laid out the treasure on the wooden work counter from best to worst. Best was an old walkie-talkie set still in the package, marked half price with a bright-orange sticker. Worst was a toss-up between an old Cabbage Patch doll or the chipped china teacup.

But every time she came to the garage now, she couldn’t stop thinking about a week ago, when Dad had found her and said, “Good work. You’re salvaging. We’ll need everything we can find.”

The way he said it had tipped her off. He meant it to the bone.

“Don’t we have any money?” she said.

Dad had given her a look, ready to take off his Everything’s Cool Halloween mask.

“Rashonda,” he said, using her full name instead of her nickname, Shon, “We have worse problems than money. I mean all of us in Cherrye Glen. All of us in the world.”

The world. “The Freaks?”

Dad nodded. “We won’t be able to stay here much longer.”

“Why?”

“It’s not safe. The way it spreads . . . if they got in here . . .”

“But they won’t.”

“They will, Rashonda,” Dad said, as if he had already seen the future. “Your mama and I are making plans, but instead of using money, we trade with Mr. Ramirez now. I give him something he wants, and he’ll give me a loaf of bread, more gas. So you keep collecting this stuff out here. We’ll figure out how to get enough gas and supplies so we can leave.”

Rashonda tried to imagine living on the run—living anywhere except Cherrye Glen. They couldn’t leave. She would never see her friends again. They planned to meet at school one day.

“I could help guard,” she said. “At night.”

“No,” Dad said, but he had seemed to hesitate. “Just do what you’re doing.”

And she tried to, but she couldn’t think about anything else now as she searched the abandoned items in the garage, feeling less like she was having fun and more like she had a deadline.

And then she heard . . .

Scrape, scrape.

Something was rubbing against the garage’s back wall, something low to the ground. A stray cat? A raccoon? Rashonda crept closer. The dusty garage window over the worktable let in plenty of light, so she could see well even though Mama had taped over the light switch on the wall to save electricity. Rashonda could peek easily behind tarps and old packing boxes across the rear wall. Nothing.

Scrape, scrape.

The sound was coming from outside, from behind the garage. And it sounded much bigger up close, scraping back and forth, with a timing almost more like a machine than a living thing. Scrape, scrape.

Rashonda was not usually drawn to adventures—if other kids said, “Hey, you wanna?” and had mischief in their eyes, she was the first to say “I better not.” But for some reason Rashonda’s feet were taking her to the garage door. And she was going outside—maybe because she was tired of not seeing so much.

Scrape, scrape . . . CLANK.

This time, something broke, maybe a jar or a glass. Dad stored trash in the narrow space between the back of the garage and the eight-foot concrete wall behind their house. Cherrye Glen was made of walls, which was why they had been safe so long.

But something bigger than a dog, maybe as tall as a person, was moving inside the trash pile, rubbing against the garage. And in the triangle-shaped slat between flattened cardboard boxes and an old bed frame, Rashonda saw from ten yards away that it was a person. A girl! She wore a bright-red dress tattered at her sleeves. Her hand was tangled up in the box spring, her head pulled in an odd direction by the way her hair was caught in the springs. It was spread out like a big fan, like a peacock’s feathers. She looked about fourteen, only a couple of years older than Rashonda. But Rashonda did not recognize her.

“Hello?” Rashonda said.

“I’m late!” the girl said. She could only look at Rashonda from the corner of her eye because of the way her head was turned.

“How did you get there—”

“I’m late,” she said again. Scrape, scrape. This was the sound she made each time she tried to free herself from her trap, a useless motion against the garage wall.

“Where do you live?” Rashonda went toward her, trying to climb past the trash.

“I’m laaaaaaate,” the girl said, and finally Rashonda noticed that her skin had a reddish tinge, especially near her nostrils. And her fanned-out hair, too, hosted red spots like a leopard’s coat. The word came—Freak.

Rashonda’s veins flushed with ice. If she’d taken just three or four steps closer before she saw the red splotches, this Freak would have grabbed her. On the news, they said that once a Freak grabbed you, they never let go. And there was one other thing that made Freaks different from in the movies—people said that some of them could talk.

She’d never seen it until then. She’d never seen a Freak up close at all. She’d been living behind her walls in her house, sleeping in her bed, as if the world outside could never touch her.

Playing in the garage.

“I’m late,” the girl said, and leaped to her feet with such speed that she seemed to cut through time: first she was on the ground, tangled in trash, then she wasn’t—and Rashonda was staring straight into her drooly red eyes. The stories said Freaks could hypnotize you, that it was like staring at Medusa and it would turn you to stone.

But if the girl hadn’t been a Freak long, she was fresh—and the fresh ones were fast.

But Rashonda would not die frozen and scared. She had to warn her family.

“Freeeeaaaaaaaaaaak!” Rashonda yelled in the loudest voice of her life.

She and the dead neighbor girl raced toward her house. Rashonda felt a puff of rotten wind as the Freak’s hand lashed for her shirt like a striking snake—and missed.
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Don’t Go into the Pumpkin Patch at Night

By Sheri White

Don’t go into the pumpkin patch late at night.

Just don’t.

Have fun during the day, while the sun is shining and dead leaves crackle under your shoes. Drink some hot cider to take the chill off, pick out the perfect pumpkin to become your Halloween jack-o’-lantern.

But don’t go at night.

That’s when the scarecrows walk. When the moon is full and bright, the air bites your skin, and scarecrows shamble through the fields, looking for those who dare trespass after dark.

When they see you—and they will, they absolutely will—it’s already too late for you. Because although they creep on straw legs, you can’t escape them. As soon as you turn around to run, one of them will grab you by the throat, hay fingers poking into your skin, making it bleed.

You will be lifted off the ground and held high so you can see its face, its dead black eyes boring into your own terrified ones.

And then, before you can scream and beg for mercy, the scarecrow’s mouth will stretch open, stitched lips ripping apart, expelling an unholy shriek that will burst your eardrums.

The last thing you will ever see is a set of gleaming white, razor-sharp teeth as the scarecrow throws its head back before it devours you, body and soul.

So don’t go into the pumpkin patch late at night.

Just don’t.





[image: image]

Pretty Girls Make Graves

by Tonya Hurley

Mona Jackson was the most unpopular girl at Barrett Middle School. She was the butt of every joke and blamed by the cheerleaders for everything bad that happened, both big and small—from the putrid meat-loaf smell in the lunchroom that oddly clung to her clothes, to sports team losses when she forgot to wear the school colors on pep rally days, all the way up to the outbreak of the highly contagious, deadly disease that some other classmates recently succumbed to after returning from the eighth-grade safari trip, one that Mona had suggested when the whole student body was asked to vote. The school was closed for seven days as workers in hazmat suits disinfected every crevice of the building with bright-blue industrial-strength antibacterial wash. There seemed to be a funeral every day that week.

The morning school reopened, Mona’s mother sensed her daughter’s anxiety as they both sat down to breakfast. “I have an idea,” she announced while sipping her coffee. “Why don’t you ask the cheerleaders over for a sleepover?”

Mona choked on her cereal and chugged her orange juice in a desperate attempt to clear her throat.

“Are you kidding right now?” Mona asked. “They’re too busy putting on makeup and stalking TV news cameras. They wouldn’t be caught dead over here.”

“I’m sure they would,” Ms. Jackson replied. “I bet they have more in common with you than you might think.”

“Yeah, what they have in common is hating me,” Mona said.

“You’ll never know unless you ask, Mona,” her mother advised.

Mona thought about it for a minute and figured that things were so dire for her at school that there was nothing to lose and that just maybe they’d all learned a lesson—to be more accepting of one another because life is too short.

“Okay,” Mona said reluctantly, “I’ll think about it.”

“That’s the spirit,” her mother said. She gave Mona a kiss, pulled the handle up on her makeup case, unlocking its wheels, and headed out the door for work. “The bus is here!” she announced before getting into her car and speeding away.

Mona slung her backpack around her shoulder, ran for the door, and then slammed it shut behind her. She boarded the school bus and sat alone, as usual, only this day it didn’t bother her as much; she was too busy practicing how she was going to invite the cheerleaders over, mouthing the words and gesturing like some kind of seasoned method actor. As the bus closed in on the parking lot, she could see the flag at half-staff and huge swaths of black and purple bunting hanging along the side of the school in honor of the deceased classmates. A black velvet cloud loomed over the school both literally and figuratively.

“Don’t go near her,” one of the cheerleaders shouted. “She’s got the plague.”

“Wait,” Mona shouted before they could scatter. “Can we not do this today?”

“And do what instead?” another one asked, her cheerleading sweater pulled over her mouth and nose.

“I want to invite you to my house this weekend for a sleepover.”

The girls burst out into hysterics. “You mean like friends do?” one snarked, smearing on the latest lip gloss.

“Okay . . . ,” Mona said, watching the girl slather her lips for the news cameras, “then I guess you’re not interested in professional makeovers?”

The cheerleaders raised their perfectly plucked eyebrows in unison.

“You have our attention,” another girl responded.

“My mom is a makeup artist,” Mona advised the suspiciously clique, “and she has a gigantic suitcase full of every kind of cosmetic you’ve ever heard of and some you don’t even know about yet.”

The girls’ triple-pierced ears perked up.

“Makeup we don’t know about?” one asked skeptically.

“I guarantee it. I’ll even do the makeovers myself,” Mona continued. “You know, because my mom taught me all the celebrity tricks.”

The truth was, Mona knew that she was strictly forbidden from using her mother’s work makeup. In fact, Mona wasn’t even allowed to see inside the case, let alone use any of it.

The girls looked her up and down before huddling. “We could turn this into a killer selfie shoot,” the captain of the squad whispered. “We’re in.”

Mona could not believe her good fortune. She could barely wait to get home and tell her mother. After school, she hung out on the porch and watched for her car, but when her mom arrived she looked bleary-eyed and sad, as if she’d been crying.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” Mona asked.

“Nothing, honey, just a long, hard day is all,” she said wearily. “A lot of those lately.”

“Well, I have some news that might cheer you up,” Mona said, awkwardly shaking her fists like pom-poms.

“What is it?” her mother asked, some light returning to her eyes.

“I invited those girls over,” Mona said.

“I think I might fall over with a heart attack,” her mother said. “You actually listened to something I suggested?”

“Mom . . . ,” Mona said, rolling her eyes.

“Well, what’s the plan?” her mom asked excitedly.

“A makeover party on Saturday!” Mona said.

“That’s fantastic,” her mother said, “but remember, you can’t use my makeup, and the last time I checked you didn’t have any.”

“I promise to use very little and to put it all back when I’m done,” Mona pleaded. “Please!”

“No!” her mom said. “You can’t use my makeup. It’s not a toy; it’s my job. I’m the only breadwinner in this family and if I have no makeup, I have no work. If I have no work, we have no rent and no food.”

“What am I gonna do?” Mona shouted. “They’re expecting professional cosmetics. That’s why they’re coming. I have to use yours or they’ll laugh me out of school.”

“Under absolutely no circumstances,” her mother insisted. “You can go to the dollar store tomorrow after school and use the money that Grandpa gave you for your birthday to get your own makeup. And that’s final.”

Ms. Jackson took her makeup bag and headed upstairs. Mona could hear her stash it in her closet before sliding the door shut. Not another word was spoken about it.

Saturday night, the girls arrived together in a pack, like they always did. Mona’s mom went all out, doing a big spread of quinoa chips, protein bars, and flavored seltzers for the health-conscious crew. The girls chatted as if they’d been friends forever and talked about the makeovers they’d planned for later in the evening. Mona had never been so happy.

When the clock struck midnight, Mona’s mom excused herself. “Well, I’m bone tired. Good night, girls. Have fun and sleep well.”

Shortly after, the girls went up to Mona’s bedroom, brimming with anticipation. There was a tiny hand towel in the middle of the room with cheap makeup meticulously displayed and a lone makeup mirror sitting beside it.

“This is a joke, right?” one cheerleader griped.

The others stood there stone-faced, arms crossed, staring at Mona.

“Yeah, totally,” Mona replied nervously. “It’s a total joke. That’s my decoy makeup.”

The girls busted out into hysterics. “Good one,” the captain said, patting Mona on the back.

“Ah,” Mona said, her voice quavering, “I’ll be right back with the good stuff.”

“Sure you’re not gonna get in trouble?” the captain mocked in baby talk.

“I don’t care,” Mona said, “that’s what I promised you.”

She crept into her mother’s room and stood there in the dark until she heard her begin to snore. Mona proceeded to roll the makeup bag from the closet, down the hallway, and into her room. She slowly opened it in front of the girls and they gasped, in awe of the array of cosmetics it contained—at least twenty kinds of blush, full-coverage concealer in every shade under the sun, and eye shadows and lip glosses in more colors than the paint swatches at the hardware store. There were eyebrow pencils, fake eyelashes, liners, brushes, and sponges galore. It was like a high-end makeup store had popped up in her bedroom.

They squealed with excitement as they began their makeovers, Mona snapping duck-face group selfies to show off their new looks on social media, but more to document the unforgettable night for herself. The avalanche of likes made her feel cooler than she ever had before.

“How about you?” one girl asked Mona. “Why aren’t you putting any makeup on yourself?”

“I’m, uh, allergic,” Mona lied. It was bad enough she was breaking one huge rule; she didn’t want to break two.

“Weird, but whatever.” The girl shrugged and puckered up for Mona to apply some lip liner.

For the last photo, Mona gathered up the overly made-up girls. “Okay,” she said triumphantly, “everyone say, ‘Resting bitch face forever!’”

The next morning, Mona awoke to the smell of the pancake feast her mother was whipping up in the kitchen. She pinched herself, thinking this must have been a dream. But right there before her eyes was the whole cheerleading squad sprawled out in her bedroom. She went to the bathroom, and when she came back out, she noticed that the room was silent—too silent.

“Hey everybody, breakfast!” Mona shouted, flipping the light switch. “Rise and shine!”

There was no response.

She walked over to two girls lying on the floor, and that’s when she saw their skin—it was ghostly pale, their eyes dripped blood like tears, and pus-filled boils covered their once-perfect faces while black bile spilled from their mouths and noses.

“Okay, guys, very funny,” Mona said. “You got me, I’m officially freaked out. Nice work.” But still, nothing. She tried to nudge them awake one by one, shaking them frantically, but it was no use. Mona slowly placed her hand on the captain’s forehead and it was ice cold, like a frozen rock. She jerked her hand away.

“Mom!” Mona screamed hysterically, calling down the stairs. “Help!”

In a matter of seconds, her mother came running into the room. Mona watched in horror as her mother’s mouth fell open and her eyes widened at the sight of all the heavily made-up, scarred, and blistered corpses. Her mother ran over to her makeup case in the middle of the floor, her hands shaking as she stood over a sea of scattered lip glosses and eyeliners, some still in the girls’ cold, dead clutches.

“You were forbidden to use my makeup!” her mother raged.

“Mom, I’m sorry,” Mona said, tears streaming down her face.

“It’s too late for sorry!” her mother cried. “What am I going to tell their poor parents!”

“I don’t know,” Mona said, shaking. “How could this happen?!”

“This is the makeup I used on your classmates,” her mother said.

“For what?” Mona asked, completely confused. “For school pictures?”

“No,” her mother said, breaking down.

“For what, then?” Mona asked. “Which classmates did you use it on?”

Her mother was silent. She tried to spit out the words, but her attempts failed.

“Mom, you have to tell me,” Mona insisted.

“The . . . ones . . . who . . .” Her mother’s voice trailed off as she peered into Mona’s waiting eyes.

“The ones who what, Mom?” Mona pressed.

“The ones who died from that disease,” her mother said before collapsing in a heap on the floor.

“What?” Mona cried. “I thought you said you were a professional makeup artist!”

“I am,” her mother said hysterically, “at the funeral home.”
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Whistle Past the Graveyard

By Z Brewer

The night had never been so dark on the boy’s walk home, but now black skies stretched out overhead like a thick blanket and not a single star twinkled. Worse than that, the sidewalk he and his grandmother normally took home had been blocked by construction workers and signs saying that part of the street was closed. His grandmother forced a smile, patted him on the hand, and said, “I suppose we’ll have to take the next street.”

“The one that goes by the graveyard?” he asked.

“That’s the one.” Her face paled and she tightened her grip on his hand. “Remember to whistle, child,” she said to him. “Start at the fence of the cemetery and don’t you stop until we reach the other side.”

“Why, Grandma?” he asked. “Why must we whistle? What will happen if we don’t?”

“Don’t you even think that!” she snapped before regaining her composure. “It’s bad luck not to whistle past the graveyard. Now get ready. We’ve almost reached the fence.”

The boy’s mind buzzed with theories, but once he and his grandmother reached the fence, he did as he was instructed and began to whistle.

The graveyard was dark, lit only by the streetlamps that lined the sidewalk. Several tombstones dotted the small hill. In the very back was a row of four tall stones that poked up out of the ground like reaching fingers. For a moment, the boy’s grip tightened on his grandmother’s in fear of the unknown, but then he thought about how silly it was to be afraid of stones in the ground—not even the bodies beneath, but the stones—and relaxed once again.

His grandmother’s whistle was high in tone and loud enough to cover his own. She kept her eyes on the sidewalk as they passed, like she was afraid of what she might see if she lifted her gaze.

It was crazy, the boy thought. It was crazy and superstitious to believe that whistling past the graveyard was an important thing to do, or that it could protect them from whatever it was that put that frightened look in his grandmother’s eyes whenever he brought it up in conversation. Maybe his father was right about her getting old and senile. Maybe it was time for Grandma to go live in an old folks’ home. But then, the boy recalled, his grandmother had been telling him to whistle past the graveyard for as long as he could remember. That didn’t make it any less crazy, but it did make him feel like he might have a few more years with Grandma before she’d have to move to what his mother called “a home.”

Most of the stones in the front rows of the cemetery were of the newer variety. Smooth, shiny marble tributes to lost loved ones. But those toward the back were older and taller in general. They looked like stone sentries guarding the dead against any of the living who might dare enter the wrought-iron gate. It was those stones that the boy focused on as he quieted his whistle until he wasn’t whistling at all anymore.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, almost as if they too were curious what would happen. His heart beat just a little bit faster—not enough to drown out the sound of Grandma’s whistle, but enough to make him acutely aware of it. His eyes scanned the graveyard for any sign of danger, but soon he and his grandmother had reached the end of the fence, and nothing even remotely scary had happened. All that had happened, in fact, was that his grandmother had stopped whistling and visibly relaxed.

I knew it, the boy thought. It was nothing but nonsense.

Luckily, Grandma hadn’t noticed that the boy had stopped whistling, or else he’d have gotten an earful of warnings that he’d heard more times than he could count.

The rest of their walk home was quiet and uneventful. That night, however, the boy’s grandmother passed away in her sleep. His parents agreed with the doctor that she’d simply died of old age—like a clock that winds down over time. It had been a coincidence, the boy told himself, that her death had occurred after he’d failed to whistle past the graveyard.

Some weeks later, the boy’s mother sent him to the local used bookstore with a box of Grandma’s old books to donate. “Be home before dark,” she said.

By the time he’d finished delivering the books, chatting with the booksellers, and browsing the shelves, the sun had begun to set. He knew his mother would be angry with him for being late, so to save time, he decided to take the route home by the graveyard.

As he approached the fence, he thought about Grandma and how much he missed her, but he didn’t whistle. Grandma had been old, he thought, and sometimes old people do silly things for no reason. Slipping his thumbs in his front pockets, he listened to the sounds of night. An owl hooted in the distance. A slight breeze rustled some leaves in the trees lining the street. Crickets were singing in the bushes across the street. But it was another sound that seized the boy’s attention. A soft whistle on the wind. The sound of it seemed so familiar to him that he couldn’t help but follow it to the open cemetery gate. As he stood there listening, the whistle grew somewhat louder. It was coming from inside the graveyard. With his heart hammering inside his chest, the boy recognized the sound at last. It was the whistle of his dead grandmother.

He stepped through the gate and followed the sound, not believing his ears, but still wondering if what he was hearing was his grandmother’s whistle or something mundane like the caretaker or perhaps a wind chime.

As he wound his way between the headstones, the whistle grew louder and louder—and then it simply stopped. He looked down at the grave he was standing on. Its tombstone was new. The name and date were freshly engraved. His grandmother’s grave. He must have been imagining the whistle because he missed her so much.

Kneeling, he brushed some dead leaves away from the base of the stone. “I miss you, Grandma.”

As he began to stand, the ground rumbled. A single hand pushed its way up and out of the earth. The wrinkled fingers wrapped around his wrist and gripped it tight. The boy screamed and tried to pull away but couldn’t. The hand yanked on him, tugging him down to the ground. As it did so, pulling his arm down into the grave below, he heard something like his grandmother’s voice—only sinister and full of contempt. “I told you,” it said. “You should’ve whistled past the graveyard.”
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Long Shadows

By James A. Moore

“My dad always says it’s just long shadows.” Dan said as he and his cousin walked back. “It’s just a couple of blocks, okay? And then we’re home.”

“Your home,” she whispered.

“Yours too. You and your mom are staying with us, remember?”

She nodded but said nothing. She didn’t need to. He didn’t know everything, only that her dad wasn’t allowed around. If he showed up, they were to run as fast as they could, hide, call 911, and then call home.

Those were new rules to go with the new responsibilities and the new privileges.

He wouldn’t forget them.

Sandy was a cool kid, but she got scared easily in the dark, and the day was over. The sun had set, and the streetlights were the only light source to lead them home. They’d gone to the movies and seen the latest horror movie for kids. It was creepy fun, a ghost story. Halloween had passed, but it was always good to have a little scare. Only Sandy was convinced they were being followed. Daylight saving time had ended, and the days were shorter now. It was just barely before five in the evening and felt as dark as midnight. It wasn’t so bad where the shops were, but now they were on Windsor Street and the rest of the way home was nothing but houses. No neon signs or big glowing billboards to light anything up.

“What’s a long shadow?” Sandy’s voice trembled just enough to let him know she was scared. There was a time he’d have had fun with that, but her folks were divorcing and she was nervous all the time. Her dad wasn’t happy about the divorce and let it show, and now Sandy twitched at every sound.

“So, okay, look at our shadows.” They stood almost directly under the streetlamp and their shadows were black pools under their feet, almost shapeless. Dan started walking forward and Sandy followed. “Now look at our shadows . . . see?”

As they walked, the shadows stretched farther from their bodies, gaining a proper shape and racing ahead of them, changing again and again, moving into the darkness and growing fainter.

“See?” he said a second time. “They get long. They take on different shapes. The heads and arms stretch out and the body gets real thin. Long shadows.”

“I think it’s following us. I really do.”

Dan sighed. “Of course it is. It’s your shadow. Sometimes it’s in front and sometimes it’s by your side or even under you, but you always have a shadow. And sometimes, if the light is just right, it follows you.”

He pointed where they had been. The streetlamp in front of them was closer, illuminating their path, and both of them had pools of shadow following in their footsteps. In the distance, a car rumbled down the street with only running lights on. It sounded like an animal growling.

When Sandy looked to where he had pointed out his shadow, he waved his hands over his head. The shadow arms grew short when they were above his shoulders, but when he dropped them back down the arms grew incredibly long, almost seeming to reach for his tennis shoes. His shadow double had short legs; too short for the lengthy body, and the arms were heavy and apish. He smiled at the image. He’d always thought the effect was fun, but he could also see her side of it—the arms were so long, the fingers of his shadow stretched out like spider’s legs.

“If we walk closer, the shadows get short. Then they’ll be under us and then they’ll stretch out again.”

Sandy tried to smile and failed. He wanted to protect her.

He watched the shapes change as they walked, growing short and fat and then slowly stretching out in front of them. Sandy seemed fine with that, until they slipped behind them.

It was always when they couldn’t be seen without turning around that the shadows bothered her the most.

She looked behind them and said, “It’s following us.” Her voice was flat, emotionless, as if she had already accepted defeat.

“It’s just long shadows, like my dad says.”

Sandy shook her head. “No. It’s hiding just past the shadows. You have to look carefully.”

Dan rolled his eyes. Yeah, the night was creepy, there were sounds of leaves blowing along the street and the whisper of cars moving down the road—or, sometimes, the growl of cars that sounded too much like his uncle Brad’s car for comfort—but it was just the darkness and bad thoughts brought on by scary movies.

“Sandy, they’re just shadows. They can’t hurt you.” He sighed the words, frustrated. Sandy looked his way, her eyes wide and lower lip trembling as she tried to be brave.

Without thinking about it, he put his arm around Sandy’s shoulders and hugged her. She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him hard enough to push most of the breath from his lungs.

Sandy mumbled against his shoulder, “That car? The one that went past? It sounded like my dad’s car.”

“Your dad’s in California, right?”

She nodded but said nothing.

He snorted. “Dude, no way your dad’s clunker makes it all the way from California to here. The tires would fall off and the engine would run screaming.”

That got a laugh, but it was a weak one. Whatever her dad had done, it was enough to make Sandy scared all the time.

He hated her dad a bit, but he was scared of him too.

Hudson Avenue. They took a right and Dan looked back over his shoulder at the shadows from the streetlight that stretched back and back into the darkness.

He frowned. Something about the shadows felt wrong, but he couldn’t place what that something was.

Dan swallowed and said, “Come on, let’s get home.”

Sandy nodded again and as he started moving faster, she did too.

“We’re almost home.” He hugged her again with one arm and she returned the gesture with both of hers. Then they walked faster again. He watched the shadows under his feet as they grew longer in front of him and then grew shorter the closer they got to the next streetlight. Two more lights and they would be at Freemont Street, and then it was just a few hundred feet to the house.

Almost home. Dan was surprised by how much relief he felt. Sandy’s fears were like a yawn, contagious.

“There! Behind us. It’s right there.” Sandy swung herself in a half circle and pointed behind them, her hand shaking so hard she seemed to point in three directions at once.

Dan turned and looked, his lips pressed together tightly. The shadows behind them ran far into the darkness, bleeding into the greater night. There was nothing to see but long shadows.

“There’s nothing there, Sandy. It’s all your imagination.”

Sandy sobbed now, openly, her body trembling as if they were standing in an arctic storm, but the weather was pleasantly warm for the time of year.

“Look again, Danny. Look again.”

Dan looked, squinting. There were no walls or corners to twist the shadows into new shapes, but there was something there, something exactly as dark as the shadows, standing up in the darkness, just at the edge of where the light ended.

Whatever was there had short, bandy legs and long, apish arms. It looked like a standing long shadow, but there was nothing to cast that shape. Nothing at all.

The thing giggled as it came closer. The sound sent a jolt through Dan that even the sight of the thing hadn’t managed to cause.

One thing to maybe see something, but to hear it? That made it feel more real. Not a trick of the shadows anymore. Now it was more than that. His heart hammered and Dan shook his head, backing up.

“It’s not real.” Dan said the words loud and clear.

Sandy shook her head and stabbed her finger at it again and again. “It’s right there, Danny!”

Could shadows smile? This one did. He could feel it. The teeth it bared were as black as the rest of it, as shadowy and as dark, but he knew it was smiling, showing fangs that were too big and far too sharp.

Then the shadow talked. “I’m right here, Danny. Right here. Come on over. Touch me.”

Sandy let out a whimper and stepped back. Her eyes were the only part of her that didn’t shake.

“What are you?” Dan spoke softly, afraid to hear the answer.

“Just a long shadow.”

Whatever it was, it was very, very fast.
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Mud

By Linda D. Addison

Eight-year-old Maurice didn’t like to take baths. It was summer break and he ran around all day with his friends, often coming home covered in grime. His mother told him the story of the Mud Monster, but that didn’t scare him. He didn’t believe in monsters.

So Maurice’s mother would yell and yell at him, but it would take two or three days before he would finally give in and take a bath. Tired of fighting, she sent him to visit his grandmother, who lived in a small house on the edge of town.

He knew his mother was still upset with him. Maurice had tried to explain how much he hated sitting in a tub of water after all the dirt had washed off him and sunk to the bottom of the tub. He would rather not wash at all since it always came back when he went outside, but she didn’t understand.

His mother said his grandmother needed help with her garden, but Maurice knew she sent him there to break him out of the habit of not taking a bath after yard work at home. He went anyway because he loved his grandmother’s pies and she never scolded him.

That afternoon his mother drove him to his grandmother’s house. She didn’t get out of the car when they arrived.

“Aren’t you coming in?” Maurice asked.

“No.” She shook her head without looking at him. “I’ll stop by in the morning to check in on y’all.”

Maurice took the small bag of clothes out of the back seat. Just as he shut the door, his mother said, “Be good.” Then she drove away.

Walking to the door of the wood-frame house, Maurice twisted the knob. Finding it unlocked, he let himself inside.

“Grandmom?” He put his bag down and walked through the house to the backyard.

His grandmother was on her knees, turned away from him, surrounded by rows of green beans, lettuce, and tomato vines tied to sticks. The ground was still muddy from the rainstorm the night before.

“Hi, Grandmom,” he said, walking around to face her.

She had a scarf tied around her head and a large straw hat to keep the sun off. Maurice could barely see her eyes under the hat, but he recognized her smile.

“Oh, baby, I thought I’d have this done before you got here.” She pointed with muddy fingers to the bucket of weeds. “Help me get up.”

Maurice let her lean on his shoulder.

“Well, you look plenty strong.” She pinched his cheek gently, leaving a smear of mud on his skin. “I’ll be happy to have your help.”

“Is that all Momma told you about why I’m here?” he asked as they walked to the back porch.

Slowly sitting down on a rocking chair, she wiped her hands on her flowered dress, which was already smeared with mud from the garden. “Well, whatever else she said, just between you and me, a little dirt has never hurt anyone.”

“What about the Mud Monster?”

“Oh, that’s just a story,” his grandmother laughed. “You don’t believe in monsters, do you?”

He shook his head.

She looked out over the garden. “I’m going to rest here a while. I made some sandwiches and lemonade in the refrigerator for you. There’s a fresh pie on the table.” She sounded tired.

“Grandmom, do you want me to bring you something to eat or drink?”

“No, honey.” She rocked gently. “Maybe you can pull some weeds for me after you get settled.”


In the house, Maurice could hear the creak of the rocking chair on the wood porch. He threw his bag on the single bed in the guest room. There was chicken salad and bread in the refrigerator, lemons in a bowl, but no lemonade. He shrugged; sometimes older people forgot things. He made a sandwich and poured a glass a milk. There was a blueberry pie on the kitchen table, but when he cut into it, the crust was hard, like it had been sitting there for days. He took two cookies from the cookie jar instead.

He looked out the screen door and saw his grandmother was asleep in the rocking chair. So he ate at the kitchen table, not wanting to wake her up.

After eating, Maurice went into the backyard and began pulling weeds. His grandmother slept until the sun went down, and by then he was splattered with mud. He heard the rocking chair creaking. The full moon casts shadows on the porch, but Maurice couldn’t see her face under the big straw hat as the chair rocked back and forth.

He yawned and walked to the porch. “Grandmom, can I finish the rest of the garden tomorrow?”

She stopped rocking and patted her lap, dust rising from the dried mud. “That’s fine. You did a good job, honey. You go on in. We’ll be up early in the morning.”

Maurice opened the screen door. “Are you coming in now, Grandmom?”

“I’ll be in a bit. You can have a snack, if you want, before bed.” She didn’t turn to look at him, but kept rocking.


Maurice sat down and ate another two cookies with milk, all the while listening to the sound of his grandmother’s rocking.

“Grandmom?” he asked through the screen door when he was done eating.

“Hmmm, yes, honey?” Her voice sounded hoarse.

“Are you coming in to eat now?”

“In a little while. You go on to bed.”

Maurice looked down at the dried mud on his legs, arms, and clothes. “Maybe I should take a bath before getting in the bed?”

“No need, honey. A little dirt never hurt anyone.” Her voice sounded small, like she was talking from a long distance away.

“Um, okay.” Maurice walked toward the bedroom, stopping outside the bathroom. He thought about washing up anyway, but shrugged. Like his grandmother said, a little dirt wouldn’t hurt. He smiled at being able to go to bed without getting yelled at to take a bath.


In the middle of the night the sound of the floorboards creaking in the hallway woke Maurice up. Getting out of bed, he walked down the hall, only to slip and fall on his butt. The floor was covered with something thick and wet. He grabbed a handful and squished it. Mud.

He slipped twice more trying to get up until he was splattered with fresh mud. How did so much get inside the house?

He crawled down the hall. The bathroom door was shut, the light on. Mud bubbled from under the door. “Grandmom?”

A muffled voice came from the other side. Maurice grabbed the doorknob and threw himself against the door to open it. Mud flowed over the edge of the tub.

“Grandmom!” he shouted, crawling to the tub. Grabbing the edge, he pulled himself up.

A mound grew in the middle of the tub. The brown ooze slid away, leaving a shape that looked like his grandmother covered in mud. Its mouth opened and mud shot out, knocking Maurice backward. He hit his head on the sink and passed out.


Maurice opened his eyes. His mother rushed into the bathroom.

“Oh, baby, have you been on the floor all night?” She helped him sit up.

He winced when she touched the bump on the back of his head.

“Last night there was mud everywhere.” Maurice looked around the clean bathroom. He leaned over the tub—the empty, shiny tub. “I don’t understand. I think the Mud Monster ate Grandmom.”

“You know that’s just a story.” She felt his forehead. “Maybe a summer cold made you pass out.”

“Where’s Grandmom?” he asked, stumbling into the hallway to the kitchen. There were a couple of swampy footprints on the floor, but nothing like the river of mud from hours ago.

“Probably in the yard. I’ll check. You should sit down. That’s a big bump.”

His mother looked out the back door, screamed “Momma,” and ran into the yard.

Maurice went to the yard door. His mother was on her knees in the dirt, next to his grandmother, who was not moving.

“Maurice, call 911!” his mother shouted, trying to brush the dirt off his grandmother’s face.

The operator kept him on the phone until the ambulance arrived.

His mother came back in the house, crying and shaking.

“Is Grandmom going to be okay?” Maurice asked.

His mother held him. “She’s gone, baby.”

He pulled away from her. “But she was all right last night. We talked and—”

The medic shook his head. “It looks like she’s been out there a couple of days. Your mother said you hit your head. Let me take a look at that bump.”

Maurice ran out of the house. He was halfway home by the time his mother caught up to him in the car.


The doctor later said it was her heart that gave out while she was in the garden at least a day before Maurice was dropped off. No one could explain the muddy shoe prints in the hallway, because there was no mud on Maurice or any mud tracked into the house. He stopped talking about the Mud Monster or the time he spent with his grandmother the day she was dead, because no one believed him.

After that Maurice’s mother never had to complain about him bathing. As soon as he came home, Maurice ran to take a hot bath and scrub every inch of his skin until he was completely clean, even if there had been only one smudge of mud on him.
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The Tall Ones

By Madeleine Roux

We didn’t always know when the Tall Ones would come, but there were signs. Clues. They never came without warning, Auntie and Mama told me; they always let the town know it was time to prepare. Their last visit came when I was six years old, and I didn’t remember much of it—I remember my parents fighting all the time and that seemed more important than whatever the Tall Ones were. They went to the cellar to yell at each other and I think they assumed I couldn’t hear it, but the vents in our house are very old and all I had to do was lie flat on my stomach and put my ear to the metal slats in my bedroom closet and I could make out most of the words.

Papa was gone after all that fighting and after the Tall Ones came. That was seven years ago, and I was used to it being just me, Auntie, and my mother, the three of us living in a slanted farmhouse in Broom Lake, Minnesota, population 301. Auntie said the number never changed enough to justify fixing the sign on either side of our one-road town. Nobody really came or went in Broom Lake. If you were born there you tended to stay, and if you were from somewhere else you tended to pass right on through.

School had just started up again when the new family moved to town. It felt like everything exciting was happening all at once—the new folks and shopping for school clothes and notebooks, cramming in the summer reading I hadn’t done, and keeping on top of my chores around the house. With it being just the three of us, and Auntie too old to do much of anything but snore in her rocking chair and complain about late suppers, I had to pick up the slack and help my mother. She made big patchwork quilts the colors of a Southwest sunset, and sometimes I helped sew on the labels, bent over in the dim living room, TV on in the background, my aunt sputtering in her sleep while I tried not to poke my thumb and bleed on the fabric.

So there was all of that, and then Joey’s family moved to Broom Lake, and then the signs started coming.

The Tall Ones. They were letting us know it was almost time.

Joey moved into the gingerbread Victorian house five down from us. There were two neighborhoods in Broom Lake, the one near Main Street and the one toward the lake. We lived in downtown, that being a stretch of a dozen or so buildings that sold the necessities, sold the charm of the town, and sold our quilts at the farmers’ market each week. We had a church, a gun store, a sandwich and hardware joint, and a barber who cut everyone’s hair. One dentist, one doctor, and both of those were in houses as plain and small as ours. Joey and his dad moved into the gray house next to the dentist and next to Jenny Tollin’s place.

It was the Saturday before school started that I went on my bike to Jenny’s and met with her and our other best friend, Jen Knudson. The Jennies were both taller than me, with real skinny arms and legs. Jenny had more freckles and reddish hair; Jen had a heart-shaped birthmark on her neck and only a few freckles. Whenever they came over, Auntie would crow, “Here comes Estrella and the Jennies, the next musical sensation!”

It was funny the first time. Now we just rolled our eyes when she said it.

I left my bike outside Jenny’s porch. An old green Subaru was rotting in the front yard, weeds growing out of the hood. Their front yard was pocked with yellow spots where their dog, Peanut, had peed, and they never bothered picking up after the mutt, so you had to be careful not to step in something gross. Jenny hopped down the steps of her porch wearing one of her mom’s old Janet Jackson tour shirts and purple jeans. Jen showed up a minute later, a radio duct-taped to the back of her bike seat blasting the one radio station we managed to get in town. Country. We all liked it best when Shania Twain came on and we could flip our hair and sing along. The wind came with Jen, carrying the fruity, flowery smell of the lilac bushes that bloomed all along the edges of Jenny’s yard. A little row of white-faced lilies of the valley danced in the wind at the base of the lilacs, and I breathed it all in deep. Mr. Peterson, on his shiny green tractor, rumbled down the middle of the road, waving to us on his way to another cornfield.

“You girls stay safe,” he called. “Spotted a circle in the south field. It’s almost time.”

“Thanks, Mr. Peterson!” I shouted back, waving.

“Probably just a prank,” Jen muttered. She cut the radio on her bike and placed the bright-pink Schwinn next to my yellow one by the porch.

“It’s not a prank,” I told her firmly. Jenny led us, jump-roping down the drive to the sidewalk and then turning left. I pulled a pack of gum out of my pocket and offered the girls some; they both took a big piece and started chewing. “Someone’s been stealing towels off our line,” I added. “And last week I found a . . .”

I stopped and shivered. The whole thing had been weird, so I tried to push it out of my mind. Now, picturing it again, I felt my skin get cold all over.

“Found what?” Jen prodded.

“Scratches,” I said. Closing my eyes, I could see it there in front of me, just how it had been on my windowsill. The wood was old and needed to be repainted, but I knew the difference between what the weather did and what fingernails did. “Some designs scratched into the wood outside my window.”

“Whatever,” Jen snorted. She pulled her brown hair up into a high and messy ponytail and tied it off with a band from around her wrist. “Liar.”

“Pants on fire,” Jenny added with a laugh, missing one of her jumps, the rope slapping against her tiny ankles.

“No, it’s true, you buttheads,” I insisted and pulled the little phone out of my back pocket. Mama wouldn’t let me have a real phone yet, but she gave me an old Nokia that had been my dad’s. All I could do was take pictures with it and play music, but it was better than nothing. I showed them the picture I had taken of the scratches. Partly I had taken it because I knew my friends wouldn’t believe me, and partly I had taken it because I didn’t believe me.

But there it was, no mistaking it, thin wispy lines so clean and precise they looked almost like a machine had done it. A triangle and then four smaller circles in and around the pyramid shape.

“You did it,” Jen said, but her face had gone sheet white. “You’re messing with us.”

“They’ve come before,” I shot back. “We were just too young to remember.”

“I believe in it,” Jenny cut in. “Daddy has started leaving buckets of apples out back at night. He says that keeps them away from the house. He wouldn’t do that if it wasn’t real.”

“Yeah, your dad’s too cheap for that!” Jen started laughing and Jenny punched her hard in the arm.

“Do you think we’ll see one?” I was looking up at the sky as we walked. The neighborhood was mostly empty, but down the way I could see a U-Haul parked up on the curb.

“If they’re real I want to see one,” Jen said.

Jenny stopped and turned to face us, her mouth turned down in a scowl. “No you don’t. If you see one, it’s over. All over. Why do you think Daddy wants to keep them away from the house?”

Jen shrugged coolly and brushed past us. “I’m not afraid.”

“Don’t be stupid. Just do what your parents say and it’ll be over soon.”

I nodded along to what Jenny was saying. They were real, they had to be. I knew grown-ups lied every now and then, but not a whole town of them at the same time. What was the point of that? The Tall Ones were real. I could tell the difference between a dumb spooky story Auntie told me at Halloween and the way everyone in Broom Lake was acting now; there was a reason almost nobody was outside on a nice autumn Saturday.

Shapes in the fields, things go missing, fruit trees picked clean, odds and ends put where they shouldn’t be . . . Everyone in Broom Lake knew the signs and passed them down. Nobody really knew what they looked like, but there were legends, rumors, and the rumors said they were just spindly walking things, like people but unnatural.

And one of them had been outside my window, I thought with a shiver, leaving its strange little mark. Had it watched me sleep? Did it even have eyes?

When we got to Joey’s house the U-Haul was almost empty. Joey’s father, a tall, lumberjack-looking guy with a bushy beard and graying auburn hair, carried a shadeless lamp and a plunger across the lawn and up the porch steps.

“Hey, Joe!” he shouted as he disappeared into the house. “Welcome wagon’s here. There’s a bunch of neighbors out front. Go make friends.”

A mop-headed boy with a small mouth and bright-blue eyes shuffled out the door and watched us from the safety of the porch. It was a nice big house, and through the open door I could see a flat-screen TV leaning against the mudroom wall. A glossy, expensive silver car was parked in front of the garage.

“He’s cute,” Jen whispered. “Maybe he’ll be your boyfriend, Strella.”

“Oh gosh, gross,” I hissed. “Shut up.”

Jenny waved her jump rope at him, ignoring us. “Hey, kid, what’s your name? I’m Jenny, that’s Jen, and that’s Estrella.”

“Hi.” He gave us a nervous wave and tossed the hair out of his eyes. “Joey.”

“You got a bike?” Jenny asked as he began slumping down the porch steps toward us. Inside the house, a talk radio station came on loudly.

“Just a scooter,” Joey replied, pointing toward the garage.

“Get it,” she said. “We’re gonna go get burgers at Don’s. It’s two for one on Saturdays. Come on, you can be Estrella’s new boyfriend!”

“Hey, come on,” I whined, shaking my head. “Jerk.”

Joey laughed it off and that was fine with me. I didn’t want a boyfriend, and anyway, Jen obviously thought he was cute. I didn’t have an opinion one way or the other; boys had never really been interesting except when they wanted to play soccer at recess or shared their comics at lunch. One boy, Tyler, in the grade above, had an iPhone and let me play games on it sometimes.

Joey disappeared for a minute while he collected his scooter and then zoomed toward us down the sidewalk. His collared shirt was new and still smelled like the store, and he had the kind of basketball sneakers I had coveted for months, puffy and white, with jet-black laces.

“I’m bad with names,” he said, following behind as we retraced our steps back down the cement. We needed to get our bikes from Jenny’s place. “Tell me again.”

“I’m Estrella,” I said, glancing over my shoulder.

“Jen.”

“Jenny.”

“You can just call them the Jennies,” I told him. “Everybody does.”

We collected our bikes and rode four across down the empty street to Don’s. There were a few regulars sitting at the bar when we walked in, but Don Jr. Jr. was there to greet us with his slicked-back gray hair and big mustache. Nobody called him Don or Donnie, just Junior most of the time. His apron was covered in grease and ketchup.

Joey paid for his food with a credit card that we all stared at, and he was silent while we ate, but Jen kept up a speech about what was cool to do in Broom Lake and what was not cool to do. Piling rocks on the train tracks? Cool. Don’s on a Saturday night? Totally cool. Making out with Terry Olson? So not cool.

Jen and Jenny got up to get milkshakes, but I didn’t want one. Lactose intolerant. Joey said he was full and we stayed behind at the booth while I awkwardly folded my straw wrapper into an origami square. I didn’t know what to say. He was twelve and smelled like cologne.

Finally, he sighed. “So this dumb town doesn’t even have a McDonald’s. How is that possible?” he asked, squinting out the window. Outside, it was getting dark.

I shrugged. “I don’t know, I don’t make the rules.”

“So, like, you’ve never had a McNugget? Never in your whole life?”

“Nope.”

He was looking at me like I was from another planet. “Oh my God,” he said. “Jeee-sus.”

Don’t you take the Lord’s name in vain in front of me, came Auntie’s voice in my head.

I felt my face get hot and knew he could see me blushing with embarrassment. It didn’t feel fair that I was suddenly responsible for all of Broom Lake’s shortcomings. The straw wrapper grew moist in my palm.

“At least these burgers are pretty good,” Joey said, leaning back in the cushioned booth. “Shouldn’t there be more people here? It’s Saturday.”

Glancing around at the half-empty diner and the silent jukebox, my palms became even sweatier. “It’s . . . a weird time of year.”

“How do you mean?”

He was from Chicago, he had told us as much on the ride over. Lincoln Square. That didn’t mean anything to me, but Jen and Jenny had nodded as if it made perfect sense. I knew they were as ignorant as I was, but didn’t point it out.

“Well, there’s this thing that happens in Broom Lake. This event.”

“Like a holiday? A parade?” he asked. He was interested now, electric-blue eyes trained on me intently.

“Not really. It’s . . . sort of a superstition. A legend. These things called the Tall Ones come every once in a while. It’s hard to explain; the last time it happened I was too young to really get it. We leave out presents for them, food and jewelry, shiny things, and then if everyone cooperates nothing much happens. They come, take the stuff, and leave us alone.”

“What if you don’t give them presents?” he asked, frowning.

“If you don’t give then they take,” I told him. That was how many parents put it, mine included. “They take something important. Your dog, your cat . . . even . . . even your family.”

At first, Joey looked startled, his eyes wide and glossy, but then he snorted, and suddenly his eyes were filled with something besides surprise. Pity. I shrank. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“No it isn’t,” I said, defensive. I scrambled to pull out my phone, dropping the wrapper under the table as I did so. Finding the picture, I handed the phone across to him. “That was outside my window this morning. It wasn’t there before. And the stuff we leave out? Mama says it’s always gone. A box of pies doesn’t just get up and walk away on its own.”

Joey shook his head, but he was still staring wide-eyed at the image on my phone. “Thieves,” he said. “Raccoons. Lots of explanations.”

“And that?” I asked, nodding my head toward the phone.

“Some kid trying to scare you,” he replied.

“Okay.” I took the phone back rudely and shoved it out of sight. “Okay, I get it, you have an answer for everything. Dumb small town, dumb small-town people, dumb small-town superstitions. I’ve never even had a McNugget, so what could I know?”

I got up and left, breezing by Jen and Jenny, who had just gotten their fluffy, whipped-cream-topped shakes from the counter.

“What’s up? Where are you going?” Jen called.

“I’m out of here,” I said with a sigh. “He can be your stupid boyfriend.”

Outside, the street was empty and quiet, the neon above Don’s door buzzing softly. The usual dusk mosquitoes landed on my bare forearms, a chill in the air, announcing the real cold of autumn. It didn’t matter. I was burning up inside. I stalked over to the bike rack and stood for a long time in the shadow of the diner’s marquee. The scooter and the Jennies’ bikes were untouched, but the worn black seat of my bike had something white on it. Chalk. I closed my eyes tightly and shivered, wiping my hand over the chalk to smear it away.

A white triangle with four circles. Only Joey and the Jennies had seen my picture. It was the same message from my window, a sign that they were coming, a clue. No, I thought, taking hold of the handlebars with shaky fingers and steering the bike toward home—a warning.


“I don’t like that boy coming over here.”

Auntie watched me as I pulled on a windbreaker and zipped it up. She was tucked into three blankets in her rocking chair, keeping vigil at the window as afternoon crept into evening. In the other room, I could hear my mother’s sewing machine whirring away. The quilts she sewed now weren’t for the farmers’ market. She had started leaving them outside, at the very edge of our property, hoping it would keep the Tall Ones from coming closer. I hadn’t told them about the marks, but both Mama and Auntie had plenty to say about the bags under my eyes. I wasn’t sleeping, couldn’t, not when I knew one of those things might be outside my window, prowling and carving secret messages into old paint.

“He’s new,” I said by way of explanation. We had run into each other while he was out wandering the neighborhood, and he stopped long enough to tell me he was sorry. A boy had never apologized to me before without a teacher making them. “He doesn’t have any friends. I’m just trying to be nice.”

“Let him hang out with those other girls, sobrina. This isn’t the time for new things.”

“I know, Auntie,” I told her, going to the window and taking one of her gnarled brown hands. Planting a kiss on her wispy hair, I sighed. “I’m trying to help. His family doesn’t know about how things are here. I don’t think they believe in the Tall Ones.”

She gasped and made the sign of the cross over her heart. “You should stay away from him. There was another circle in the fields today. Mrs. Miller saw it herself.”

Our postwoman. I nodded and gave her another kiss.

“I’m being careful, I promise, I just want him to listen. I’m sure it sounds silly if you don’t know Broom Lake like you and Mama do. No one else will hang out with him, they think he’s stupid.”

Auntie stared at me, her face wan and stern as she pressed a hard candy into my hand. I slipped it into my pocket for later. “They’re coming, Estrella, any night now they’re coming.”

That afternoon I convinced Joey to go down to the train tracks behind Main Street. I tried to think of how I would feel if I had just moved to town, friendless and confused. Even if he wouldn’t listen, it felt like I should be his friend. Like I should try to make him believe. If the Tall Ones came and weren’t happy, what would they take? They were only a family of two. I couldn’t imagine what they would want with Joey’s video games. As we left his house his dad was in the front yard power-washing the driveway. Whatever he wanted to wash away was almost gone, but it looked like some kind of spray paint or chalk.

“Punk kids,” I heard him mutter, but Joey didn’t want to stick around. I didn’t think there were any punks in Broom Lake.

“He’s pissed,” Joey told me as we rode toward the train tracks. Jen and Jenny were having a sleepover, but I wasn’t invited. I spent too much time with Joey, they said, and he was stuck up. They weren’t wrong, but I felt like it was my job to help him. It was like being an ambassador. Joey and his dad had just moved here at the wrong time—they didn’t have a single minute to learn how things were and it wasn’t fair that they might get hurt because of it.

“We moved because he was sick of Chicago and now he thinks kids are tagging our place,” he said. His scooter was less shiny after riding out so many times with me that week. Every day after school we met up and either went to Don’s or sat in Joey’s living room playing video games. I was bad at them at first, but I was getting better. I didn’t tell Mama about it—she hated when I had too much screen time.

“You know it isn’t kids,” I told him. “No kids go out at night, not when the signs start.”

“Not this again.”

“It’s just the truth, Joey,” I insisted. It was threatening rain, and there was a cold, wormy smell on the air, the trees lining the tracks starting to turn red and gold. “What’s the big deal? Put out some fruit or pizzas or something.”

“I tried.”

I had been throwing pebbles at the tracks from where we sat on a cement retaining wall. The next rock tumbled out of my hand in surprise.

“You tried what?”

Joey looked just as tired as I did, with bloodshot eyes and pale lips. “I left some things out two nights ago, but I heard Dad bring them back inside. He thinks I’m being ridiculous. ‘It’s the principle of the thing,’ he told me, like that makes any sense.”

“You have to try again.” I told him it was like those stealthy missions in the video games we played. Totally silent. No detection.

He nodded, staring into the distance with grim determination. It was like we were secret agents, and I liked that feeling.

“Mama put out more quilts last night. She said there were lights in the sky after I went to bed. It’s going to happen soon, Joey. You can’t screw this up.”

For a long time he was quiet, and we shared a pile of rocks to throw at the tracks, watching them bounce off the metal when we aimed right. “They ever take something from you?”

“I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “Sometimes I think so, but I’m not sure.”

“How could you not know?”

“My dad disappeared after the last time they came,” I blurted. It was something I had thought about a lot that week, but even to me it seemed impossible. The thought didn’t go away, and that meant it might be important. “My parents fought all the time, and then the Tall Ones came and my dad was gone. I don’t remember us putting things out for them, but I was so small then . . . I don’t know. I think maybe they took my dad. Whenever I ask, my mom just clams up, won’t say a thing.”

“What?” Joey laughed at me, his bright-blue eyes flashing. A few raindrops splashed on us, but we stayed there on the cement wall. “That’s crazy. Your dad left because they got a divorce, just like when my mom ditched us.”

“Okay.” I really didn’t want to talk about it anymore. The inside of my chest felt itchy and my eyes hurt, just the way I always felt when I wanted to cry. “You think I’m dumb, don’t you?”

“I think you’re gullible,” Joey said, standing up and turning to find his scooter. “Gullible doesn’t mean dumb. I’ll try to put things out again tonight if it makes you feel better.”

But that night when I went to bed I had a bad feeling. My stomach wouldn’t stop tightening up, and I lay awake with the night-light searing into the corner of my eye for hours. Then there was another light, one that flickered through the crack in my window curtains. It was a gold beam that lit up my room for just an instant. My mother was still awake and it was past midnight; I could hear her sewing machine clicking away next door. Auntie snored loud enough for it to vibrate through the walls.

There was a soft scratching sound at my window. The rustle of dry and dead hydrangeas not far away. I pulled the covers up to my chin and closed my eyes, feeling my mouth go dry. They had come.

Auntie always told me I was too curious. I shouldn’t care about Joey or his dad. I shouldn’t stay out with the Jennies until dusk. I should be inside, I should be safe from the Tall Ones, protected by the plentiful gifts we had left on the boundaries of our property. She was going to sleep safely through it all and wake in the morning and not even mention that the quilts were gone and the food had been taken. The signs would stop coming and that would be that—the Ruiz family survived another visit from the Tall Ones. Back to life. Back to normalcy.

She was right, Auntie; I was too curious.

I pulled the covers down and slid slowly, silently, out of bed. Like a stealth mission. The bad feeling in my stomach wouldn’t go away, and I couldn’t just do nothing while the Tall Ones came. I wanted to know for sure that they existed. What if it was just a big joke? An elaborate prank. Or worse, what if they were real?

When there was no more scratching or rustling at my window I went and opened the curtains. Darkness. Stillness. I crouched and watched the yard for a long time, and finally, through exhausted eyes, saw a bit of movement near the bushes at the edge of our yard. A foot, long and white, disappeared, leaving nothing but shimmering leaves behind.

I jammed open the window and slid out, landing in the cool, damp dirt in just my socks. I’d gone to bed in my clothes just in case. Just in case. . . . Ignoring the cold, I tiptoed across the lawn, parting the bushes just where I had seen the white foot go. I glanced behind me. No more quilts in the yard. No more food. They had come to our house and moved on. The next yard was the same. And the next. But I knew which direction to go, moving carefully, dodging piles of crunchy fallen leaves. No backyard lights came on from the motion—all of those floodlights were turned off when the signs started coming. Nobody wanted to startle the Tall Ones and nobody wanted to see them.

But I wanted to see one. I wanted—needed—to know.

After Jenny’s house came Joey’s, and I squatted next to a clump of sumac trees and waited, my heart stopping up my throat. All the lights in their house were on. I felt the heart in my throat drop to my toes. A single thin silhouette passed across the window, moving so quickly I almost couldn’t see it. There was a cry or a gasp, I couldn’t tell, and then silence. The lights inside went out all at once.

I waited a long, cowardly time in the shadows, then on trembling legs scampered to the back door. It was just a rickety screen door, and it was unlocked. The back porch was empty, a mosquito buzzing past my ear as if eager to escape the house. I almost tripped over Joey’s scooter, upended and lying just next to the back door proper. That door was unlocked too, and inside the house was utterly still.

It looked like nothing at all had changed. Nothing had been touched. Careful not to make a sound, I crept through the house in my wet socks.

“Joey?” I whispered. “Joey, are you home?”

Dirty dishes were piled in the sink. The light on Joey’s PlayStation pulsed blue in the living room. His homework was open on the couch, an American history textbook and a half-written essay on Alexander Hamilton abandoned beside a crumpled-up RC Cola can. I picked it up, but it was just an empty can. Maybe they had left on their own, or gone to spend the night somewhere else. But the lights. I had seen the lights go on and off, and that strange shape in the window . . .

Behind me, on the stairs, the floorboard creaked. I froze, closing my eyes, knowing Joey or his dad would have called out by now. It wasn’t them, so it had to be someone else. Something else. I had slept in my clothes just in case, hadn’t I? Just in case. I turned on one foot, slowly, trying to move as little as possible and still see what lurked behind me.

And there it was, a Tall One, poised at the bottom of the stairs. Somehow, I knew it was watching me, even though it had no face. It was so, so thin and pale, the color of ghosts if ghosts had rubbery skin. Its hands had only three fingers and its feet had no toes. We watched each other for a long time, the feeling in my hands completely gone, as if death itself looked at me, stealing the life and breath from my body.

I couldn’t move, but it came to me. I blinked once, and then it was in front of me, so close that if it had breath I would have felt it on my face. It loomed, leaning toward me, so tall that even as its head arced over mine there was a great space there. I didn’t know what to do or say, but I reached inside my pocket, handing it the one thing I had. The sticky hard candy sat heavily in my palm. The Tall One lurched down to inspect it in a flash: pale, pale skin hovering an inch above my hand, its arms raised, fingers twitching, body contorted to bend that low.

It took the candy with its spindle fingers, no contact made, just the slight hesitancy as the candy tried to remain glued to my sweaty skin. The Tall One held the candy up high above its head and moved away, retracing its path, never turning but navigating back up the stairs, not walking but blinking away. When I could no longer see it, I ran, hurtling out the back door and pelting across the lawns, running and running until I was back home, back in bed, back under the blankets with the covers pulled hard over my head.

The next day everyone whispered about it. The gray Victorian house in Broom Lake was abandoned. There was nobody in the house and nobody returned to it. That was just what happened, they said, if you didn’t put out your gifts. My mother cried herself to sleep every night for a while, and I did too.

The Tall Ones had finally come and then, just like that, they were gone.
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