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For all the girls who are lost throughout the world: may you soon be found.  And may you soon find inner peace.

	



	


CHAPTER 1

	My name is Shade.  Well, actually my birth name is Galactic Shade Griffin, thanks to my hippie chick mom.  No matter how much time and energy Mom put into naming me Galactic Shade, I still resent being stuck with a name that leads to so much laughter during roll call at the beginning of each and every school year.

	And having the last name Griffin doesn’t help.  Since middle school, my last name has gotten me mocked even by some of the geeks, the ones who are into fantasy stuff.  In seventh grade, it was explained to me that a griffin has the wings, head and front parts of an eagle and the body, hind legs and tail of a lion.  I’ve been told I come from a family of weird fantasy creatures, mutant offspring of an eagle and a lion, stuff like that.  In eighth grade, I was called Gargoyle for the entire year.

	According to my mother, she had been caught up in an unwanted pregnancy seventeen years ago—ummm, thanks, Mom, for letting me know about the “unwanted” part, since I was that pregnancy.  Then, about three-quarters of the way through her gestation of me, she was suddenly struck by some sort of miraculous revelation by which she developed the belief that babies are incredibly special, the stuff of stars, magical dust of the galaxy, something like that, so she decided to name me Galactic.  Going into labor at twilight, she gave me the middle name Shade.

	My mother is flighty.  There’s no denying that.

	The summer before my junior year of high school, my mom left her third boyfriend since leaving my dad.

	First of all, I have no idea why she left Dad.  They married because she had gotten pregnant with me and they fought all the time, but I don’t know why she finally walked out the door and took me with her.  Boredom, I guess.  I was six years old when it happened—right in the middle of first grade.  First grade was hell.  My teachers couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me—I seemed bright, they all said, but my underperformance concerned them.  It should’ve concerned Mom, too, but I think she just thought of it as one more burden she’d have to bear until the issue went away on its own.  In the meantime, she smoked pot and took antidepressants.  (It wasn’t until junior high school when I smelled pot some kids were smoking that I identified the kind of funny cigarettes my mom had smoked back when I was a little kid.)

	Mom said Tony, her third boyfriend after leaving Dad, was boring.  I never thought of him that way.  He was actually a really nice guy.  He was kind and thoughtful, and included me in most of their plans.  So she left him.  Took me on the road again, driving me away from my stable home life to who-knows-where in her rusty van.

	As I moped in the passenger seat, we drove up to who-knows-what.  It turned out to be a dilapidated old house, as unfriendly in appearance as the haunted house my friends and I visited for the sheer horror of it every Halloween.  People dressed up in costumes and fake blood and jumped out at you, and we thought that was pretty cool.  But I certainly didn’t want to live in a place like that.

	We arrived close to midnight.  The sky was pitch-black.  The moon was a slice of light that disappeared behind clouds as Mom parked our van next to a broken curb.  A shimmering planet stared at us and a few stars winked, but mostly the night had been plunged into darkness.  As I opened my door, a strong wind gusted, blowing the sheets of paper on which I had been drawing and writing across the front yard.  I ran after them.  The wind grabbed the shutters and slammed them against the house, causing me to scream without thinking.

	The house hated us.  I hated this house.  I swore I would never forgive my mother.

	I gathered up the papers, one by one.  My mother laughed.  “What a night, huh, Shade?”

	“Yeah, what a night.”

	I waited for her to unlock the front door.  The lightbulb next to the door sputtered and gave out.  My mother fumbled in her purse for her cell phone.  Using its small patch of light to see, she inserted the key into the lock, then turned it just as her phone went dark to conserve energy.  Once inside, she felt for the wall switch and flipped it on.

	The place was filthy.  How could she have agreed to rent this place?  How could she have let the landlord get away without cleaning it?

	“Where’s my room?” I asked.

	“Top of the stairs.  Are you going to bed already?”

	“Yeah, I’m tired.”

	I climbed the wooden stairs that creaked with every step I took.  I found my room and slammed the door, as though answering the shutters.

	The wind picked up.  The shutters answered back.

	“Screw you, house!”

	I looked around.  My room didn’t look half bad.  It had character, at least.  The paint was peeling in places, but mostly around the molding that ran along the top of the walls and right above the baseboards next to the floor.  The walls were dusty pink, a kind of old-fashioned color, and the molding and baseboards were gray.  I liked it.

	I walked over to the window seat in a bay window and realized that my room was located in one of the turrets I had vaguely noticed when I ran after my papers on the front lawn.  This house was old Victorian style, with two large turrets in the front.

	I sat down on plump gray cushions—kind of tattered and beat-up, with stuffing coming out in a few places, but pretty comfortable overall.  I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and texted Mary Jane, my best friend in the hometown I had just left.  Notice her completely normal name, by the way, as normal as peanut butter and jelly.  And her last name is Smith.  I am so jealous of her name.

	Then, for a few seconds, everything got weird.  The lights in my room—a white globe suspended from the ceiling fan, a pinkish lamp on the dresser and an antique desk lamp—blinked on and off with a sizzling sound.  My cell phone switched into speaker mode and a guy’s voice said, “Welcome to your new home, Shade.  I could use a friend here.  I’ve been very lonely.”

	This seriously freaked me out.  I didn’t recognize the voice on the phone and I wondered if the sizzling sound could have been electric wires shorting out in the house.  I ran downstairs to ask my mom about the lights.

	She was unpacking boxes, but the whole downstairs smelled like booze and pot.

	“What are you doing, Mom?”

	She turned around, holding the joint behind her back, and flashed me a huge smile.  I hated that smile.  It was the one she used whenever she wanted to cover something up and act a lot more friendly than she really was.  “I’m unpacking, honey.  What does it look like I’m doing?”

	“Did the lights blink on and off down here just a few minutes ago?”

	“Why, no, honey, not at all.  Why do you ask?”

	God, I hated when she called me honey.  It felt like such amazing hypocrisy, considering how she constantly upended and wrecked my entire life.  “Because the lights in my room just did that and there was a sizzling sound.  I think maybe the wiring in my room is shorting out.  Did you have this place inspected?”

	“Oh, I’m sure everything’s fine, dear.  You worry too much.  The landlord told me the house was inspected last year.  A professor lived here right before us.  I doubt he’d have lived here if the wiring was bad.”

	“Well, he moved out, didn’t he?”  God, she was so irresponsible.

	I went back upstairs, lay down on my bed—which was a really cool bed with a white lace canopy and a pink-and-gray checkered quilt—and checked my cell phone for text messages.  No answer from Mary Jane, so I decided to call her.  She answered right away.  “Shade, how are you?  I miss you already!”

	“I miss you, too.  You have no idea.”

	“So, how’s your new digs?”

	“Oh my God, this house looks like the haunted house we go to every year, I am not even kidding.  And the lights flickered on and off in my bedroom and made a sizzling sound that scared me half to death almost as soon as I got here.”  I decided not to mention the strange voice message on my cell phone, since I had no idea what that might have been.  “But my room looks kinda nice.  Oh my God, you gotta visit me.  There’s so much space in my room.  It’s in a turret.  I have a huge canopy bed and a window seat with cushions, and there’s a couch in my room.  You would love it here and you’d be really comfortable.”

	“What did you say about a turret?”

	“This house is old-fashioned Victorian with two turrets and my room’s in one of them—you know, those circular tower-type things on a lot of Victorian houses.”

	“Oh my word, you are so lucky, Shade.”

	I was hardly lucky, but I felt better talking to Mary Jane.  We talked for about an hour.  Then I got ready for bed.

	It turned out that I had my own bathroom right off my bedroom, so I started thinking I might be just a little bit lucky.

	That, of course, was a huge mistake.

	



	


CHAPTER 2

	The next day, I remembered just how truly lucky I was.  My mom drove me to school in her rusty old van.  She was wearing some kind of hippie dress that reached down to her ankles.  It was, honest to God, made out of bright yellow cloth covered in purple tulips with neon-green leaves, and she had painted her lips fire engine red and rubbed purple eye shadow all over her eyelids.

	Kids stared as we drove up.  My mom insisted on walking me inside and introducing me to the principal.  I thought the principal might act snooty and superior toward her, like most of my other principals had, but I swear this one, Principal Lafferty, kind of flirted with her.  Gross.  But then he was sort of old—gray hair around a bald spot and hair poking out of his ears.  So maybe his eyesight wasn’t so good, or he was an ex-hippie himself or something, I have no idea.

	When I finally got through all that, I had to make my way through the halls and find my first class which was English Literature.

	And then there was roll call.

	“Galactic Shade Griffin.”

	“Here.”  As I raised my hand, I could hear the giggles, feel the stares.  I just pretended to ignore everyone, as though I was totally unaware of the reactions to my name.

	Once class started, I only got called on once, to answer a question about why Romeo and Juliet had pretended to die.  That was easy.  We had discussed Romeo and Juliet a little bit the previous year at my old school ... and, well, duh, because the adults in their lives wouldn’t let them be who they really were and date who they really loved, and they had to let everyone think they were dead so that they could sneak away, be themselves, follow their hearts’ desires and have no one look for them.

	The teacher said, “Very good.”  I was off the hook for the rest of the class.  The teacher was mousy, kind of soft-spoken, but she seemed energetic and really into Shakespeare.

	My next class was Chemistry.  It had potential.  It involved a laboratory and the mixing together of chemicals.  I mostly ignored everyone there, just kept to myself and took notes.

	Then came U.S. History in which I yawned quite a bit.  Some muscular guy tried to trip me as I left the classroom, so I thought maybe I was going to hate that class.  Boredom plus bullies was never a great combination.

	After that, I had lunch, always one of the worst events in a new student’s life.  Where to sit?  I knew to avoid the cheerleaders because I hardly ever had good luck with them.  Back in my old school, I did manage to become friends with Mandy who was a cheerleader, but there was an unspoken rule that I could never hang out with her when she was with her cheerleader friends.  I’m not even sure who made up that rule—Mandy or her friends, or maybe I had imagined that rule existed to save myself truckloads of embarrassment; but there you had it, my whole life I had only ever hung out with one cheerleader and only in secret.  So, as the new kid, I wasn’t going to sit with them without an invitation.

	Same with the jocks.  I couldn’t talk sports because I didn’t understand them, and I was about as physically fit as my stuffed animals.

	I pulled a tray from the top of a huge stack and put my lunch money on it.  The dollar bills immediately stuck to droplets of water coating the plastic tray.  God, why are school cafeteria trays always wet?  Isn’t there a machine for drying them?  They reminded me of oversized petri dishes serving up gobs of invisible bacteria along with every meal.

	While I was wrestling with the image of multiplying bacteria, the kid who had stuck his foot out to trip me in History class came up behind me and grabbed a dollar bill from my tray.

	I spun around and faced him.  “Hey, what are you doing?”

	“Taking your $1 New Student Fee.  You’ll be glad I took it.”

	My cheeks turned hot.  I was livid.  I thought that kind of crap stopped in middle school.  “OK.  Just keep it.  But leave me alone.”

	Principal Lafferty sauntered over.  “What’s going on here?”

	I felt mortified as all eyes turned toward us, but I answered in a calm voice, “Oh, nothing, Principal Lafferty.  I think that...”  Turning to the bully, I asked him with fake cordiality, “What is your name again?”  He answered, “Mike,” and I continued on, my heart pounding like a scared rabbit, “...Mike here forgot his lunch money.”

	As the principal spoke to Mike about his supposed lack of funds, I pushed my tray down the line, quickly grabbed a bologna sandwich, a container of milk and chocolate cake.  I paid, then frantically looked around the cafeteria for a place to sit.  I settled on a place two feet away from the group of kids most likely not to pick on me.

	I had learned over the years to choose the group with some degree of nonconformity, the clique in which clothing and hairstyles weren’t similar enough to be a kind of uniform.  I sat down next to the kids with varied fashion: a little bit of goth, some jeans with science fiction T-shirts, some camouflage outfits, and one bubbly blond girl who looked like she belonged on the cheerleading squad except for the type of glasses she had chosen to wear.

	I listened in on their conversation to see if I might fit in with them.  They were talking about a Creative Writing Club and I thought that sounded pretty cool, but they never looked over at me, so I just finished up my lunch and left.

	A couple more classes after that and I was done for the day.

	As I headed down the hallway leading to the front door, my heart lurched and felt like it would stop.  Right there, in the middle of the hallway, with students having to go around them, were my mother and Principal Lafferty.  What the hell was she doing here?  Why couldn’t she just wait in the van, like she was supposed to do, like every normal mom in the world does when their teenager’s new at school?  What was wrong with her?

	Oh yeah, now might be the perfect time for me to tell you about my mom’s name, to emphasize just how really weird she is with names, bending them and stretching them and changing them into something else like they don’t have any kind of stability at all.  My mom’s birth name was Phoebe Elaine Nichols.  When she was growing up, kids teased her by calling her “Nickels” and saying dumb stuff like, “Nickels, Nickels, bet you like pickles.”  Really dumb, I know.  By middle school, a group of especially mean kids called her “the five-cent whore.”  So, when she married my dad, her last name changed to Griffin and she liked that, thinking it sounded magical.  But then she liked the improvement so much, she decided she’d change her first name, too.  She had already gotten stuff embroidered with her new initials, PG, so she felt that her new first name had to start with P.  So she picked Poppy for her first name, and actually went to court to have it changed legally.

	My mom always told me she had picked Poppy because she loves red poppy flowers, but I know opium and morphine and heroin and codeine come from poppies; and, man, there were times when my mom used a lot of that stuff.  I remember when I was in middle school and she’d get all strung out ... and, well, that’s all I can say about that right now.  It’s hard to talk about those years, having your mother kind of disappear on you like that, not be available to you, not answer your questions or take an interest in anything you were doing.

	So, anyway, I’m walking down the hallway, thinking about how I might possibly get out of the school without my mom seeing me.  I decided I could turn around, leave through a back door, then call her on her cell phone and be like, “Where are you?  I’m standing outside school waiting for you...” like I’d never even seen her talking to the Principal.  Just as I start turning around ... and I remember this part like it’s in serious slow motion, with my one foot just slightly pivoting to the side ... my mom looks up, gives me a big smile with her lips still painted in bright red lipstick, waves and yells, “Galactic Shade!  Galactic Shade!  Over here, over here!”

	The Principal smiles, touches her on the shoulder and walks away toward the front office.

	Kids start laughing, pointing at me, smirking.

	Oh, my God.  I just wanted to die.

	



	


CHAPTER 3

	On the way home, I was completely sullen.  I just wanted to scream at her.  But I’ve been the child of an alcoholic/drug addict mother for a long time.  During brief intermissions when my mother tried to sober up, I actually went to Al-Anon meetings where family members related to people in Alcoholics Anonymous have their own support group and Nar-Anon for family members related to drug addicts in recovery.  My mom’s history with addiction is serious and I’m telling you, I know when to shut up.  I never argue with my mother when she’s driving because I never know how impaired she already is, and the last thing I want to do is distract her from whatever level of concentration she’s managed to pull together.

	But, when we got home, it was a different story altogether.  I waited till she shut the front door, so that if anyone was outside, they wouldn’t hear me because the last thing I wanted to do was humiliate myself all over again.  I just started screaming at her, “What gives you the right to come into my school and embarrass me?”

	My mother’s face turned red.  I knew I was crushing her emotionally, but the floodgates had opened and I just couldn’t hold back the rising tide of anger inside me.  I tried to stop short of complete destruction.  I didn’t mention her horrible dress or gaudy makeup, or why was she so friendly with the Principal anyway, and what was it with her and men and ruining my life.  Instead, I just shouted at the top of my lungs: “I’m not five years old.  You don’t have to come into school to get me.  It’s bad enough that I have to be picked up in that god-awful, ugly van; but, really, you make everything so much worse by not just letting me walk outside and find the van by myself!”  A completely reasonable request.

	Then I turned around, ran upstairs and slammed the door to my bedroom.

	A few seconds later, I heard my mother call up, “Are you getting your period?”

	Unbelievable.  What was wrong with her, anyway?  The stuff she asked me, the crossing of boundaries, the constant criticism.  I opened my bedroom door, yelled down, “No!” then slammed the door again and locked it.

	Sitting down on my bed, I opened a drawer in the nightstand and pulled out a razor blade and a white porcelain bowl.  I pushed up my sleeves.  Slowly, I drew the razor over my left arm and watched mesmerized as blood dripped into the bowl.

	I always thought it was kind of weird how I used a bowl for this, like I was making an offering to the gods or something.  But it wasn’t anything like that.  I just didn’t want bloodstains on anything my mom would see, like my bedding or pillows.  Cutting was private.

	I drew the blade back and forth over my arm until I felt truly alive and in charge of the one thing in my life I could control.  This I could control, this one secret thing in my life over which I was completely in charge.

	Then, suddenly, the blade flew out of my hand.  As I went to grab it, I knocked over the bowl.  Spots of blood spattered my quilt.  “Goddamn it!”  When I scooped up the bowl and ran into the bathroom for a wet washcloth, something came over me.

	I can’t explain it, exactly.  It felt like a cool breeze, as though the windows were open; but it was also like something had passed through me.  I felt as though I should be terrified, and on some level I was; but I mostly felt serene, at peace with myself in a way that I had never before experienced.

	It was weird.

	Then, all at once, the cut and the old scars on my arms transformed into art.  All the injuries disappeared as though completely healed, and in their place tattooed artwork appeared.  Where the bloodied lines had been, there were suddenly bamboo trees, like in a Chinese painting.

	And I heard a voice say: “You know how to paint.  Do it.  Use that for your release and to find yourself.  Stop cutting.  That’s getting you nowhere.”

	I thought I might be losing my mind.  I had been having anxiety attacks—those strange, almost out-of-body experiences like you’re floating away and turning into nothing and then your heart starts pounding and you feel really, really scared because turning into nothing is one of the most frightening things in the world—ever since my mom told me that we were moving again, away from our old house.

	And here I was in our new house.  And I was hearing voices.

	Then ... he materialized.  I was scared to death that I might be having visual hallucinations.  But I also felt incredibly calm, as though I had traveled into some deeper layer of reality.

	The vague shape of a boy floated in the air in front of me.  I could see through him, but not completely.  He had definite substance, like the thick clouds that are denser than fog.  And he had green eyes.  I will always remember his eyes the way they seemed that first time I saw him: comforting and kind, filled with compassion, exactly what I needed.

	He whispered, “My name is Brandon Yates.”

	And then he was gone.

	I looked down at my arms.  Every mark had been erased: the bamboo tree tattoos, as well as the cuts.  I looked over at my bed—no blood, my quilt perfectly clean.

	I changed into my nightgown and got ready to crawl into bed.  I felt I needed sleep more than anything else in the world right then.

	When I pulled back the sheets, I discovered pillows stuffed into black cases with pink lace trim.  I thought them pretty.  I felt thankful for a room that wasn’t too girly, that had touches of black and gray along with a subdued, dusty shade of pink.  I pushed my head into the pillows, luxuriated in the feel of cotton, the clean scent of laundry detergent and fabric softener.  Then I fell into a deep sleep.

	Sometime in the middle of the night, in my dreams, I saw a boy about my age.  He had emerald green eyes, light brown hair and freckles splashed across his face like specks of cinnamon.  He was running.  His mouth was wide open, as though screaming, but I heard nothing.  The silence was complete.

	I watched him.

	The scene changed.  He stood next to a little boy, maybe three years old, who drank something and then fell down a long flight of stairs.

	I woke up, screaming.

	My mother pounded on her bedroom ceiling which was directly under my room.  In response, my heart pounded inside my chest.

	My mother shouted up at me, “What’s going on?  I have to get up for work tomorrow morning!”

	Work?  My mother had a job?  Our communication, or lack thereof, clearly sucked.

	“I’m OK.  Just had a nightmare.”

	“Glad you’re OK.  Goodnight.”

	Yeah, she was just glad to hear I was OK because that meant she didn’t have to get up and deal with it.  Story of my life.  But then I realized: she had heard me screaming.  That was a good sign.  It meant that she was sober enough to be woken up by a loud noise occurring one floor higher than where she slept.  And she had a job.  Oh, God, please let things work out here in this new place.

	I fell back to sleep and dreamed this time of the same green-eyed boy handing me a piece of jewelry: a silver necklace from which hung a blue gem, black lettering etched into its silver setting.

	Then a voice came from inside the gem: “I am all yours, if you know what to do.”

	As I reached for the necklace, the small boy appeared before me, then once again tumbled down the stairs.  I wanted to scream, but couldn’t.  I woke, covered in sweat.  I went into the bathroom, washed my face, then returned to bed.  I wanted to cut, but didn’t.  I drew pictures of the gem and the young child for awhile in a notebook, then fell finally into a deep, dreamless sleep.

	The next morning, I dressed for school—jeans, sweater, boots—and headed downstairs for breakfast.

	My mom was already in the kitchen, wearing clothes that were basically decent, better than yesterday at least.  She had on a navy blue pants suit with flat dress shoes, but she still wore makeup that was a bit too vibrant: red lipstick with dark blue eye shadow that made her eyes appear kind of sunken in their sockets.

	She pointed to the table.  “There are some muffins for you in that box over there.”

	“Where?”  I looked at the items on the table, and there were no muffins.

	Mom got an exasperated look on her face and grabbed a box from behind a pile of books.  “Here.  Right here.”

	I looked at the box.  Cupcakes.  It was clearly marked Banana Cupcakes.

	“Mom, those are cupcakes, full of sugar.  They’re not muffins.”

	My mother rolled her eyes and turned back to preparing her own breakfast.  “Well, they have bananas in them.  That’s good for you.  And there’s orange juice in the fridge.  Or you can have what I’m having.”

	Fiber cereal.  No thanks.  I opened the plastic wrapper on a pair of cupcakes and chowed down.  Mmmmm, nothing like dessert for breakfast, all that sugar, sure to end up with me crashing before lunchtime, falling asleep in class.

	“So where’s your job?”  I was extremely curious about this.

	My mom turned around with cereal in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other and sat down directly across the table from me.  “At your school, dear.  Didn’t I tell you?”

	I felt all the color drain from my face and my head get all swimmy like it usually feels right before I pass out.  I told myself to breathe.  I stared at my mother.

	“Is everything all right, Shade?”

	“Umm, I don’t know.  Why would you get a job at my school?  What kind of work could you possibly do there?”

	“Principal Lafferty hired me.  I used to paint, many years ago.  Do you remember me telling you about that?  Well, your new school just lost their Art teacher to maternity leave, so I’ll be filling in for her until she returns.  A stroke of luck, don’t you think?  This town is turning out to be a wonderful new start for the both of us.”

	Without waiting for me to answer, my mom picked up her coffee cup and drained it dry.  Then, noticing what must have been sheet-white pallor spreading across my face, she asked with an edge of alarm in her voice, “Are you OK, Shade?  You don’t look so good.”

	Taking advantage of the potential for staying at home to avoid an entire day of humiliation, I quickly answered, “I feel horrible, actually ... like I might pass out.  I think I’m getting my period.”  I wasn’t getting it, but the mere mention of that completely normal event never failed to earn me all kinds of allowances and special privileges from my mother.  I’m pretty sure she did that to avoid actually talking to me about anything related to sex.

	Worry lines creased her forehead.  “Well, maybe you should stay home then.  It’s a shame we won’t be going to school together, but there will be other days.”

	Ah, yes, other days.  The sheer horror of that possibility slammed me with a headache so severe I actually did need to stay home.  As soon as my mother left, I took migraine medication and slept for hours.

	When I woke, my head felt foggy.  I wasn’t sure if it was from the migraine itself, the strong meds, or some kind of funk—depression or something.

	I felt empty.  Like an empty vessel.  That’s how I felt most of the time, especially when my mother pulled the rug out from under me and turned my life upside down—something she did so regularly, I never managed to put down roots and grow an identity.  I never felt like a completely whole person.  I felt more like a mass of emotions in flesh ... or completely numb, like that afternoon after my nap, when I just turned off the feelings I couldn’t handle.

	I needed to cut.

	I went into the bathroom, grabbed the white bowl off the counter.  Then I locked the door to my bedroom and sat down on my bed.  Pulling open the drawer in my nightstand, I found the brand new camping knife that Tony, my mom’s last boyfriend, had given me for my birthday.  I unfolded it slowly.  It was pretty cool with lots of attachments, and on a better day I might have investigated what each one could do.  But I was only interested in the blade.  I dragged it across my arm quickly before it could be thrown from me and winced at the sharp, intense pain.  Having drawn more blood than I had expected from the sudden swipe of the blade, I watched it run into the pure white bowl.  Once I felt invigorated, I went back into the bathroom, washed the bowl and my arm, bandaged up the cut and pulled down my long sleeves to cover it.

	Strangely, all my old scars that had disappeared yesterday were still gone.  I only needed to hide the new injury.

	I thought of all the unusual things I had experienced yesterday: the razor blade being flung from my hand, the cool breeze passing through me, the artwork appearing on my arms, the voice telling me to create art rather than cut, the sensation of the teenaged ghost boy appearing before me, and all my cuts and scars being erased from my body.  As I thought about it, I realized I felt very real attraction to that ghost.  He was good-looking.  I wanted to melt into his emerald eyes.  I wanted him to appear again.  Rubbing my finger across my lower lip, I daydreamed of him materializing before me once again and kissing me.

	Nothing happened, so I decided to work on an art project.  Over the summer, I had given some thought to eventually becoming a tattoo artist or a graphic novelist.  Becoming a tattoo artist seemed like a real possibility; becoming a graphic novelist seemed a much more difficult goal for someone like me to ever achieve.  If this town had trains, I’d be the girl from the wrong side of the tracks.  I came from a broken home in which my mother wasn’t satisfied with just one break.  No, she wanted to break what was already broken, over and over again, until there was nothing left but shards.  My soul itself was a shard, brittle and capable of cutting me into emotional ribbons.

	Sitting down at the desk in my room, a huge antique piece of furniture, I spread out the art supplies I had accumulated over the past couple of years.  Choosing a tablet of drawing paper and colored pencils to start, I sketched a title on the top of the first page: Leggings Girl.  I thought that sounded lame.  I ripped out the first page and created a new title: Leotard Girl. I stared at it a bit.  Nothing else came to mind.  It would do.

	Leotard Girl would be the superhero of my first graphic novel.  Her leotards would, unbeknownst to her, have come from Mars where they had been made by runaway robots landed there by humans.  Whenever she put on those leggings, she would gain both Martian and robotic powers.

	I started sketching the first scene.  Leotard Girl needed a human name.  The word Dust popped into my head ... or Clay ... because without her special leotards, she would be nothing more than human dust or clay.  No, no, no.  I could not believe what I was doing—giving my character a weird name, using my mother’s warped method of bestowing names.  I could never be trusted to have a baby of my own now.  I would hand down weirdness.

	Jane.  Jane Smith.  That would be Leotard Girl’s human name.  It was so plain, so simple ... so normal.  I suddenly envied her, the way I envied my best friend Mary Jane.  And they would both have the same last name: Smith.  Normal as peanut butter and jelly, normal as bubble gum, normal as having a mother who cooked you dinner and dressed in acceptable clothing.  Only her Martian leotards would make her someone beyond ordinary.

	The first scene introduced Jane Smith.  She was getting pushed around by bullies.  With a yellow pencil, I gave her golden hair.  With a green pencil, I gifted her with emerald eyes.  I added rosy blush to her lips and cheeks and a silver sparkle to her eyes.

	Poor Jane.  She comes home from school and tries to tell her mother about what happened to her and ask for motherly advice.  But her mother won’t listen.  Furious about Jane’s torn clothing and disheveled appearance, she makes her go upstairs to take a shower and insists that when she’s done, she wash her clothing and sew up the holes in her shirt and pants.  “We’re not made of money, you know.”

	I looked at the thought bubble.  A direct quote from my mother.  And yet, all too often, it was my mother who had the disheveled appearance after her long bouts with drugs and alcohol.

	I finished Chapter 1 and moved on to creating the first scene in Chapter 2.  The setting was Mars.  My U.S. History class had watched a video of the landing of the Curiosity rover on Mars as part of Modern Scientific Achievements.  The landing had been spectacular.  To think that human engineers are capable of such a feat, that they have the education and intelligence to pull that off, fascinates me.  Why is it that some people spend their days landing rovers on Mars while others wreck their lives and all the lives they touch?

	I colored the Mars soil red.  I turned on my laptop, looked up pictures of Curiosity and drew that little rover zipping across the surface of Mars, splitting apart Martian rocks with laser beams.  From inside some of those broken rocks would eventually escape the otherworldly ingredients for the robots to construct ... ta-da! ... superhero leotards!

	As I added shadows to the Martian landscape, I heard the front door open and close.  I waited for my mother to yell up to me.  Nothing.  Then I heard the tinkling and clanking of bottles.

	So, it would be that kind of night.  One whole day on the job and it was back to drinking.  I bet Mom quit her job already or would at least call in sick tomorrow.

	I debated whether to cook dinner or order pizza.  At any rate, I wasn’t going to do either until after the drinking was well underway.  I had learned to avoid whatever rage or disappointment had led my mother back to the bottle.  Better to wait until the liquor had calmed her down.  She was happier when she was drunk and more peaceful when she smoked pot.

	I started praying that my mother would smoke pot that night.  Then I felt guilty and turned my thoughts to Curiosity blasting rocks with its laser beam.  I wished I had a laser beam on my head.

	Oh my God, Leotard Girl would have a laser beam on her head!

	



	


CHAPTER 4

	Next morning, I found my mom passed out on the couch, half-empty wine bottle on the coffee table, empty beer bottles strewn on the floor and ... yup ... joint stubs in the ash tray.  I shook her by the shoulder.  “Mom ... Mom ... it’s time to get up.”

	She pushed my hand away and mumbled, “Not goin’ in today.  Call in sick f’ me.  ’K?”

	This was the next best thing to her quitting her job at my school, so I immediately agreed.  I called the high school, reported her out sick for the day and ran upstairs to get dressed.

	Looking in the mirror, I approved my outfit before leaving the house: jeans embroidered with flowers across my butt, a lavender long-sleeved shirt and flat leather shoes.

	In Creative Writing class, I managed to think my way out of a jam.  We were given an assignment to write a couple of pages about our summer vacation.  So lame.  What was this, third grade?  Shouldn’t we be writing about something slightly more meaningful or creative?

	Well, let’s see ... My Goddamned Summer Vacation.  My mom broke up with her third boyfriend, a guy who almost kind of acted like a father to me and included me in activities.  I watched my mother drink more days and nights than I care to remember.  We moved out of our old home to this godforsaken town, into a house resembling the haunted house I used to visit with my best friend for spine-tingling fright on Halloween.

	No, I didn’t write that.  Rather, I realized how much shame my real life brings to me and how I just couldn’t share that at a new school.  I’d rather die.  So I decided to be creative in Creative Writing class and conjure up a new life, the kind I’d be proud to be living.  I imagined I had a grandmother who took me to exotic places every summer.  I wrote that down.  Every summer, my grandmother takes me with her on a grand adventure.  This year, we went to Ireland.

	About the middle of the piece, I wrote: Two days into my vacation, I decided to look for leprechauns, in case they really existed in Ireland.  I never did find leprechauns, but I discovered tiny faeries in a couple of castles where we stayed.

	At the end of class, I handed in the paper and decided I would join the Creative Writing Club.  It was meeting that day and I was totally in the mood for it.

	At Club, I looked around the room.  This could work.  It was an organized group made up of exactly the types of kids I had learned to search out in the lunchroom, a motley group of individuals.  One girl looked like a cheerleader; another looked like a dark and moody goth.  I was home.  I’d found my people.  Hopefully.

	Our first assignment was to introduce ourselves in writing and then read it out loud.  Crap.

	I decided, once again, to write about the imagined faerie experience.  And I would challenge myself to read it like an actor, to read that story without my hands or voice trembling, to read it like it was the truest, most honest thing I would ever share with that group.

	When I finished reading my introduction, there was a long moment of silence.  Someone cleared their throat.  The goth girl glared at me.  Good Lord, those eyes.  She had smudged gray and purple eye shadow all around them.  Then I inappropriately lost myself in her eyes, actually staring into them because I thought I saw one red star in each of her eyes.  I suddenly looked away, realizing she was probably wearing contacts and I was probably coming off like a loon.

	Then Mr. Hoffman, the Creative Writing teacher who ran the Creative Writing Club, stood up from the desk he had been sitting on and paced around the room a bit.  “Interesting.  Interesting.  Good use of imagery there.  Some great use of language.  I particularly like the onomatopoeia you used in describing the sound of the ocean waves outside the castle.  You have a very good imagination.”

	Onomato ... what?  Onomato-tomato?  And I have a very good imagination?  What did he mean by that?  Was that in reference to my having made up the entire thing, fabricating a reality that wasn’t my own?

	Shit.

	After Club, I picked my book bag up off the floor, slung it over my shoulder and headed for the door.  Out in the hallway, stars-in-the-eyes caught up with me and asked if I wanted to go over to her house to talk about my story.  Oh, great.  She believed in faeries?  She had a dungeon with torture paraphernalia that would make me confess the truth, that I was a total loser who could no more afford to go to Ireland than I could afford to buy a car and drive far away from this town?

	I thought it over.  “Sure.  I could do that.  My mom’s usually busy this time of day.”  Getting wasted, that is; and it sure would be nice to avoid that situation for a bit.

	“Say, isn’t your mom the new substitute Art teacher?”

	How did she know that?  Stalker type?

	“Yeah, she’s substituted one day so far.”

	“Really, only one day?  Well, I had her that day.  She was pretty good.”

	I turned around and stared into her eyes.  “Do you have stars in your eyes?”

	“Yup.  It’s contacts.  I’m wearing clear contacts with red stars on them.”

	“Do you see the stars?  Do they bother you?”

	“Nope.  I don’t see them.  But other people do.  It’s a concept: goth girl with stars in her eyes.  Kind of ironic, don’t you think?”

	“I guess.  Do you feel starry-eyed?”

	“Sometimes.  Mostly when I think about the future.”  She paused, kind of puffed out her chest.  “I might look like a rebel, but I’m pretty smart and my grades are good.  I have a strong survival instinct.  I’m not getting stuck in this town.  When I graduate high school, I’m goin’ off to some faraway college.  Once I’m outta this stupid town, I’m reinventing myself.  This place will kill your soul, if you let it, totally petrify it into a piece of dead wood.  It’s a daily struggle not to die of boredom here.  So, yeah, I’m starry-eyed, I guess.  I have dreams.”

	“Hmmm ... OK ... Good to know.  So what’s your name?”

	“Anne Marie Green.  My friends just call me Annie.”

	So totally unfair.  The goth girl has a normal name.

	Annie pointed.  “Over there.  That’s our ride.”

	I looked in the direction she was pointing.  There wasn’t any car.  Just a black limousine parked at the curb across the street.

	“I don’t see anything.”

	“You don’t see the limo?”

	“Oh, yeah, I see that.  I was looking for something more...”

	“Ordinary?  Nope.  My parents don’t do ordinary.  My mom’s baking cookies today, so she sent the limo to get me.”

	Baking cookies?  I thought only TV moms did that.

	The limo was an odd experience for me.  We sat in the back.  The driver was courteous, but didn’t say much.  Every passenger seat had a TV screen in front of it.  And there were two bottles of soda set into the armrest between Annie and me.

	I liked it.  I could get used to this.

	When we drove up to Annie’s house, my jaw dropped a bit.  She lived in a mansion with turrets, multiple stone chimneys and a circular driveway in which a man impeccably dressed in a black suit waited to greet us.  Ushered inside, we were met by a young woman wearing a maid’s outfit who directed us into the kitchen.

	The aroma in the kitchen was incredible: a mixture of chocolate, vanilla and butterscotch.  The room was as large as the entire downstairs of my house and there were trays of assorted cookies on counters and tables.

	A petite woman with a smiling face and wisps of hair escaping from the tightly wound bun on top of her head pulled a tray of chocolate chip cookies from the oven.  Then she walked over to Annie and did a kind of Hollywood thing, kissing her on each cheek without actually kissing her.  It was a demonstration of air kisses.  She actually kissed the air with mwah, mwah sounds.  Ugh.  No wonder Annie was goth.  The air was thick with emotional emptiness.

	Annie snatched a chocolate chip cookie from the tray.  “Can I fill out an order form to have cookies and milk delivered up to my room?”

	“Yes, you may; and thank you for asking so politely.”

	As her mom returned to baking, Annie walked over to a glass table.  She picked up two forms and handed one to me.  “Here, fill this out.  Just pick out the kinds of cookies you’d like and pick a beverage.  I like milk with my cookies.  Then the butler will bring everything up to us.”

	Sweet.  How do I get to move in here?

	Annie’s room put mine to shame.  She had a window seat in a turret of the house, but nothing else about her personal space resembled mine.  It was huge and decorated to perfection.  Weird…  I suddenly noticed that the room wasn’t the least bit goth.  It was all pink and sunshiny gold.

	“Your room doesn’t look anything like you.”

	“No kidding.  My mom lets me dress however I want, but ... and I quote, ‘You will not mar my house with your depressing goth style, young lady.  Far after you outgrow your passing teenage phases, this house will be mine, and I believe in happiness.  Perhaps a brightly decorated room will prevent you from sinking too deeply into a self-destructive level of depression that affects so many youth today.’”

	“Wow.”

	“Yeah.”  There was a knock on the door.  Annie smiled.  “Although my life does come with cookies.”

	She opened her bedroom door.  There stood a man wearing a butler’s tuxedo, holding a silver tray with plates of cookies, a pitcher and two glasses of milk.  I felt as though I had walked into my TV set back at my old dilapidated house because, as far as I was concerned, old TV shows are the only place in which stuff like this actually happens.

	But, no, the cookies were real.  And they were delicious—chocolate chips and buttery dough just kind of melting in my mouth.

	We didn’t do much, just talked for awhile.  Annie filled me in on the kids and teachers at my new school, at least from her point of view.  By the time she stood up and drew apart pink-and-gold striped velour drapes to reveal floor-to-ceiling windows, it was dusk.  “Hey, Shade, this is my favorite time of day.  Wanna go get pizza, then head on over to your house?”

	My heart leapt, as though trying to escape.  “Why?  My house isn’t much to look at.”

	She insisted.  So we went outside.  I thought we’d get a ride in the limo, but she decided we’d walk.

	“I want to talk to you about your Irish faerie story.”

	I thought that Annie’s house must be far away from mine because her neighborhood involved several levels of upgrade from mine.  Certainly the limo ride filled with TV viewing and soda drinking seemed to fill up a long period of time.  Maybe the limo driver took a longer route than necessary or maybe experiencing so many new things stretched out time for me, but Annie insisted she didn’t live that far away from me.

	She was right.

	We walked for forty-five minutes past increasingly depressed blocks of homes until we came to the pizza place Annie had in mind.  A homeless guy had set up camp on the corner, sitting on top of some old newspapers, tattered edges rippling in the breeze.  All around him, cigarette butts glowed faintly, threatening to ignite him.  He took one look at us and asked for change.  I thought Annie might oblige, but she turned away.

	Inside, the smell of oily pizza hung in the air.  We ordered a large with everything on it.  As we ripped slices from the pie, Annie asked me about the faeries.

	By then, I had concocted a story in my mind.  I talked mostly about Irish castles I had seen in books and only briefly about faeries.  The more Annie asked me about the faeries, the more details I created about them, just little by little.

	In the end, I had invented faeries that were about three inches in height with glittery transparent wings.  In answer to Annie’s long list of questions, I said: yes, they had hair, in all sorts of colors; eyes, mostly blue and green, or the gorgeous combination of blue-green, and some had lavender eyes.  They were impulsive and mischievous and sometimes they moved so quickly, you only caught a flash of movement or flutter of wings out of the corner of your eye.

	After we finished our pizza, it was time for us to walk the rest of the way to my house.  I silently prayed that my mother had sobered up, cleaned up the wine and beer bottles and emptied her joint stubs from the ash tray.  About mid-prayer, I realized the improbability of this.  I decided, instead, to develop my recently discovered talent for lying.  “Ummm, Annie ... When you meet my mom, if she’s home, you’ll have to excuse her.  From what my grandmother told me, she most likely saw faeries when she was little.  Apparently, they were bad faeries who pulled pranks on her and wouldn’t stop no matter how upset she got, and she’s never been the same after that.  For as long as I can remember, my mom’s been kinda messed up.”

	Realizing that Annie might not believe in the existence of faeries, I fabricated a few more details, “Of course, my mother may have been experiencing hallucinations.  She was hospitalized several times for psychotic episodes.”  That last bit was partially true.  More than once, a bad LSD trip had landed my mother in a hospital emergency room where she had been evaluated by a shrink.

	Annie looked down at the ground while I explained.  Then she stopped walking and gave me a hug.  “Don’t worry about it.  I completely understand.  I want to tell you something.”

	“Sure.  Go ahead.”

	Annie replied, “Let’s keep walking.  I’ll tell you while we walk.”

	In the next fifteen minutes or so, the breeze picked up, shuffling bits of paper across the sidewalk, the moon peeked out from behind darkened clouds and Annie told me that she saw faeries all around her almost every day.  “They’re more like specks than the humanlike faeries you described, but they talk to me.  I can’t understand what they’re saying and that bothers me.  I feel it’s important that I understand them.  Sometimes, these faeries are bright spots of light.  Other times, they’re all shadow, just dots of darkness hovering all about me.”

	Hoo-boy.  I was in deep now.  I wasn’t sure what to say.  “We’ll work on it, Annie.  I’m sure, over time, we’ll figure it out.”

	Annie smiled.  “Yeah, I’m sure you’re right.”

	When we got to my house, my mom was passed out on the couch—still or again, I wasn’t sure which.

	There were more beer bottles than when I had left her that morning, also a half-finished bottle of vodka and a new joint barely touched.  Yeah, I realized then that she had gotten up before passing out again.

	Annie looked at her with an expression of pity.

	I grabbed a gray woolen blanket from the back of a chair, covered up my mom and checked her for breathing.  She was alive.  I suggested we go upstairs to my room.

	In my attic bedroom, Annie shivered.  “There’s a presence here, I think.”

	“Or a draft.  This house is old and drafty.”

	“Naw, I think it’s more than that.”  She looked around nervously, then sat in the window seat and looked out at the night sky for a bit.  “I think we should try to summon your faeries.”

	“My faeries?  What about yours?”

	“They’re here.  Tonight, they’re dark.  Just hovering dots of darkness.  Do you see them?”

	“No.  Where are they exactly?”

	Annie became silent, staring ominously at the wall behind my bed.  Then she pointed at the wall.  “Over there.  They’re kind of dancing.  You don’t see them?”

	“No, I’m sorry.”

	“See, I’m thinking maybe faeries only ever show themselves to specific people, the ones they choose to contact.  So, my faeries contact me; yours contact you; but we can’t see each other’s faeries unless they decide to reveal themselves to both of us.  But maybe, maybe, our faeries would all communicate with each other if they were in the same room with the two of us.  What do you think?  C’mon, summon your faeries.”

	Oh God, I seriously felt like I was in way too deep.  However, I realized I did seem to have a talent for lying, so I just kind of expanded upon that by adding a huge dose of dramatic acting.

	I rummaged around in a cardboard box stuffed into my closet after our move and pulled out a Ouija Board box.  “Well, we could try this.”

	Annie looked at me with widened eyes.  “A Ouija Board?  Isn’t that to summon dead people?”

	“I don’t know.  I’m guessing it’s for calling up anything from the magical or spiritual realm, you know from another dimension.  It’s worth a shot, I think.”

	Annie looked doubtful.  “Well, OK.”

	We spread out the board on my bed and held the heart-shaped plastic piece with our fingertips.  Annie’s fingers trembled and shook the plastic piece a bit, but it did manage to spell out the words: I am here.  I am here.  Be aware.

	Annie jumped at the words Be aware, until she realized they didn’t spell Beware.

	We looked around, focusing intently on everyday items, trying to increase our awareness.  I noticed a pink glass vase on my dresser, how it was illuminated by the lamplight behind it.  I noticed a golden pool of light spilt upon my dresser, traces of light splashed across the floor.

	Suddenly, a strong gust of wind came out of nowhere.

	The papers on which I had drawn my Leotard Girl fluttered on the desk, like birds about to take flight.  As I started moving toward them to keep them from going the way of my papers across the front yard the night we moved into this godforsaken house, faeries suddenly popped out from behind a stack of books.  It was so weird—the faeries were of two types, the ones I had imagined and the ones Annie had described; but mine had been a fabrication, a total lie.  Where had they come from?

	Annie’s faeries were brilliant specks of light and black spots of darkness, while mine looked like tiny humans with glittery wings.

	I have to admit the human faeries, my kind of creatures, were a lot more troublesome than Annie’s.  Annie’s zipped and zoomed around the room and provided quite a show; but mine threw my graphic novel sketches on the ground, then looked at me impishly with large innocent eyes.  When I tried to grab them around the waist (I thought about grabbing them by the wings, but I was afraid of ripping them, they looked so fragile) they tore up the pages and spit on the scraps.

	I was furious.  On one scrap, Leotard Girl now had spit in her eye.  And her eye had been torn from her head.  Ugh.  Created through the combined powers of robots and Martian magic, only to be trashed by faeries.

	I glared at the flying creatures.  Just as I realized how much I wanted to pull their tiny wings out of their backs, they disappeared.  Pop!  Disappeared into thin air.  Just like that.  Gone.  Without any apology or explanation.

	I looked at Annie.  “OK, what the hell was that?”

	Annie shrugged.  “Faeries, I guess.  Do you think it was the Ouija Board?”

	Before I had time to answer, a wavering shape of fog floated out from behind the pink-and-gray checkered curtains hanging across my bay windows.  I filled in the vague outline with the features of the boy with emerald eyes, as it seemed to have his basic dimensions.  In that instant, I felt a cool breeze pass through me, leaving such intense longing in its wake, I felt I would go mad.

	Then the room filled with a whisper saying, “Don’t despair.  Repair all that is damaged.  You hold the power within.”

	Two seconds later, the fog disappeared, the scraps of Leotard Girl flew up into the air, came back together again and landed on my desk exactly where they had started out, as though nothing out of the ordinary had ever happened.

	This time, Annie turned to me.  “Did you see that?”

	“Pieces of graphic novel?” I asked.

	“Uh-huh,” Annie answered.

	“Yeah, I saw it.  Did you see the fog?  And hear that voice?”

	Annie replied, “Yup.  And ... yup.”

	“Okeydoke, then.  What do you think we should do now?”

	“Call it a night?”

	I laughed.  “Yeah, that might just be the best idea.  How are you going to get home?  Call your limo driver?”

	“Nah, I’m gonna walk.”

	“In the dark?  You gonna be OK?”

	“Probably.  I like to walk at night.  I do it a lot.”

	I said goodbye to Annie at the front door and watched her disappear into darkness.

	I checked on my mom.  She was mumbling in her sleep, struggling with her own darkness and demons.

	Back upstairs in my room, I felt elated.  I didn’t feel the least bit like cutting.  Instead of the usual cloud of depression that took over my soul at the end of the day, I felt a sense of curiosity about what life might bring my way.

	I sat down on my bed.  I placed both of my hands on the plastic Ouija Board planchette, to see if I could get it to move without another person helping me.

	The planchette started sliding around the board quite easily, landing on one letter after another.  But, in the end, it spelled out nothing more than: Go to sleep.  More later.

	Damn.  Probably the smart-ass faeries.

	I folded up the Ouija Board and put it away.  Then I opened my night table drawer, pulled out the white bowl and the shiny knife.  I sketched bamboo branches on my arm with the tip of the knife, then cut into one branch and watched the bloodred liquid slide down the inner side of the bowl.

	I never did handle frustration well.  And I felt extremely frustrated not to have answers about the events that had occurred that night.

	After I washed the bowl and knife, I returned them safely to their hiding place and went to bed.

	I go to sleep when I say it’s time to go to sleep.  Not when some stupid Ouija Board tells me to.

	



	


CHAPTER 5

	The next day at school, I received something rather awesome.  So awesome, in fact, that for one split second I was insanely happy that we had moved to this school district.

	It happened in Creative Writing class.  Mr. Hoffman made an announcement that everyone in his class was eligible to work for the school newspaper.  I thought about it all through class.  Right before the bell rang, Mr. Hoffman asked for volunteers.  I raised my hand.

	To everyone with our hands in the air, all four of us, Mr. Hoffman handed out laptop computers.  We each got our own!  I mean, holy crap, I never thought I’d be given a laptop by my school.  Money doesn’t grow on trees and all that.  Now I had two laptops and this one was a lot nicer than the one I owned.

	Mr. Hoffman told us, “You can use these laptops however you want.  You will all be treated as independent, responsible journalists.  Use these computers to do research and to write and submit your newspaper articles.  Submit them by email.  I expect to see articles written with maturity and excellence on topics of benefit to your high school peers.”

	Then he handed out a Parent Permission Form that basically covered the school’s asses for any kind of trouble teenagers might get themselves into while surfing the Internet.  Basically, there would be no parental controls on our laptops, so that we could go wherever our virtual research took us.

	Mr. Hoffman added, “Also, use these laptops to expand upon your creative writing skills.  Start a blog.  Self-publish a book.  You will need to run these projects by me, of course, since you represent our school as our journalists; but, trust me, I’m pretty liberal and open-minded about these types of projects.  Creativity requires loose boundaries.”

	Mr. Hoffman kind of exemplified his philosophy: top shirt button undone, tie loosened, suit pants and jacket wrinkled, gray hair wild and crazy, blue eyes twinkling with intelligence.

	Oh my God, I had a shiny new laptop!

	I don’t remember much about the rest of that day except running into Annie and finding out that she had also signed up to write for the school newspaper and had also received a laptop.

	Life was good.

	My mom had stayed home and been so out of it that morning, I had told her that I’d take the school bus home.  On the long ride past a few blocks of expensive homes and many more dilapidated houses, I thought about the laptop cradled in my arms and what type of article I might write.  Maybe something on Irish faeries, to legitimize my fascination with them in the eyes of my Creative Writing class.  I planned to begin surfing the Internet as soon as I got home.

	When we reached my stop, I jumped down from the bus, ran up to the front door of my house, unlocked it and flung it open.  I looked around.  My mom was sitting at the kitchen table, her hair a complete rat’s nest, dark circles under her bloodshot eyes.  She was smoking a cigarette that dangled loosely from trembling fingertips.  Dressed in a pink flannel nightgown with pictures of the cutest blue-eyed kittens all over it—strange and a bit disconcerting, considering her current state—she looked up as I entered the room.

	I decided to hand her my Parent Permission Form while she was awake and conscious.  I explained quickly, “Hey, Mom, I get to be a journalist for our high school newspaper and have a brand new laptop—much newer than the one I own!—if you sign this permission form.”

	I set down my regular backpack and my computer backpack and wrestled the permission form out of the front compartment of the computer one.  I slapped it down in front of my mother.  “Here, can you sign it?”

	She squinted at it.  “Oh, I don’t know, Shade.  How much is this gonna cost me?”

	“Nothing.  Not one single penny.  My new school is kinda awesome.  They provide the computers free.”

	“Oh, Shade, Shade, Shade.  You’re so young.  There’s gotta be a catch.”  Taking a puff on her cigarette, she returned to scrutinizing the form.  I could tell she didn’t understand the legalese.

	I played along, showing respect for her concerns.  “Well, there is one catch...”

	“I knew it.”

	“I have to write articles for our school newspaper.  I have to do research.  My Creative Writing teacher also wants us to do extra creative writing projects.  It’s going to be a lot of work.”

	My mother studied me for a bit, trying to take in what I had just said.  “Ah ha.  I see.  Well, there ya go.  The catch.  Are they expecting you to do all this work for free?”

	“Yeah, they are.  But I really want to do it.  I’ll learn a lot.  And I get a free laptop to use ... if you sign the permission form.”

	I handed my mom a pen.  She put down her cigarette, balancing it on the edge of an ashtray, and picked up the pen.

	She signed the form.  I snatched up the paper, hugged my mom and ran upstairs.

	I opened the laptop, but couldn’t sign in.  I tried all kinds of ways, but finally gave up.  I figured I’d check with Mr. Hoffman the next day.  Maybe I needed a special password.

	I finished up my homework, turned off my bedroom lights, had a pretty lame pizza dinner with my mom, and then went outside to look at the stars and investigate our backyard as far as the porch lights carried.

	A stream rushed along, splashing and gurgling around rocks, creating a natural boundary between our house and the neighborhood behind us.  I lay down by the stream and gazed upward.  The moon illuminated the darkness, a planet shined brightly and stars had popped out upon the night sky.

	Daydreaming about having my byline on an actual newspaper article, I noticed that the light in my attic room was on.  At first, I thought only about how pretty the golden light looked at the top of our house.  Then I realized that I had turned the lights off.  Furious that my mother must have gone into my room, I picked myself up, brushed off wet leaves and grass, totally got my stomach into a knot and stormed back into the house.

	My mom was doing the dishes, or trying to.  The sink was filled with suds, but the dishes kept slipping out of her hands.

	I glared at her.  “Were you up in my room?”

	My mother whirled around.  “No.  I’ve been cleaning up here.”

	I made an exasperated sound, which I’m sure my mother interpreted as teenage moodiness, and stomped up the stairs.

	I tried turning the lights off, but they wouldn’t go off.  I yelled downstairs, “Mom, my lights won’t turn off!  Can you please talk to the landlord about this?  I think the wiring’s faulty up here.”

	I heard a dish plop into the soapy water downstairs.  “Sure, sure, honey.  I can do that.”

	Yeah, probably when Hell freezes over.

	I looked around my room.  Something strange was going on.  Most of my lights had dimmed.  My room looked kind of dark.  Except for the antique lamp topped with pink glass that sat on my dresser—it was positively glowing.  A pool of pink light formed an illuminated circle on the dresser and a handle on the top drawer glinted.

	I pulled open the drawer.  Nothing unusual there.  Just the underwear I had thrown into it, all jumbled up.  I sorted through the silk and cotton pieces and discovered a compartment at the back of the drawer that required a key.  I realized that it could be for jewelry and tried to open it.  It was locked ... of course.

	I thought about where I might hide a key if that drawer had originally been mine.

	As I entertained various ideas, the pink light dimmed.  Then the lamp on my desk—an old lamp with pink flowers painted on a frosted glass shade—lit up brilliantly and light spilled onto the handle of the bottom desk drawer.  I took everything out of that drawer—papers, crayons, a stapler, a few packs of gum.  Nothing unusual.

	I decided to take out the drawer.  Turning it upside down, I found a key taped to the outside bottom.

	My heart skipped a few beats.  This and a free laptop had surpassed my excitement quota for the day.

	I tried the key in the lock of the compartment in my dresser.

	Click.  It opened.

	Twinkling in the scraps of light from the pink lamp, deep in the recesses of my underwear drawer, in the secret compartment I had found, was the most beautiful necklace I had ever seen: an enormous blue gemstone suspended from a delicate silver chain.

	I clutched the necklace in my hand.  There appeared to be letters or symbols etched in black into the silver setting surrounding the blue stone.  I peered at the engraving, but couldn’t decipher it.

	I placed the necklace around my neck.

	The world immediately shifted.  Everything in my room looked old.  The color of the walls changed to pale green.  My canopy bed was gone; so was the couch.  The furniture was simple, plain: a small wooden bed with a patchwork quilt and flat pillow, a simple wooden desk and chair.

	Then the shape of Brandon Yates, the foggy figure with bright green eyes, appeared.  I studied him more closely this time.  He seemed to be the boy in the dream I had experienced my first night here.  He had the same basic shape; his hair was about the same length.  I couldn’t tell, though, if he had freckles.  By his side stood the three-year-old boy I had seen falling down the stairs in my nightmare that same first night.

	Brandon put his arm around the young boy.  “This is my brother, Neil.”

	I had no idea what to say.  “How do you do, Neil?”

	Neil screamed and disappeared, popped into oblivion within a wisp of smoke.  As he did so, Brandon’s misty shape filled in with color.  Yup, he was definitely the boy in my dream: bright green eyes, freckles, light brown hair.

	Brandon spoke next. “So, how do you like the necklace?”

	I had forgotten about it.  Wrapping my fingers around the gemstone and looking down at it, I answered, “It’s beautiful.  Do you know what it is?  Who it belonged to?”

	“It was my grandmother’s.  See this attic room the way it is now?”

	“Yeah, it’s so different.”

	“That’s how it looked when I lived here, when it was my room.  The necklace has certain powers; it’s kind of like an amulet.  I always have a sense of where it is, who’s wearing it.  It’s lain dormant for years, just tucked away in that top drawer of your dresser.  When you put it on, you can reach me.  Just whisper my name, Brandon, if you need me.”

	“OK.”  I have to admit, this all kind of freaked me out.  “Now, wait a minute.  Are you watching me when I change my clothes and all?”

	Brandon looked down at the floor.  “No.  It’s not like that.  I’m what people call a ghost.  I’m trapped here on Earth until I make amends.  I’m not interested in watching living humans in their private moments.”

	“Amends?”

	The word stuck in my throat as the Brandon image disappeared, went the way of his brother in a poof of smoke.

	Had I imagined it all?  Was I going nuts?  I didn’t think so.  Something about Brandon and his brother seemed more real than half the people I knew and half the things that happened to me every day.

	I took off the amulet, hung it around the lamp on my desk and sat down to work on Leotard Girl.

	I stared at the pages.  I found it hard to believe that these papers had been torn to shreds and put back together only yesterday.

	Whatever.  Damn faeries.

	Damn ghost boy.  Sure hoped he couldn’t read my mind.

	I went back to drawing the scene on Mars.  Curiosity zipping around, blasting rocks.  Then a huge explosion as the little robot blasts a particularly large rock, and the ingredients for super leotards leak out.  Hmmm ... What color to make the ingredients?  I decided on red, the color of Mars.

	



	


CHAPTER 6

	In Creative Writing class the next day, Mr. Hoffman explained that “the new high school journalists” could create their own passwords to sign into their laptops and showed us how.  Life was looking up.  I created my password right then and there: AtticAmulet.  Piece of cake.  I’d never forget that.

	At lunch, Annie waved me over to a table with three other students, all of whom had laptops open in front of them.  She introduced me and explained what they were doing.  They had all volunteered to write for the high school newspaper.  “We’re creating a social forum, so we can communicate with each other and with students at our school who might want to report something we should investigate or just open up a topic for general discussion on the forum.”

	George Williams, a tall guy with long black hair, brushed the bangs out of his eyes.  “Yeah, a high school newspaper should be a place for open discussion of hot topics.  If no one from the student population brings up sensitive topics, we should do it, get the discussion rolling.  What do you think we should talk about, Shade?”

	I had no idea.  No one ever asked my opinion.  “I don’t know.  Fashion, maybe?”

	George looked back down at his computer, seeming to have lost interest in what I had just said.  “Sure, sure, we could do that.”

	Annie intervened.  “George is our computer whiz.  So is Kailee here—Kailee Knight.”

	A cute blond girl, hair streaked with purple and an earring in her nose, smiled and looked up.  “Thanks.  Coding is fun.”

	Annie informed me, “We want to cover some really sensitive topics here on our forum.  You know, things like bulimia, racism, bullying, cutting.”

	After that last word, I tuned out, heard almost nothing but my nervous heart beating.  Did Annie know?  Of course not; lots of teenagers probably cut.  For all I knew, it would be a popular topic.

	I added something. “So, will we protect the students’ anonymity?  Can they be anonymous?”

	Kailee chimed in. “Great idea.  That’s a really important point.  No one’s going to contribute if they have to be identified.  We should allow everyone to create their own username and password.  Agreed?”

	Everyone mumbled assent.

	I suddenly realized that I hoped a discussion about cutting would open up.  I wanted to know if there were other cutters, what they went through.  Maybe children of divorced parents, of alcoholics and drug addicts, too.  What did they go through?  “When are you hoping to open up the forum to everyone?”

	Kailee answered, “As soon as possible.  As soon as we get the computer coding done.  Hey, do you know anyone who can add artwork and format the layout of the forum, so that it’s inviting and aesthetically pleasing?”

	“I do artwork.”

	Annie piped up her support.  “Yeah, she does.  She’s great.”  And, in the blink of an eye, I became the Art Director for the Central High School Student Forum and had an offer to have my own art section or cartoon in the high school newspaper, if I wanted.

	I guess I wanted.  I’d never had an artistic outlet where I could share with other people.  No one had really expressed an interest in my artwork before.

	When I came home from school, I found Mom cooking dinner, lots of healthy ingredients on the counter, carrots with the leafy stuff still attached.  She was chopping up crunchy things, throwing them into a skillet.  She said, “Hey, I thought we’d eat early.  I’m going out after dinner, OK?”

	“Sure.”  A new man, probably.  That usually improved things for a bit, at least until things got bad.  I hoped to God this one wouldn’t lead to the new guy moving into the house with us or, even worse, a new Dad.  I was so over that concept, it wasn’t even funny.  Didn’t need a Dad.  Didn’t want a Dad.  Seriously.  I was going to get my shit together, write like crazy for the high school newspaper, maybe go to college.  My best chance in life, really, was for me to go to a good college someplace far away.

	Dinner that night was delicious: beef stew with dumplings, thick homemade dumplings complete with specks of parsley.  Oh man, I hadn’t had real food like that in ages.

	Conversation, on the other hand, was awkward.

	Mom: “So, how was your day, honey?”

	Me: “Good.  Yours?”  Nom nom nom.  Stew!  With gravy!

	Mom: “Pretty good.  I went grocery shopping and made the stew.  Homemade cooking takes a lot of time.  I had forgotten exactly how long.”

	Me: “Yeah.  Well, this is one goddamn great meal.”

	Mom: “Shade, please don’t use that language.”

	Me: “Oh, sure, sorry, Mom.”

	Nom nom nom.

	Two hours later, my mother had transformed herself yet again.  Not satisfied with her metamorphosis from pot-smoking alcoholic into the perfect fifties mom-at-the-kitchen-stove, she was dressed up like someone’s attractive date.  She actually looked normal: black skirt, white blouse, heels, makeup that looked as though it had been properly applied by sponge rather than splattered by paintball gun or applied by monkeys.

	My mom twirled around in front of me.  “How do I look?”

	“Great.  Really good, actually.”

	“Thanks.  I’m going to the library, then out to do some shopping.  Don’t wait up.”

	Apparently, a monkey typing at a typewriter had made up that lame response.  Or some loser at a Chinese fortune cookie factory had run out of brilliant ideas just as they got ready to type the words for future-explanations-to-your-teenaged-daughter-when-you’re-actually-going-out-on-a-date on their little strip of fortune paper that my mother later received.  Whatever.  My mother actually thought I’d fall for it.

	After my mom left the house, I retrieved my new amulet from its hiding place and put it around my neck for inspiration.  Nothing weird happened this time except that I did my homework right away and then started working on the format design for our high school student forum.  I started with our school colors, black and gold, and our mascot, a striped tiger.

	I fell asleep after drawing a black-and-gold striped tiger that looked powerful but approachable.

	In my dream, I saw Brandon’s little brother walk over to my desk, drink a bottle of paint, run out of my room and go tumbling down the stairs.  I heard a large crash, followed by my mother yelling, “Hey, I’m trying to sleep down here!”  I ran out into the hallway and saw Neil’s body at the bottom of the stairs, his forehead crushed in and his neck bent at a disturbing angle.

	I woke up, screaming.

	



	


CHAPTER 7

	By October, my life had changed quite a bit.

	My mother actually had days of sobriety.  I settled in at Central High School.  Annie remained my friend.  I became pretty good friends with the other kids writing for the newspaper, which was called The Tiger’s Tale, and working on the school forum, which we named The Tiger’s Den.

	The Tiger’s Den actually became pretty popular and kids started to confide all sorts of private stuff.  Some of it shook us up.  A couple of times, we had to go to Principal Lafferty to see if we needed to get professionals involved.

	With the help of the School Psychologist, Dr. Liz Campbell, we managed to talk a suicidal student into making an appointment with her office to talk things over.  Until we heard back that they had actually met with Dr. Campbell, we were pretty crazed ourselves, thinking we had gotten in way over our heads.  Instead, after things turned out well, we got a letter of congratulations from the School Board.

	Once, we thought we needed to call the police to report someone’s physically abusive father; but it turned out Dr. Campbell could handle that, too, if the student met with her.  Miraculously, the student followed through and contacted the Psychologist based on our recommendation.

	Students trusted us when they admitted things to us—in some cases, things they had hidden from the world for many years.  I tried to live up to my new responsibility.

	By mid-October, I had stopped cutting.  Every time I felt tempted, I thought about the cutters in The Tiger’s Den.  Their stories unnerved me.  A number of students even posted photos—partial body photos of the private places that mattered: sliced arms and wrists, stomachs and legs.  One was particularly bad.  It showed signs of infection.  I was assigned the job of talking the student who had posted the photo into seeing a doctor.  My hands shook while I typed my half of the conversation.  She went to the Emergency Room.  She asked me to meet her there.

	I was shocked when I walked into the hospital waiting room of bright lights, signed in at the Visitor’s Desk and was allowed to meet with Jane Doe ... who wasn’t Jane Doe at all; but turned out to be gorgeous, perky Little Miss Cheerleader Misty Perkins.  Her cuts had been inflicted on her lower stomach where they couldn’t be seen even with her short-short skirts and midriff-baring sweaters.

	I walked into a partitioned area of the Emergency Room only wide enough to hold Misty’s bed, but not private enough to block out the sounds of pain and medical staff efficiency happening on either side of her flimsy cloth curtains masquerading as walls.  I swallowed a lump of jealousy I always get around cheerleaders, this one threatening to get stuck in my throat and choke me silent.

	I did my job.  I gave Misty the best pep talk I could.  I offered congratulations for her courage in coming forward and getting help.

	The next day, I quit cutting.  I gave it up as a dieter gives up chocolate—I promised myself I could go back whenever I wanted.  Every so often, I took out my bowl and knife and razor and looked at them longingly.

	As the days approached Halloween, Annie decided we needed to visit a haunted house.  It felt like old times when I had gone every year with my best friend Mary Jane.

	I texted Mary Jane.  She approved.

	I redesigned The Tiger’s Den, got it ready for Halloween.  I had hoped to temporarily change the lettering at the top of the forum’s main page from simply The Tiger’s Den to something like Happy Halloween in The Tiger’s Den, but I had to work within a lot of constraints.  The religious right in our school district had forced our schools to abandon the celebration of anything called Halloween.  I couldn’t use the word itself, nothing labeled Halloween or Happy Halloween or anything like that, in the forum title.

	I did some research.  I thought maybe we could use All Hallow’s Eve, but that wasn’t allowed for reasons that seemed contradictory to each other.  Some people on the religious right considered All Hallow’s Eve as pagan as the term Halloween.  Other religious people outside the Catholic religion claimed that the Catholic Church had seized upon All Hallow’s Eve as a religious day and, therefore, strict separation of Church and State demanded that All Hallow’s Eve not be celebrated in public schools.

	Central High School and most of the schools in our district had solved their Halloween Party dilemma by hosting Fall Festivals rather than Halloween Parties, but I thought Fall Festival sounded too lame for an online high school forum.  Despite the Fall Festival title, by the way, most of the get-togethers with that title featured ghosts, goblins, witches, Frankensteins and all the rest of Halloween’s traditional thrills and chills.  The invitations sent out to the public, however, were pretty bland: mostly fall leaves and such, nothing to alarm those forever vigilant against pagan practices and devil worship.

	I thought about using Day of the Dead as a title, maybe even the Mexican interpretation, Dia de los Muertos, possibly topping the forum’s main page with the words, Welcome to Dia de los Muertos.  That holiday carries an association with the dead similar to Halloween; but it’s more real, more spiritual.  It’s a celebration from October 31st through November 2nd when the Mexican people actually believe that their ancestors come back to visit them.  I thought this sounded spooky enough to carry the general vibe of Halloween, while also providing education about the Mexican culture and a friendly welcome to the Mexican students in our high school.

	I took the Day of the Dead idea to Mr. Hoffman, as I felt pretty sure it had enough educational merit to fly, but it was dead in the water the second Mr. Hoffman opened his mouth to respond.  The Day of the Dead was a religious holiday, so we couldn’t celebrate it in school.  But, also, something I hadn’t thought about: many students turned to The Tiger’s Den in times of crisis and a greeting like Welcome to The Day of the Dead would be downright creepy and in incredibly poor taste to students arriving there to discuss suicidal thoughts.

	Sometimes I find myself so hopelessly tone deaf to emotional overtones, I wonder if that’s why I cut—to reconnect with my emotions, to just experience the normal feelings that other people experience naturally, without effort.  How could I have been so dumb, so insensitive to the students who turn to our forum with depression and thoughts of suicide?  Welcome to Dia de los Muertos?  Welcome to The Day of the Dead?  Seriously?  Idiot.

	I must have blushed a million shades of red in front of Mr. Hoffman.  I felt so incompetent, so stupid.  I feared he’d take the job of Art Director for the Forum away from me.  But he didn’t.  He remained completely calm, as though he was just advising me, acting as my supervisor, letting me know what was and wasn’t allowed at Central High School.

	OK.  I could work with that.

	I came up with the forum heading, Welcome to Our Haunted House.  The Haunted House suggested Halloween, while also carrying a meaning that those in trouble clearly understood at a very deep and visceral level: we are haunted by psychological demons that visit a lot more often than that one day of the year when others celebrate both candy and fright.  We lived with fright at the core of our beings.

	I received permission from Mr. Hoffman who received permission from Principal Lafferty to draw a haunted house in The Tiger’s Den, with ghosts flying up the sides of the forum web pages, pumpkins on the front steps of the dilapidated old house and other such stuff.

	As I got deeper into the artwork, I gave one ghost green eyes and, floating next to him, a little brother ghost.  I thought Brandon might appreciate the nod to him and Neil.

	Brandon hadn’t appeared to me since that night in September when he had explained to me about the amulet.

	As I worked at my bedroom desk to perfect the details of the ghost and his brother, I thought about Brandon and wished he would return.  I put the necklace around my neck.  Nothing.  No effect whatsoever.  The attic’s appearance stayed the same, didn’t change at all, even when I tried squinting at my surroundings to make them blur a bit.

	Brandon didn’t appear.  Neil didn’t appear.  Apparently, I was on my own in the world this side of the spiritual realm.

	For the rest of the time leading up to Halloween, I immersed myself in art.  The Welcome to Our Haunted House format, approved by both Mr. Hoffman and Principal Lafferty, worked beyond simply providing decoration for our high school forum.  At the top of the web page, I drew an elaborate haunted house with lots of intricate details: spiderwebs along the eaves and in the corners of windowpanes, a jack-o’-lantern sitting on the top front step with golden light pouring through the eyes and mouth of the face of Principal Lafferty carved into its orange skin—students really loved that when they discovered it, a witch’s broom leaning against a tree.  This caught the attention of a lot of students who didn’t normally visit the forums and some stopped by to chat.  Some confided problems they hadn’t shared before.

	Experiencing success with that, I turned my attention to Leotard Girl.  I created a scene in which she received the laser beam in her forehead.  She was sitting in class, daydreaming about some guy she had a crush on.  He was cute: blond, artistic type, holding a guitar.  Her teacher asked her a question about something really intelligent.  I Googled science news and came up with the topic of the Higgs Boson.  So, her teacher, Mrs. Watts, asks her a question: “Jane, what is the significance of the Higgs Boson?  Why are scientists so interested in determining if it exists?”  OK, technically that was two questions; but Jane Smith didn’t hear either one of them.

	Her teacher keeps asking, “Jane?  Jane?”

	The class starts giggling.  God, I know that experience all too well.  But Jane’s oblivious.  The thought bubbles above her head continue to flood with details of her crush.  He’s pretty muscular.  He surfs.

	Then, in the real world, Mrs. Watts gets really, really angry.  I decide to play around with puns about her name.  A thousand-watt lightbulb pops into existence above her head.  Laser beams shoot out of her eyes and pierce the forehead of Jane Smith.

	It’s a total accident.  The kids all run screaming from the classroom.  Mrs. Watts is shocked.  She runs over to Jane, holds her in her arms, shouts for the school nurse, looks up toward Heaven and asks what has she done?

	Several cartoon panels later, Jane wakes up in a school infirmary bed.  She has a small hole in her head through which a laser beam shoots out and shatters a glass of water.  A speech bubble above Jane’s head reads: I wanted that glass of water, very badly.  Now, what have I done?

	The next day at school, I decided to show the developing graphic novel story to Kailee.  She liked it enough to show it to everyone running the school newspaper.  They asked if I’d like to publish it as an ongoing feature in the school paper.  I felt very nervous about doing this, but agreed.  New chapter in my own life as well the life of Jane Smith, it seemed.

	Inundated by art assignments, I kept my promise to visit the local haunted house with Annie on Halloween night.

	Together, we went shopping for costumes at a local thrift store.  I had to use a thrift store because I couldn’t afford anything else, but going there was Annie’s idea, God knows why with her family’s money.  I was very thankful she suggested it and didn’t ask questions.

	We rifled through bins of masks and hats.  We both hated the popular girl costumes displayed throughout the store, little more than an excuse to dress up like a sexy bimbo on Halloween night, not much to do with being imaginative.

	Annie talked me into dressing up like Leotard Girl, although I hadn’t actually gotten to the part of the graphic novel where her entire superhero outfit was described yet.  I hadn’t even conceptualized her entire look yet.  Annie helped me make choices: red leotards, since I already knew those would be red, and a forehead flashlight to symbolize the laser beam blasted into Jane Smith’s head, the first of her many superpowers.  We found a blond wig that pretty much matched the length and style of Leotard Girl’s hair.  We picked out a cute red plaid skirt that would show off the leotards.  I knew I had a heavy red sweater and short black boots at home that would work well with the skirt, so that saved me some money.

	Annie picked out the most awesome witch’s costume.  It came with a wide-brimmed black hat studded with fake green gems.  At the counter while we were checking out, Annie found plastic fingernails painted with spiderwebs and bought those, too.

	On Halloween night, I sat down to eat pizza for dinner with my mom.  About halfway through dinner, she announced that she’d be going out to a party.

	“Oh, no, Mom.  I’m not staying home and giving out candy.  I’m not doing it!  I’m the teenager here and I have the chance to go out with friends.”

	My mother just stared at me.  She picked up a glass of water and took a sip.  Then she simply said, “OK.  Fine with me.  I’ll just put a bowl of candy outside our front door with a sign for the kids to help themselves.  Problem solved.”

	No fuss, no muss.  Wow.  I gobbled down my pizza and ran upstairs to turn myself into Leotard Girl ... even cooler, to pretend I had the normal name of Jane Smith.  Twist of fate: I become normal on Halloween.  One could only hope.

	At the last minute, after zipping up my ankle-high black boots and getting ready to pull a black jacket over my sweater because it was so incredibly cold outside, I thought of the blue amulet and decided to throw that on over the turtleneck of my sweater.

	I unlocked it from its protective compartment in my dresser and carefully placed it around my neck.  It looked fantastic.  The gem was so large, I figured everyone would just think it a gaudy Halloween trinket.

	I bounced down the stairs, ran past my mom on my way out of the house and waved goodbye before she had the chance to change her mind about how we were giving out candy that year.

	I met up with Annie a couple of blocks away from my house.  She wanted to meet up on a particular corner along the route to the haunted house in order to save us some time.  She also suggested we do a little bit of trick-or-treating along the way.  I was totally into that.  I brought along a ruby-red pillow case I had found in the walk-in closet of my bedroom.

	Annie was late.  I waited about twenty minutes before she showed up, enough time to give me the creeps.

	I hadn’t realized it before, but there were two abandoned houses on the block where I was standing.  They were huge houses, Victorian style like my own.  I imagined them in their heyday.  They were probably quite gorgeous back then.  The colors of peeling paint suggested one house had been lavender with pale green trim, the other house sky blue with gray and turquoise trim.  Both had multiple turrets and multiple chimneys and porches that wrapped completely around them.  They were in terrible disrepair.  A number of windows were cracked; a couple of panes had been blown out.  The porches were sagging, had rotted boards that were missing in places.  Paint was peeling everywhere.  The roofs had missing tiles.

	I tried to imagine what the inside of the buildings were like when two creepy-looking men exited one of them.  They were arguing with each other and pushing a girl in front of them.  She was about twelve or thirteen years old.  I didn’t like the way they were talking to her.  They were yelling at her and she was crying.

	I tried to explain the scene to myself.  Perhaps they were her dad and her uncle.  They had found her playing inside the run-down building; they were concerned for her safety.

	They were being awfully rough with her, though.  I felt uncomfortable watching them.  Something didn’t feel right.

	I looked away.  I wasn’t proud of myself, but I wasn’t sure what to do.  Thankfully, Annie came into view just at that moment.  I left my spot on the corner and ran to meet up with her.

	As we walked past the abandoned houses, the two men were pulling away from the curb in a beat-up van, the girl wedged between them in the front seat.  She was crying.

	While I was telling Annie about what I had seen, my blue amulet started to glow.

	Annie pointed at it.  “Holy crap, that’s cool.  When did you get that?”

	Stunned by the glowing, I shoved it under my sweater and just mumbled, “It was a gift.  I don’t know how to turn it off, though.”

	Annie laughed.

	We stopped at a bunch of houses along the way to the haunted house.  We got a bunch of candy, which was awesome and totally took my mind off the crying girl.

	When we arrived at the haunted house, I was impressed.  It was at least as good as the haunted house I had visited with Mary Jane, maybe better.  This one had actors moving around like zombies in the front yard.  They were totally convincing.  For a few seconds, I felt like I had wandered into the zombie apocalypse.

	An actor with fleshy-looking stuff on her neck was bitten there by a zombie who ripped it away and chewed on it as though it were real flesh, while fake blood poured down the neck of the actor playing the human victim.  Next thing you knew, the victim was zombified, stumbling around, biting other actors.

	I heard Annie say, “Ewwww!  This is fantastic!”

	It truly was fantastic.  We got in line and let ourselves be swept up into the crowd entering the building.

	Inside was even creepier.

	We walked down a musty hallway lit only by flickering bulbs.  It was completely silent except for the shuffling footfalls of visitors and screams from farther on.  We giggled nervously as we waited to discover the reason for those bloodcurdling shrieks.

	At the end of the hallway, we had to pass through a divided curtain.  As I parted the cloth, I saw only darkness.  I stepped forward onto something squishy.  Instinctively lifting my foot up and screaming, I slammed my foot back down and squealed even louder as a bright light snapped on to reveal a lifelike corpse hanging from a noose.

	Hugging Annie without even thinking about what I was doing, I then moved forward toward the corpse.  Annie started chanting, “It’s not real.  It’s not real.  I’m sure it’s just a mannequin.”

	A brutish group of burly guys pushed past us, cackling, “It sure looks real, though, don’t it?”

	Jerks.

	We stood still until they disappeared.  We let the house swallow them up.

	Inching our way forward once again, I stared at the corpse as we reached it.  Even up close, it looked real.  Scraps of light glinted from its bloodshot eyes.

	I tried to calm myself.

	A hand reached out and grabbed my shoulder.  “You’re next, my little girly.”

	I shrieked at the top of my lungs and went running down another hallway.

	Bats flapped overhead.  A few swooped down, touching our hair.  They sounded and felt completely real.

	Suddenly, the blue stone of my necklace glowed through my sweater with a pulsing beat, as though it were my heart.  It grew warm.  When it felt too hot against my skin, I pulled it out and looked at it.  The following words appeared, etched across the stone in black letters: “This haunted house is nothing.  What about the crying girl?”

	My hands shook.  My fingers trembled and dropped the amulet against my sweater.  It stopped glowing.

	The remainder of my time in the haunted house felt especially ominous.  Did someone in the house know about the crying girl?  Had they been watching me, following me?  How were they transmitting the message onto my necklace?

	In the last room, the group of burly guys pushed us around.  They were rough.  One particularly nasty guy tried to grope Annie, but she kicked him in the groin with her knee.

	We threw open the back door and escaped.

	Annie laughed.

	I looked at her as though she’d gone mad.  “Why are you laughing?”  I suddenly felt furious with her.

	“Because we’re out.  We made it.  We triumphed.  I kicked a guy in the groin and beat him at his game.”

	I tried to talk some sense into her.  “First of all, Annie, it was just a Halloween haunted house.  A really good one, that’s for sure; but it’s all fake, all theatrics.  Those guys at the end, though.  Their behavior was unacceptable.”

	“They gave us a real fright, though, didn’t they?”

	“Annie, whether they were part of the show or not, neither one of us deserved that.  That was horrible.”

	Annie stared at me belligerently.  “Yeah, and I stuck up for myself.  I fought back.  That was epic.”  She waited for me to congratulate her or something.  When I didn’t, she added, “Well, no matter what, it’s over.  Wanna go over to your house and try the Ouija Board?”

	“Sure.  We can do that.  My mom’s not home, though, so the doorbell might keep ringing with a lot of trick-or-treaters.”

	“Who’s giving out candy now?  No one?”

	“Yeah.  My mom left a bowl of candy out front of our house, but I’m guessing that’s all gone now.”

	“Ha!  Yeah, it was probably gone a while ago.”

	Back at my house, we waited for a group of kids to stop ringing the doorbell, then sauntered past them as they walked down the driveway.  I hoped we looked like trick-or-treaters to them.

	The youngest one, dressed like a football player, pointed back at the house and warned us, “Don’t bother going to that house.  A crabby old lady lives there, and she won’t open the door.  There’s a sign out front to take candy out of the bowl, but the stupid bowl’s empty.”

	For whatever reason, that really bothered me.  My mom was not a crabby old lady.  And I hated our house having a reputation like that.  So unfair.  Everywhere we lived, we carried a stigma.  Not fair.

	I pretended I was Leotard Girl.  Switching on the flashlight attached to my forehead, I aimed it at the little kid’s eyes.

	A girl about my age pulled him toward her and shouted at me, “Hey!  What’s wrong with you?”

	It wasn’t my finest moment.

	Even Annie seemed a bit leery of me after they left.  “Wow, what’s up with you?  That’s not cool.  He was just a little kid.”

	“Yeah, well, he called my mom crabby.”

	“Seriously?  That’s your problem?”

	That broke the ice.  We started giggling hysterically.  In between fits of laughter, I managed to blurt out the words, “Well, she’s always stoned.  How could she be crabby?”

	Eventually, I inserted a key into the front door lock, just in time to avoid a whole new batch of kids running up our front lawn in search of candy.  Zombies, all of them, I thought to myself.  Inside, Annie and I flicked off all the downstairs lights and raced upstairs.

	We took out the Ouija Board and asked it lots of questions.  Honest to God, the planchette spelled out: Happy Halloween! and Candy Corn! and Kids love candy!  And that was it.

	What the heck?  Even the Ouija Board doled out disappointment.  How could it side with the kids?  It was my Ouija Board.  Well, I didn’t care if kids love candy.  Teenagers love for their moms to give out candy, too; but that wasn’t in the cards for me, was it?

	Annie decided to go home after about half an hour of the Ouija Board’s nonsense, and I can’t say I blamed her.

	I sat pouting on my bed when the amulet started glowing again.

	I hung the necklace around a poster of my bed and fell asleep, soothed by the rhythmic blinking of its blue light.

	



	


CHAPTER 8

	The next day at school was one of the worst days of my life, and my life wasn’t exactly a collection of good days.

	As I sat in home room, trying to doze a few more minutes before the day officially started, someone knocked on the classroom door.  The substitute teacher, a super nerdy guy with no control over the class, answered the door, accepted a note, read it and looked over the class.  I guess he was trying to remember who we were from roll call.

	He failed.

	Looking over at the wrong side of the classroom, studying a smart girl with thick red glasses, he announced: “Galactic Shade Griffin...”

	Laughter.  Giggles.  Apparently, weird name plus substitute teacher plus (quite possibly) mischief-making hangover from Halloween equals resurrection of things that were hilarious to students on first day of school.  Math problem introduced and solved.

	I raised my hand, glowering at life in general.  “Here.”

	“Principal Lafferty would like to see you.”

	Class chorus: “Ooooooh...”

	Substitute teacher: “Class!  I will not allow that!  You know better than to be rude to your fellow classmates.”

	Challenge accepted by class: “Ooooooh...”

	Why were some people so predictable?

	My heart started to race.  I felt thankful that I had thought to remove my necklace from the bed poster and wear it today.  I had also put on a new pair of red tights which, as weird as it sounds, boosted my self-confidence and made me think of myself a tiny bit like a superhero.  Leotard Girl.  I decided I’d buy more leotards, mostly red, but in other colors as well.  If I wore leotards and the amulet, I could have the superhero ability to create ... self-confidence.  Lame.  Other people had it naturally.  Well, my self-confidence would be unbreakable; it would immunize me against mockery and people laughing at me.

	Just then, the amulet started glowing.  I quickly stuffed it down my sweater.  I felt extremely thankful that I had worn a blue-and-red striped sweater and the amulet landed within a blue stripe.  No one could see the pulsing beat of the gemstone.

	I tossed my backpack over my back, accepted a pass from the sub and walked out into the hallway.  It was mostly empty.

	I took my time.  I stopped in the girls’ bathroom, applied cherry-flavored lip gloss, brushed my hair.  I stayed there as long as I could, then ventured back out into the quiet corridor.

	When I rounded the corner to the Principal’s Office, my heart skipped several beats.  I must have stopped breathing, too, because my head felt incredibly dizzy.

	Two police officers stood outside the office, chatting to people on the other end of walkie-talkies.  As I approached, the officer with a moustache and thickly muscled arms, the kind you only get from hours of weight-lifting, glanced down at a piece of paper in his hand and then walked directly toward me.  “Galactic Shade Griffin...?”

	Wow, if anyone had ever pronounced my name with the opposite of hilarity and giggling, it was that man.  He had a seriousness of purpose about him, the depth of which I don’t think I’d ever seen before in my entire life.

	I knew I was in deep trouble.  For what, I had no idea.  My mind raced.

	It had to be for shining my superhero light in the eyes of that little kid.  I was sure of it.  Even rebellious Annie had been shocked by the meanness of it.  I had probably blinded that little boy.  Maybe he had stumbled into the street unable to see and gotten himself hit by a car.

	I pictured the scene.  The blood.  The horror of it.  People screaming.

	The police officer stood towering over me and asked again, “Are you Galactic Shade Griffin?”

	I kept my voice steady.  “Yes.”

	“Come with me.”

	He and his partner led me into Principal Lafferty’s office.

	The Principal smiled at me, which seemed odd, considering how much trouble I must be in.  “Would you like a soda, Shade?”

	Huh?  What?  OK, that made up my mind.  Lafferty was just plain weird.  He flirted with my mom.  He offered me soda when the police showed up to arrest me.

	Well, no sense in wasting a rare opportunity.  Either the amulet or the red tights had given me superhero control over fate.  That might not last forever.  “Can I have a Coke?”

	Principal Lafferty replied, “Diet or regular?”

	“Regular?”  It came out as a question.  I suppose I was testing fate.

	Principal Lafferty buzzed his secretary on the phone.  “Sophia, please bring me a Coca-Cola, regular, poured over a glass of ice.”

	When he hung up, he turned to me and said, “These police officers have some questions for you.”

	Mrs. Sophia Nelson knocked on the door.  The Principal handed me a cold fizzing glass of Coke.

	The police officer said, “Anne Marie Green is missing.  Her parents and several witnesses report that she was last seen trick-or-treating with you.”

	“Annie!  She went missing?  No, no, no!”  I started to cry and shake.  This was totally out of character for me.  I never cried.  I rarely showed emotion.  I bottled it up and released it in the blood of cutting.  Emotion was in my blood; it was never on display.  The release of emotion through blood allowed me control, not the willy-nilly nature of tears.

	I felt a stream of liquid run down my cheeks.  I tasted salt on my lips.  I looked up at the muscled officer.  His facial expression blurred a bit in my vision.  I couldn’t read him.

	I was completely vulnerable.  I hated it.

	The second policeman—a shorter, less muscled guy with red hair, freckles, the palest skin and light blue eyes—placed a hand on my shoulder.  “We just want to know the details of last night, to see if we can find her.”

	I gave them all the details I knew.  I left out the part about my abuse of Leotard Girl’s laser beam light, as that had nothing to do with Annie’s disappearance.  Well, not unless the group of kids I had pissed off beat up Annie on her way home.

	I put that thought right out of my mind.  I had to stay focused, not let my imagination run away with itself.  What was that thing I learned in science class?  Oh yeah, Occam’s Razor.  When you have two competing theories, it’s best to use the more simple one, not the most outlandish one.

	The more simple ... and, in this case, the most horrifying ... one was that Annie got kidnapped on her way home.

	I told the police officer, “It was so dark when she left my house to go home.  I should have stopped her.  I should have offered to let her stay overnight at my house.  I get so embarrassed by my mom, I didn’t want her to see nights at my house or my mom the next morning.”

	I didn’t realize it as I volunteered information, but I had probably said too much about my mother.  Police officers make notes about everything, not just the issue at hand.  And Principal Lafferty started looking at me real funny.  Then I realized: my mom had a job at his school.  Or used to have.  Who knew what would happen after I opened my big fat mouth.

	Well, the important thing was getting Annie back.  “Do you think you can find her?”

	The muscular police officer answered, “We’re going to put everything we’ve got into solving her case.  Her father’s an influential member of our community, a civic-minded businessman who’s contributed a great deal to our police force, our local hospital and fire department.  You don’t get people like that in your community every day.”

	So, that’s how it is.  Her family was rich, so people cared about Annie.  My family was poor and on the periphery of the community, so I wondered if anyone other than my mom would care enough to search, should I go missing.  And if she had been on a bender, would my mom sober up in time for my trace to still be warm?  Probably not.

	Thank God for my amulet.  I felt it grow warm against my chest.

	The policemen ended their interrogation.  After they told the Principal they’d keep in touch and left his office, Principal Lafferty gave me time to finish my soda.  He told me how sorry he was about Annie.  He asked me to report to him anything I might hear that might possibly be related to her disappearance.  “Don’t hold back if any new information seems insignificant.  We should let the police decide what’s relevant and what’s not.  That’s their job.  They’re the professionals in this case.  We’re all just amateurs.  OK?”

	“OK.”  I finished my Coke, just to stall as long as possible before heading off to class.

	As I walked down the hallway, I got tons of weird looks, stares, people pointing and whispering, like I couldn’t guess what they were saying.

	Just when I had started to blend in, to be recognized as one of the successful students, Art Director for The Tiger’s Den, artist for The Tiger’s Tale.

	Oh, no.  My heart leapt into my throat.  No one would ever trust me again in The Tiger’s Den.  No one would confide anything there ever again.  At least not as long as I worked there.

	If I was asked to leave, my life was over.  I seriously could not go back to being marginalized, to sitting on the sidelines once again while everyone else had actual roles in the school I was attending.  I could not go back to being a loser, to being invisible at best, a joke at worst.  I’d come so far.

	Thanks to Annie.

	Tears welled up in my eyes.  I wiped them away with the sleeve of my sweater.

	After school, I went straight home.  I told everyone at the newspaper and forum that I didn’t feel well, that I’d work on November and December artwork from home.  They seemed pleased enough with that.  I suppose I looked motivated, getting a jump on holiday artwork and all.  Technically, it was November 1st; but we had decided to keep up the Welcome to Our Haunted House theme until the first full week before Thanksgiving vacation, since it was drawing in so many kids talking about serious issues as well as silly stuff.  The haunted house theme had been a kind of watershed moment in making the forum a popular part of the school.

	I was fooling myself.  Everyone knew about Annie and the police officers.  I’m pretty sure they knew I wasn’t physically ill, although Kailee seemed to understand how devastated I felt and everyone seemed genuinely impressed that I planned to get started on the artwork right after Halloween and after everything that had happened.

	When I got home, I went straight up to my attic bedroom.

	I didn’t care how far I’d come.  I got out the bowl and knife from their hiding place in my nightstand.  I pushed up the sleeve of my sweater.  I took the knife and cut a nice straight line across the inside of my arm.

	Blood, sweet blood, dripped down my arm.  I held my arm out over the bowl, watched droplets fall into it.  Ping.  Ping.  Ping.  I imagined such sound accompanying their descent, like rain upon a window.  The bloodletting.  The letting out of strong emotion, the letting go, release of all that threatened my sanity.

	“Owwwww!”

	I flung the knife down and tore off my sweater.  I grabbed the necklace and pulled the amulet away from my skin.  It was glowing red-hot.

	A voice came from my cell phone.  “I cannot let you harm yourself.”

	Brandon!  That was Brandon’s voice!

	I screamed at him, “You are not the boss of me!  Get out of my room!”

	He started to laugh.  “Actually, it’s my room.  You’ve taken over my room.  I could haunt you and scare you to death until you finally leave, if I wanted to.  It’s not like that’s never been done before.”

	I started laughing despite myself.

	Then I gave him the cold shoulder.

	I washed off my arm and stuck a piece of gauze over the cut with tape, so that I wouldn’t get blood on my sweater.  I cleaned up the bowl and knife.  I cursed the blood mark on my quilt from where I had thrown the knife.  I scrubbed it out with a washcloth and cold water.  I put my sweater back on.  I took off the amulet, even though it had cooled, because I resented being controlled like that.

	Brandon tried to speak to me a couple of times, but gave up when I refused to answer him.

	When I sat back down on my bed, holding the amulet in my hands and gazing down at it, trying to decide what to do with it, Brandon started the gemstone to pulsing and sent the following message scrolling across it in black letters: I’m sorry.  Can we talk now?

	God.  He was like every other boy I knew: inept in relationships with girls, then calling them up or texting them to make amends.

	I smiled in spite of myself.  This was ridiculous.  Brandon the Ghost was using the amulet like a cell phone.  I wondered if I could “text” back on the gemstone and decided to ask him.  I spoke into the air, “Yes, we can talk now.  I have some questions for you.”

	Almost instantaneously, Brandon’s foggy shape appeared.  He walked over to my window seat ... his window seat, our window seat, whatever.  He walked over to the window seat, sat down on one of the gray cushions and folded his legs underneath him.  He looked comfortable.

	I spoke first. “Do you know what a cell phone is?”

	“Kind of.  I’ve seen you use yours a lot, so I researched them a bit.  You communicate with them, right?”

	I answered, “Yeah.  And it seems you can do the same with the amulet.”

	“I can.  It’s limited, though, in the number of ways you can communicate with it.”

	I glowered at him.  “One way in which I want you to stop communicating is by making that amulet get hot.  What are you trying to do?  Scar me?”

	“It won’t scar you.  It doesn’t work like that.  I can make it get hot when you’re harming yourself or when I want to get your attention to tell you something.”  Brandon paused.  “And, by the way, since when do you have a thing against scars?  When I first met you, you had quite a few scars on your body ... which I removed by healing methods from my side of the afterlife, just to let you know.”

	I didn’t know whether to be furious or thankful.  “Well, I was glad to see those scars go away.  Tattooing my body with self-inflicted injuries isn’t my goal in cutting.  But you have no right to do stuff like that to me without my permission.  It’s still my body.  Understand?”

	“I suppose.  Can I tell you a story?”

	I stared at him.  Something was up.  He seemed upset, intense.  “Sure.  Go ahead.”

	Brandon stretched his legs out in front of him.  I made a mental note to ask him later why he did that.  Did his legs need stretching?  Was that just an old habit from when he was alive?  Or was it for some other reason that helped his ghost form?

	Brandon launched into his story. “I’m not immune to suffering, you know.”

	That’s how he began.

	From there, he went on to tell me things that were difficult to hear.  “I was addicted to drugs when I was alive.  From what I’ve seen of your mother, I was far more lost to addiction than she ever was.”  He looked around the attic.  “This place holds painful memories for me.  I died here.  In the small bed you saw in that vision the other day.  I died with a rubber hose tied around my arm, heroin coursing through my veins.  My last experience as a living human being on Earth ended up being an overdose of heroin.”

	He stopped.  I thought I saw tears streaming down his face, but he had turned away from the light and I wasn’t sure that crying was even possible for someone in their spirit form.

	“But, even that image doesn’t conjure up the worst pain for me.  Something else haunts me much more than my final overdose...”

	He lay down on the cushions and stared at the ceiling, as though prying into the vault of Heaven.  His thoughts were far away.  “Do you remember Neil?”

	“Of course.”

	“He’s very special to me, my younger brother.”

	I interrupted with a memory of my own. “I had a dream about a little boy drinking something and falling down a flight of stairs.”

	“Yes.”  Brandon waited, as though pulling thoughts from the ceiling.  “That was Neil.  Up here, in what was then my attic bedroom, on a night when I was supposed to be babysitting him but was stoned clear out of my mind, he picked up a glass of whiskey and some pain pills scattered on a table.  He chewed the pills.  He drank the whiskey.  God knows why.  He was three years old.  The stuff must have tasted horrible to him.  I’ve tortured myself, trying to figure that out.  I think he was trying to copy me, use me as a role model.

	“After I passed out, he made his way out to the staircase and fell.  My parents found him when they came home from their night out.  He was unconscious and his neck was twisted at a frightening angle.

	“I was so out of it when I woke up, everything happening around me seemed surreal.  I was no help at all.  An ambulance arrived, lights flashing, sirens wailing.  Neil got placed on some kind of stiff board to protect his spine from further injury and the paramedics carried him out of the house, barely speaking to my parents, they were so concerned about Neil’s condition.

	“I knew it was bad.  I knew Neil was in trouble.  But, what did I do?  Ran back upstairs to clean up the drugs, so I wouldn’t get in trouble.

	“Neil was on a ventilator for two months before he died.  I overdosed before then.  Soon after Neil was admitted to the hospital, a toxicology report said he had alcohol and pain pills in his system.  I couldn’t deal with that.  I tied a rubber hose around my arm, found a vein after quite a few tries, and let the horse gallop through my veins.  Apparently, it was too much heroin.  I died in my sleep.”

	I felt overwhelmed by Brandon’s story.  I wasn’t sure I had the strength to deal with it on top of Annie’s disappearance.  I commented, “Your parents had two dead children then.”

	Brandon’s voice became very quiet.  “Yeah.  It was horrible for me to do that to them.  One minute, they’re enjoying a night out.  The next minute, all their children are dead.”

	“Wow.”  I felt angry.  He was more selfish than my mom.  I had lived with an addict my whole life.  Now I was stuck with a ghost addict in my new house?  Nuh-uh, I could not deal with that.  “OK.  So you’re telling me all this.  What do you want me to do about it?”

	Brandon sat up and looked at me with his brilliant green eyes.  “I need you to help me.”

	I stood up and paced the room.  “Oh, God, Brandon.  Why?  I can barely help myself.  I’m already looking out for my mother.  I’m trying to find Annie.  My own life is falling apart into utter chaos.”

	Brandon interrupted me.  “But that’s the thing.  We can help each other.  My earthly life is over.  I mourned that for a very long time.  But I can never have it back.  That part’s non-negotiable.  Once you’re dead, you’re dead.  You can’t have your life back.  Whether you’re as innocent as Neil or as guilty as me, you can never have your life back once it’s completely snuffed out.  But you do get to go on to some kind of meaningful afterlife if you’ve reconciled your life back on Earth.  For me, I have to make amends to receive forgiveness for what I did to Neil, to my parents, to myself before I’m allowed to move on.

	“Purgatory, what I’m in now, is horrible.  It’s the essence of a complete void.  And Neil, for reasons I don’t understand, is trapped here with me until I make amends.

	“I thought that healing your scars might be enough.  Then I thought helping you not to cut would be enough.  Remember when Annie urged you to summon your version of faeries while she summoned hers, and then faeries actually appeared?  That was me doing my kind of special effects from the afterlife.  I thought it would help you to bond with Annie and make a close friend.  But my deeds on Earth were bad, really bad, so I’m guessing I need to do more.  I think I need to help you find Annie.”

	I stopped pacing.  I ran over to Brandon and tried to hug him.  My arms went through him.  Once again, I had that wonderful sensation of something mystical passing through me.  I told Brandon, “I can do that.  If you help me find Annie, I can help you with your problem.  I would be so incredibly grateful.”

	Brandon smiled.  “Shake hands?”

	I smiled back.  “How?”

	Brandon had me run my hand over the surface of his hand, kind of like high-fiving a cloud.

	We had a deal.

	Over the next couple of weeks, Brandon and I shared a lot of information about our lives with each other.  We weren’t that different from each other, it turned out.

	So weird.  I was friends with a ghost.  Weirder still, other than Annie, that ghost was probably my best friend.

	After we high-fived, Brandon explained more about the amulet.  “Shade, I want you to keep the amulet.  It’s a gift from me to you.  You can keep it forever ... even if I manage to pass on to a place from where I can’t contact you anymore.  I want you to know that the necklace is a gift from me to you.”

	“Are you sure?  This necklace is extraordinary.”

	“It won’t do me any good on this side of the afterlife, though.  I wish I could keep it, but I don’t seem to be able to keep any material possessions.”

	That didn’t pass the smell test to me.  I thought he was lying.  I didn’t trust him.  “What are you talking about?  You still own all your previous possessions.  You’re still living here in your bedroom, aren’t you?  I don’t even have complete privacy in my own bedroom because of that.  My mom’s paying to rent this house and I have to share my room with a previous tenant.  For privacy, teenagers go to their room, you know?  I finally get a nice big attic bedroom and I have a roommate.  You get to use everything you ever owned in life.”

	Anger flickered in Brandon’s eyes.  “No, I don’t get to keep everything I owned.  You don’t pay attention, do you?  You get so wrapped up in your own problems, you don’t really pay attention to what’s going on around you, do you?  When I showed you another version of this room—the pale green version with the small wooden bed that had nothing more than a patchwork quilt and one pillow on it, a simple wooden desk and chair—that was how this room looked when I lived here.  All that’s gone now, along with most of my possessions.  A few things remain.

	“After Neil passed away, my parents moved out of this house.  Later owners remodeled the house and put this attic through huge changes.  It’s been a storage area, a rented room, a mother-in-law suite and a teenaged girl’s bedroom.  Lucky for you, you got the teenaged girl’s bedroom.

	“Here, let me show you something...”  Brandon walked across the room.  He pulled a bookshelf away from the wall.  Behind it, there was a paneled door, about four feet high.  He turned a knob and let it swing open.  “The bookshelf used to be bolted to the wall.  I had hidden the amulet behind a wall panel inside this closet, months before I died.  The necklace had belonged to me.  It had been my grandmother’s and she had bequeathed it to me in her will, but I always worried that someone would tease me for having a girl’s necklace or take it away from me because it was such an expensive piece of jewelry.  I worried a lot that my mom would take it away from me.”

	Brandon paused.  “My parents weren’t any better than your mom.  They were drinkers, always leaving me at home to babysit Neil while they went out to bars.  My dad could be pretty abusive when he was drunk and they were always broke because my dad kept losing jobs.  My mom stayed home to raise me and Neil, but she never seemed happy about it and drank quite a bit at home.

	“My grandmother on my dad’s side of the family was the most dependable and loving person in my entire life.  The amulet meant more to me than jewelry.  I was a masculine guy; I wasn’t about to wear the necklace.  And I wasn’t ever going to sell it, so I didn’t care how much it was worth.  The necklace meant love to me.  It reminded me of my grandmother; and my grandmother had left it for me, so it reminded me that someone had loved me.  I think that’s why, after I died, the necklace took on powers.  I have a theory that the necklace will lose its power to communicate after I move on from Purgatory to wherever I’m supposed to go.  I think that it’s been imbued with special powers to help me communicate with the living in order to accomplish something I’m supposed to accomplish.”  Brandon shrugged his shoulders.  “That’s my theory, anyway.”

	I wasn’t sure what to say.  I suppose I felt kind of selfish.  I’d been through a lot.  I was still going through a lot.  Annie was my best friend.  I loved her, even though I hardly knew her.  And she was missing.

	I wanted my brand new, huge, gorgeous attic bedroom to myself.  I didn’t want to share it with a ghost guy.  And I didn’t want the burden of having to help him make amends.  From the Afterlife.  From Purgatory.  I mean, come on, how weird is that?

	I wasn’t as gracious as I might have been, certainly not as gracious as I had been to Annie when she told me about her faeries.  I shared a little bit about myself, told Brandon how I had made up stories at school about having a grandmother who took me to Ireland, told him how much I wished I actually had a loving grandmother like his, and said I’d do my best to help him out.  I accepted the amulet, knowing already that I’d treasure it forever, and showed Brandon how to use cell phones.

	The door to the secret closet hung open.  I didn’t really care about it at first.  I think I was pissed off that my private attic space had so many secret things about which I knew nothing, it made me feel like an outsider.  I already felt like an outsider in my own family; I needed to feel like this room belonged to me.  I needed for Brandon to be the outsider.

	We went over to the window seat and sat around for about an hour or so, trying out different things on my cell phone.  I texted Mary Jane a message to show Brandon how similar that was to the messages he sent me through the amulet.  He laughed when my cell phone pinged and it turned out I had gotten a message back from Mary Jane.  He marveled at my explanation of how far away Mary Jane lived and how cell phone towers transmit messages.

	I teased him over his surprised reaction.  “You’re living in the afterlife and you’re impressed by cell phone transmissions?”

	“You don’t understand.  I was thrust into the afterlife.  I hardly understand anything about it at all.  I’m kind of lost, actually.  I don’t even know how to move out of Purgatory.  There’s no map or set of directions or anything.  But I remember my life on Earth.  I was alive from 1959 to 1975.  Technology was considered booming back then; but, from what I understand, it was nothing like what’s happening right now in your time.  When I think back on my own life, sitting around listening to vinyl record albums and talking on telephones connected to wires in the wall, your cell phone amazes me.”

	I had an idea.  “Music albums?  Oh my God, you want to see how easy it is to play music now?”

	I clicked into my playlist, then clicked onto Adele’s Set Fire to the Rain.  The song started to play.

	Brandon said, “Oh my God, is that thing playing music?”

	“Well, yeah.”

	“Wow.  What else can it do?”

	I asked him, “Did you play board games when you were alive?”

	“Sometimes.  I played them with my friends sometimes, and I played them with Neil.  I mostly played little kid board games with Neil, and I was teaching him how to play checkers when...”

	I interrupted him.  “OK, well, look at this...”  I showed Brandon some cell phone games.  He especially liked the word games.

	After playing a round of Words with Friends with Mary Jane, playing as if he was me, Brandon suddenly looked up.  “Hey, did you ever call Annie on her cell phone after she went missing?”

	I answered, “Yeah, a couple of times.  It went straight to voice mail, though.”

	“Voice mail?”

	“Yeah.  Ummm ... If someone doesn’t answer their cell phone, an automated message asks if you’d like to leave a message.  If you want to leave one, it records it for the person who owns the cell phone.”

	Brandon asked, “Did you leave a message for Annie?”

	“No.  Most teenagers prefer that their friends don’t leave a message because they have to look up those messages.  If I call and hang up, she’ll get a message right on her phone that she missed my message.”

	“What?”

	“Oh, never mind.  But I did try to call her.”

	“Did you keep trying?”

	“No.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I already called.”

	In the moment of silence that followed that answer, I realized I should try to call her again.  “OK, I’ll try again.”  I clicked her number on my cell phone and put the whole thing on speaker.

	The phone was answered in seconds.  Thrilled, I blurted out, “Annie?  Annie?  Is that you?”

	A gruff male voice came over the speaker.  He wasn’t talking directly into the phone, though.

	Then I heard a woman kind of pleading and crying in the background, although it didn’t sound like Annie.

	A few seconds later, the guy said, “Goddamn it!  Who turned this thing on?”

	And Annie’s cell phone clicked off.

	I tried calling it again.

	It went directly to voice mail.

	



	


CHAPTER 9

	At first, I didn’t want to admit it; but Brandon pointed out to me that I had to report my call to Annie’s cell phone to someone in authority.

	I thought the guy answering the phone with a woman crying and pleading in the background meant that Annie was dead.  Brandon pointed out to me that it didn’t mean that at all.  For all we knew, Annie had lost her cell phone and this guy had picked it up without ever knowing anything about her.

	We doubted that last theory, though.  We assumed the guy who answered the phone knew where Annie was.

	I decided to talk to Principal Lafferty.

	I wasn’t sure how that was going to go over and I wasn’t sure that I could trust him.  I wasn’t absolutely sure that he wasn’t friends with my mother.  She seemed to be working fairly regularly at the school, despite what I had told the police about her in front of him, but I wasn’t certain.  I tried not to keep too close a track of her life.  First of all, I had my own life to worry about and my own life was a complete mess with enough problems to keep me busy for a very long time.  But, also, getting too involved with my mom’s life tended to completely overwhelm me.  I had learned in both Al-Anon and Nar-Anon that I could be an incredible enabler.  A long time ago, when I was much younger, I constantly tried to help my mom out, to fix our family by smoothing out all the bad situations she created.  I cooked meals and made sure my mom ate, covered her up with blankets when she passed out on the couch at night, and called into work to say she was sick when she was actually too hungover to show up for work at the many jobs she had had over the years.  One Al-Anon counselor in particular had pointed out to me that my mom never had any real reason to get better because I constantly put things right for her.  Money was never a problem because Mom always seemed to hook up with a guy who supported her before our money ran out and I fixed everything else to keep our lives running smoothly.  At the same time, I managed to keep up with my homework and did OK at school.  I was a real fix-it gal.  You broke it, I fixed it.  Kind of like that.  But I never had time to excel at anything.  I wasn’t a stellar student; my artwork which I loved to create was never more than half-assed.  I could never concentrate on anything.  I was always pulled in a bazillion different directions, trying to pick up the pieces of our shattered lives.

	So, back to Principal Lafferty.  I guessed he liked my mom enough to keep her on as a substitute teacher at the high school, although it looked like she was no longer the primary substitute for the Art teacher who was out on maternity leave.  Another substitute, a young woman with wiry red hair and clothing that looked hand-painted, seemed to be teaching the Art class a lot more often than my mom.  I didn’t know why.  I didn’t ask.  None of my business, I reminded my enabler self.  Maybe my mom was still the primary substitute, but Principal Lafferty allowed her to call in sick a lot of days.  Maybe she arranged to no longer be the main substitute through the kind of shocking lies she had used in the past.  One time, she had actually told an employer that she had cancer and needed part-time hours to get chemotherapy.  Yeah.  And that boss arranged for her to keep the same health insurance she had had as a full-time employee.

	It had entered my mind that my mom might be having an affair with Principal Lafferty, although ... ugh ... I really couldn’t go there.

	My impression was that my mom was still a substitute teacher at our school, and mostly for Art class, because I saw her teaching in classrooms and especially teaching in the Art classroom quite a bit and, whenever I couldn’t get out of it, I actually rode to school with her, so I knew she was going into Central High School.  I just didn’t know exactly how often.  And I didn’t know if Principal Lafferty was too close to my mom for me to trust him with details of my life.  But I wasn’t going to go to my mom.  Or to the police.  I needed to talk to an adult.  I thought about going to Mr. Hoffman, but I suspected that every teacher would be required to report everything I said to Mr. Lafferty anyway, and I suspected Mr. Lafferty might be pissed that I didn’t go to him first.  The guy seemed to have an ego.

	So, the day after I had called Annie’s cell phone, I went to Mr. Lafferty and told him all about the creepy guy on the other end of the line.

	Mr. Lafferty called the police.

	I sat in the Principal’s Waiting Room, swinging my feet back and forth like a little kid, watching all the troublemakers come in and out, the secretaries answer phones and file papers and sometimes offer me a hesitant smile.

	I was so bored.

	I wished I had a way to communicate with Brandon.  I decided then and there that we had to fix that.  He could communicate with me through the amulet, but I had no way to reach him to talk things over or get emotional support, other than speaking into the amulet and hoping he’d hear me.  That had to change.

	As I was wishing I could turn on my cell phone in the school building to play an app game, two police officers walked into the Waiting Room.

	I immediately felt my heart start to race.  Police officers made me nervous.  I guess that my mother and I had been in so much trouble over the years, I always expected to be treated as a criminal.

	I also felt guilty.  All the time.  Accuse me of being a criminal, I’d probably fess up, even if I didn’t know what the crime was.

	One of the secretaries immediately greeted the officers and buzzed Principal Lafferty.

	The Principal came out of his office, shook the police officers’ hands, thanked them for coming so quickly.

	A police walkie-talkie spit out some clipped conversation.  The officers ignored it.  Nothing of importance to them, I guessed.

	Then Principal Lafferty turned to me and said, “It’s good you reported the phone call.”  My heart sped up so quickly and I probably held my breath too long, I don’t know, but I nearly passed out.  How I got into Principal Lafferty’s office is a blur.  I vaguely remember walking there, but in slow motion, like swimming underwater.

	Same for telling my story.  I barely remember doing it.

	At the end of it all, though, I remember, clear as day, the one police officer, the one with serious brown eyes and crew-cut hair, telling me and Principal Lafferty, “We’ll have to take the phone into custody.”

	At first, my mind played tricks on me.  I thought I had to go into custody.  I slowed down the words, tossed them around in my mind, then concentrated on the exact order in which they had been pronounced: We’ll have to take the phone into custody.

	Ah, OK, the phone.  Just the phone.  Not me.  Then I freaked.  My phone.  A teenager’s diary filled with personal secrets.  Worse than a diary.  It had all the stuff.  All of it.  The phone numbers of my friends.  God.  My mind raced.  Phone numbers of guys I had had crushes on and had called just to hear their voice.  What else was on there?  Websites I had visited.

	“Ms. Griffin?”

	“Yes?”  I looked up.  Serious dark eyes with the muscular arms and a billy club and gun holster hanging from his waist was looking at me.

	He reached out a huge, broad hand.  “May I have your phone?”

	I tried hard to keep my voice from cracking, so as not to sound guilty.  It came out really soft and weak.  I gave up my power, even as I asked, “Can I keep it for a day or so?”

	“No.  We need to take your phone into custody right now, to help in our investigation with the missing girl, Anne Marie Green.”

	I felt horrible.  Finding Annie should be my only concern.  But I balked.  “I could hand it over first thing tomorrow.  It’s just that ... umm ... I have a lot of phone numbers I need to copy down.  A lot of my friends ... umm ... I don’t know their numbers by heart, so ... umm ... if I could copy them down, I could still call them.”  I paused, then added, “Some of them I need to contact about Annie, see if they heard anything.”

	The other police officer played good cop.  He looked the part, too: kind of Irish, freckle-faced, bright blue eyes.  He smiled at me and said, “I’m sure your friends will find a way to contact you if they hear anything about Annie’s possible whereabouts.”

	I handed over my phone.

	Then I said I had a really bad headache and Principal Lafferty let me go home for the rest of the day.

	I walked home, to spend time completely alone, just thinking.

	I realized then the depth to which I would miss my cell phone.  I couldn’t text, receive calls, or listen to music.  My fingers got itchy.  I kept imagining I heard a ring or buzz and kept thinking that I felt a vibration in my jacket pocket.  I kept reaching in there for my phone to see if I had gotten a phone call.  It was like losing a limb or part of my brain.  It felt a bit like I had once had a computer chip implanted in my brain and someone had yanked it out, kind of like the sensation of having a word you couldn’t remember on the tip of your tongue but not being able to access Google to look it up.

	I felt horrible.

	All afternoon, I tried to think of a way to tell my mother that my cell phone had been confiscated by the police.  Although she didn’t take much notice of my life, I knew police involvement with our family would shake her up.  She’d have drugs to hide.  Not to mention how upset she’d be about the money.  My cell phone had cost a lot of money and there was no guarantee I’d ever get it back.

	I didn’t know if she was home or not, but the long walk guaranteed me some time before I had to face her.

	When I reached my house, I found it empty.  I had a reprieve.  I made myself a quick snack and then raced upstairs to my room.

	No evidence of Brandon.  I tried calling to him, but he didn’t answer.  I called his name directly into the amulet, but he didn’t answer that either.

	Craving some kind of connection with technology, I sat down at my desk and turned on my laptop.  I signed into The Tiger’s Den.  New discussions had been started.  A few caught my eye.  I scanned the topics.

	Then my heart thudded against my chest and nearly stopped.

	A student named Walter Jenkins had opened up a topic called: The Location of Anne Marie Green (Annie).

	For a second or two, I felt so terrified, I couldn’t think.  I sat with frozen fingers, just staring at the title.  All kinds of things went through my mind.  Walter was kind of weird.  Had he kidnapped Annie?

	I finally snapped out of my complete state of panic enough to click on the discussion title.

	According to the time stamp, Walter had just posted the topic half an hour earlier.  School had just let out.  Lots of kids were still in clubs and sports practices.  He had only posted a brief message: Does anyone know the location of Anne Marie Green, better known around our school as Annie?  I heard she’s missing.  I mean officially missing—her parents and the police have been looking for her.  The police interviewed me and my parents last night.  My parents are friends with her parents.  They go golfing together sometimes.  If you’ve heard anything, how about you post it here in this discussion section?  And to The Tiger’s Den administrators: Can you make this discussion sticky, so that it stays at the top of the discussions here?  Thanks.

	There were only a handful of responses so far, mostly along the lines of: Oh my God, I had no idea! or Yeah, I’ve been a complete mess since I found out.  There were also a few people who responded this way: Yeah, this is really frightening.  The police talked to me, too.  I miss Annie so much.

	I started to type my own response.  I had to keep deleting letters to fix typos from my hands trembling so much.  Then I realized that I was an administrator.  My low self esteem and years of being an outsider and failing at practically everything always kept me from remembering that.

	I deleted the sentences I had typed so far.  I changed the topic from The Location of Anne Marie Green (Annie) to Anne Marie Green (Annie) Is Missing.  Walter’s title sounded lame, like someone already knew where Annie was or like she was just playing around, announcing her location through Google Earth or something.  I wanted everyone’s eyeballs to see the discussion title, to be drawn to it like flies to shit and let us know anything they knew.  The more discussion, the better.

	After I changed the title, I made it sticky.  Then I replied to Walter in the forum discussion: Walter, thanks so much for starting this discussion.  Annie’s my best friend.  As you can imagine, I’m a complete wreck over this.  I changed the title of the discussion because I was afraid that The Location of Anne Marie Green (Annie) might lead people to think that someone was reporting her location, that she had been found.  I want this discussion to be an extremely active one.  I want lots of people to talk about any and all of the last places they saw Annie, places they know Annie likes to go, any possible clues in her disappearance, any of it.  I made the discussion sticky.  Great idea!  I think this discussion needs to stay at the top of the forum.  Thanks!

	Two seconds later, I swear, my computer pinged.

	Walter had answered: I’m so glad you agree with my suggestions.  Thanks for making the discussion sticky.  Nice job you guys are doing on The Tiger’s Den ... and The Tiger’s Tale, too, by the way.  I love your artwork!  This was followed by three emoticons, two smiley faces surrounding an animated smiley face with eyes popping in and out in surprise.

	That was weird.  Not very emotional about Annie.  Was Walter just trying to become popular by having his name at the top of the forum?  Was this just all fun and games to him?

	I pulled together the administrator parts of myself and just typed Thanks! with one smiley face.

	A few seconds later, someone named Phoenix Yarbrough signed on.  Hey, just wanted to say I’m real sorry about Annie.  We worked on some projects together in Social Studies.  She was a really cool, really nice person.  I’ll keep checking back here to see if I can help in any way.  If you go looking for her, I’d be happy to help out.  I was in Boy Scouts until I got too busy to keep up with it this year.  I know a little bit about tracking, at least in the woods.  When was she last seen?

	I sat at my keyboard and had a complete meltdown.  I cried so hard, tears fell onto the keys.

	I had a distant memory of fluid falling.  Oh yeah, I remembered the blood from cutting and how I never cried.

	My fingers trembled.  My heart raced.  I typed an answer: I was with her the night she disappeared.  It sounded like an admission of guilt.  I was so afraid that everyone would blame me.  If the police read this statement on the forum, they’d arrest me, even though they already knew I had been with Annie the night she disappeared.  If other students read the statement, they’d all blame me and shun me.  I’d lose all my positions on the forum and the newspaper.

	I banished those thoughts from my mind.  I had to tell what I knew.  I had to do everything I could to find Annie.  If everyone shared all the information they knew, maybe we’d come up with enough clues to find her.

	Oh, Annie, please don’t be dead.  Please don’t be dead.  Please don’t be dead.  I started sobbing all over again.

	I typed out a description of how Annie and I had spent the night on which she disappeared.  I told Phoenix about the haunted house, about the jerky boys who had tried to rough us up there.  I mulled that over.  I realized I should probably start thinking like a detective.  Everyone should be a suspect.  What about the guys who had roughed us up, especially the scary one who Annie had kicked in the groin after he tried to grab her?  Did he go after her later on that night?

	Then, oh my God.  Damn.  Once again, I remembered how mean I had been to the little boy trick-or-treating at my house.  Did someone in his group go after Annie, thinking she had been the one who shined a light in his eyes?  I typed about our run-in with the trick-or-treaters.  I edited my comment a whole bunch of times until it just said: We ran into some trick-or-treaters at my house that night, too.  Some kid was being really annoying, so I shined a flashlight I was wearing on my forehead right in his eyes.  Annie made me stop.  She’s always so nice.

	When I was done, I pressed Send.  Almost instantaneously, my comment showed up on the forum.  Before it appeared, though, another comment from a student named Sahara Clark showed up.  It said: Oh my God, how terrible!  I just saw her a couple of nights ago.  I saw her on Halloween night.  She was dressed up like a witch.  I passed her while I was out supervising my little sister going door-to-door trick-or-treating.  I tried to chat with her, but she said she was in a hurry to meet up with a friend to go to a haunted house.  Her costume was amazing.

	I replied to that comment, too: Sahara—Yeah, Annie was on her way to meet up with me.  She didn’t go missing until much later on Halloween night.  We did a little bit of trick-or-treating.  Then we went to the haunted house.  Later, we hung out at my house for a while.  She decided to walk home after that.  It was late and completely dark outside.  But I figured it would probably be OK because there’d be trick-or-treaters hanging around outside, you know the stragglers who don’t go home right away.  The next morning, two cops talked to me at school ... That’s when I first found out Annie was missing.  I’ve been beside myself, worrying about her.

	A few seconds later, I saw a bunch more comments pop up, including offers to help look for her if anyone decided to organize a search.

	I read every comment very carefully, twice.  There didn’t seem to be any clues in any of the comments.  I was the only one with information regarding Annie’s whereabouts right before she disappeared.  Obviously.  Duh.  She left my house; then she disappeared.  So, unless someone else chatting in The Tiger’s Den saw her between that time and the moment she went missing, I would be the only one with information.

	Maybe Annie ran away from home.  She was goth, so she was probably depressed deep inside herself.  And she had said that her family wasn’t as perfect as they seemed on the outside.  Maybe there were some serious family problems?  Although that seemed a stretch.  The cookies.  The perfect Stepford Wife Mom.  Of course, the Stepford Wives had some serious problems.

	I decided to give it a rest.  My brain hurt and my emotions felt at the brink of despair.  I thought about cutting.  I pulled open the nightstand drawer.  I yanked out the bowl and fondled it.

	While I sat with the bowl cradled in my lap, Brandon appeared, as always out of thin air.

	He started off by interrogating me.  “So, what do you have there?”

	“A bowl.  What does it look like?”  I slipped the bowl back into the drawer and closed it.  I changed the subject, with what I hoped was an accusing look in my eye.  “Hey, I’ve been trying to get you to answer me.  We don’t exactly have a fair arrangement, you know?  When you want to contact me, you make the amulet glow and get hot and feel like it’s burning me.  But when I want to get ahold of you, good luck with that, I can’t get ahold of you unless you want me to.  I’m kind of assuming we’re working together.  You need to help someone in order to get out of Purgatory ... which is a pretty big deal, I’m guessing.  But I’m not really feeling the help here when I can’t contact you in an emergency.  You said that making words appear on the amulet doesn’t work both ways like a cell phone.  Can we make it work both ways between you and me?  Or can we at least put a spell on something else that we can use to send messages to each other?”

	Brandon’s face looked sad.  “I don’t know.  Like I told you before, I’m too new to the afterlife.  I don’t really know how it works.  I’m sorry.  And what do you mean, you’ve been trying to get me to answer you?  Wasn’t I just here about half an hour ago?”

	I studied him.  Man, for a ghost, he was really stupid.  I always pictured ghosts as a lot more informed about stuff going on and a lot more powerful.  “Half an hour ago?  You’ve got to be kidding me.  I desperately wanted to contact you earlier today, but had no way of doing that.  When I told Mr. Lafferty about my call to Annie’s cell phone and the man’s voice in the background, he called the police and the police took my phone as evidence.  I was so upset, Mr. Lafferty let me go home early.  But tonight I have to tell my mom that the police have my cell phone.”

	Brandon looked at my computer.  Completely ignoring everything I just said, he pointed to my screen and asked, “Shouldn’t you change that?”

	I felt incredibly annoyed.  “Change what?  My mom?  Are you even listening to me?”

	“The Welcome to Our Haunted House theme on your school forum.  I mean, Annie went missing after going to a haunted house with you.  Isn’t that kind of in poor taste right now?”

	I felt even more terrible than I had before Brandon showed up.  He certainly didn’t sugarcoat anything.  But he was right.  I should have thought of that myself.  I decided to create a new forum design that night, to just stay up until I finished it.  The next theme would be Thanksgiving.  Lots of ideas popped into my head for that one.  I could design that pretty quickly.

	Brandon turned back to me.  “Can you get two cell phones?”

	“What?”  He was getting on my last nerve.

	“I don’t know how to create an amulet with communication properties for you, but I’m thinking that we should be able to communicate by cell phone if we both have one.  What do you think?”

	I started laughing, then got the giggles and couldn’t stop.  Communicating with ghosts in Purgatory using a cell phone?  The cell phone as an updated Ouija Board?  Oh my God, that was surreal.

	Brandon stared at me.

	Then the front door slammed.  My mom was home.

	I wiped the grin off my face.  I said to Brandon, “I don’t have time to discuss this now.  Gotta go.”

	I went downstairs cautiously, hoping to gauge my mom’s mood before talking to her.  She was humming.  She hardly ever did that.  I assumed she was happy.  I followed the humming sound to the kitchen, walked through the kitchen doorway and flashed my mom a smile.

	She was wearing a new suit, a bright yellow suit.  I wouldn’t have chosen bright yellow, but it worked.  It looked nicely tailored.  My mom had it on with black leather pumps, a black-and-white checkered blouse and a yellow scarf.  She looked ... normal.

	I complimented her without having to force it. “Hey, Mom, you look really nice.”

	She answered me with a smile.  Her lipstick looked normal—light pink gloss.  She wasn’t wearing eye shadow.  Holy cow.  “Hey, Shade.  How’s it going?  Would you like some tea?”

	I would have preferred a butler and some milk and cookies, but tea would do.  “Sure, I’d love some.  Are you having tea?”

	“Yeah, I was just thinking about it.  Does green tea sound good?”  As she asked, she picked up the kettle and filled it with water.

	Ahh, so this was another health-conscious phase.  “Sure, green tea sounds good.  Can I have some honey in it?”

	My mom opened the refrigerator and looked around.  “Here it is.  Yup, we have honey.”

	I waited until my mother had made the tea and sat down at the kitchen table with her cup to talk to her about my cell phone problem.

	“Hey, Mom, can I ask you something?”

	My mom set her cup down and played the attentive role.  If I was going to have my cell phone confiscated by the police, there could not have been a better time.

	She said, “Sure, honey, you can ask me anything.”

	Honey in my tea.  I was honey, too.  No, I was Shade, a shady character interrogated by the police.  My mind was falling apart into puzzle pieces of the me I used to be.  I felt a giggle attack coming on.  To prevent that, I just blurted out: “The police took away my cell phone.”

	My mom’s tea went down the wrong way.  She launched into a full-blown coughing fit.  I slapped her on the back until it stopped.  Looking alarmed and upset, she asked in a voice that cracked the entire time, “Wh-a-a-t?”  She coughed a few more times.

	I looked down at my cup.  Oddly, it had a smiley face on it.  I looked back up at my mom.  “I’m not in trouble or anything.  Do you remember my friend, Annie?”

	My mom answered my question with another question.  “Did she come over here?”  That was kind of vague.  I couldn’t tell if she remembered Annie being over at our house or if she was throwing me a noncommittal reply.

	I answered as though I believed my mother definitely remembered her.  “Yeah, that’s the girl.  She’s actually my best friend at school.”

	My mom played along.  “She’s your best friend?  I thought so.  So, what happened?”

	I explained all about Halloween night—except for the part where I played Leotard Girl Gone Bad, shining a light in that little kid’s eyes—and about how Annie went missing after leaving our house.

	My mom stared at me, picked up her tea and took a sip.  She put it down.  She stared at me again.  She took another sip.

	I thought I’d die.

	Then she just said, very calmly, “You can have another cell phone.  If someone kidnapped your friend ... what’s her name again?”

	“Annie ... Well, her full name is Anne Marie Green.”

	“OK.  If someone kidnapped Annie, it could be personal.  Or there could be kidnappers on the loose around here.  I want you to be safe.  You can get another cell phone.  We ought to order a replacement today.”

	I decided to test my luck.  “Mom, could I get two cell phones?”

	I saw a flash of anger in her eyes.  “Two?  Why on Earth would you need two cell phones?”

	“Another friend.  I want them to have a way to contact me.  They don’t have money.  They can’t afford one on their own.”

	“Money doesn’t...”

	I finished her sentence, “...grow on trees.  I know.  I just thought I should have a way to be in touch with all my friends right now.”

	That very afternoon, my mom took me to the cell phone store and got me two phones with two different numbers.  Boy, did I ever pick the right day to talk to my mother about the police.

	When I got back home, I gave Brandon a cell phone.  It was a pink one with purple flowers because my mother assumed my friend without a phone was a girl.  I found that kind of funny.

	Brandon figured out how to type on his phone using a stylus.  He floated the stylus in the air and tapped the touch screen that way.  Magic plus technology equals perfection, I guess.

	Brandon discovered that he loved a cell phone trivia game based on facts about the 1970s.  He also found Angry Birds seriously addicting.  After twenty games of snorting piggies, I made him turn the sound down.  Then I taught him how to mute the phone.  He unmuted it, said the game wasn’t the same without the sounds.  Well, he got that right.  It definitely wasn’t.

	



	


CHAPTER 10

	As we got deeper into November, Annie remained lost.

	I had changed the Haunted House theme of The Tiger’s Den to a Thanksgiving Day one.  In one of the smaller drawings, I even included a little girl in red tights enjoying Thanksgiving dinner, as an Easter egg find of Leotard Girl.

	The Anne Marie Green (Annie) Is Missing forum discussion became filled with comments and several leads for the police.  Lots of people thought they had seen her out trick-or-treating on Halloween night, but no one knew where she had gone afterwards and some of those sightings turned out to have been not of Annie, but of someone else dressed up like a witch.  One of the witches turned out to be a petite fifty-year-old mom hoping to get some extra candy for her kids.  The police were kind of pissed about that interview from what I heard in the rumors swirling around our school and throughout The Tiger’s Den.

	Around mid-November, computer whiz Kailee changed the streaks in her hair from Purple Passion to Shocking Pink and came up with an idea for strengthening the bonds in our student administrator group.  She suggested we form a club outside the school and meet in a kind of clubhouse location.  She asked if any of us had clubhouses or tree houses in our backyards from when we were little or if any of us had younger siblings with one.

	I thought right away about my attic bedroom.  It was perfect.  It had a window seat, a couch, a desk.  But then I realized: no way, no how were we meeting there.  It also had a ghost.  An unpredictable ghost at that.  A ghost who didn’t even understand the afterlife and how it worked, who could pop up at any second.

	“Shade?  Shade?  Are you with us?”

	I looked up.  “What?”

	Kailee repeated something she must have been saying, “So, what do you think about George’s suggestion?”

	My cell phone vibrated in my pocket.  I explained that I should check it.  I had a text from Brandon: What time are you coming home?

	Oh, my God.  You had to be kidding me.  Was I right or was I right?  We were never meeting at my house!  That was that.

	I turned to George.  “Ummm, what do you mean, exactly?”

	George explained to me that there had been a lot of foreclosures around town.  There were a few blocks where almost all the houses had been abandoned.  Homeless people were actually squatting in some of them and the police mostly left them alone.  “We could go check out some of the abandoned buildings, find one in decent enough shape where no one’s squatting.  It would be really cool.”

	So we decided to do that.  We’d have our own club in our own abandoned house.  We’d have fun.  We’d bond.

	After comparing our schedules, we came up with Friday after school as the best time to meet.  We decided to meet at a diner close to a block of houses on which so many had been foreclosed, homeless people appeared to be the primary inhabitants.

	The rest of the week dragged by, as I made it through one school day after another.  On Friday, the hands on the school clock seemed to get stuck.  When classes finally ended on Friday and the last bell of the week buzzed throughout the building, I jumped up from my seat and practically ran home, looking forward to the adventure of finding an abandoned house that we could turn into a clubhouse.

	We met at the diner at 4:00, had cheeseburgers and soda and waited until dusk to go out and explore the abandoned houses.  We thought dusk would be best for two reasons.  We figured we’d be less conspicuous under cover of sunset and nighttime.  We also figured more homeless would be returning back to the places where they squatted as the sun went down and we’d have an easier time telling which buildings were occupied.

	As the sun dropped from the sky, painting the horizon with broad brushstrokes of orange and yellow, we paid our bill and slipped out onto the darkening street.  Two blocks over, we began investigating empty houses.

	It took us a little while to figure out the best way to approach the problem.  Kailee had brought a flashlight, so that we could look into the windows to search for evidence that people were living there.  George had heard that many foreclosed houses still had furniture in them, pieces that would eventually go to auction, but for now would make a clubhouse incredibly more comfortable than a bare bones place.

	The first window we peered into left me with quite a shock.

	It was abandoned all right.  And inhabited by squatters, no doubt about that.  But it was what they were doing that gave me the creeps, sent chills up and down my arms.

	There were about two dozen people sitting or lying down on dirty blankets and sleeping bags spread out across the floor.  About half of them were asleep or passed out.  In the middle of the room, a scrawny tattooed guy with wild hair and a beard down to the crew neck of his T-shirt had a strip of tubing wrapped around his arm.  In the opposite hand, he held a needle that he plunged into his arm as we watched.

	Our flashlight didn’t seem to disturb him.  We weren’t sure why.  I’m guessing he hadn’t noticed it.  Nevertheless, as soon as Kailee realized what we had stumbled upon, she jerked the flashlight away from the window.

	As we walked away, we discussed what we had just witnessed.

	George was pretty upset.  He started off by swearing.  “Damn!  I hadn’t even thought about that!  Crack houses, drug dens.  Man, I do not want to get messed up with that.  So much violence involved with those kinds of places.”

	Kailee pulled herself together enough to joke around a bit.  “What’s the matter, George, you going ultra-conservative on me, all anti-drug and whatnot?”  She smiled and laughed, but her laugh sounded forced and her face looked pale.

	George didn’t smile at all.  “No, it’s nothing like that.  What we saw looked like organized drug use, meaning some serious drug sales are probably taking place over there.  I don’t like the idea of the potential for violence where we’re trying to have our little club meetings.  You know what I mean?”

	The smile on Kailee’s lips disappeared.

	I made my first suggestion of the night.  “Maybe we should start looking on another block?”

	George answered, “We’re probably going to find the same type of crap on any block where there are enough abandoned houses for squatters to go unnoticed.  I vote for just making sure we pick a house far enough down the block to not run into people going in and out of that particular house ... or any other building where we discover that kind of thing going on.”

	Silence followed.  Both Kailee and I nodded our heads in agreement.  What George was saying made sense, even though it made us uncomfortable and somewhat frightened.

	We moved five houses down and across the street to continue our search.  Shining our flashlight in several windows, we discovered two houses that had furniture and signs that people were still living there: fresh fruit on a table, papers spread out across a desk, TV still on, things like that.  In one case, a guy actually came out of the bathroom.  We jerked the flashlight away from the window and hightailed it away from there.

	One hour later, we finally found our first place that looked like a real possibility.  It appeared to be vacant.  There were quite a few pieces of furniture, which made it the perfect place for a clubhouse; but there were also quite a few pieces of furniture missing and a lot of dust, which added up to the realization that this house had probably been abandoned.  There was no For Sale sign on the front lawn, though, which hopefully meant that realtors would not be barging in with clients to see the place.

	George suggested our next step: search around the sides and back of the house to see if we could sneak in through an unlocked basement window.

	Kailee suggested something that should have been much more obvious: “Shouldn’t we check the doors first, just to see if someone left them unlocked?”

	George replied, “Duh.”

	So we did that first, checking the front door and then the back and another door off a small side porch.  They were all locked.

	Kailee said, “OK, George.  Your idea next: check the basement windows.”

	Unfortunately, all the basement windows were locked.  In the back of the house, however, we heard something banging as the wind picked up.  Looking around, we discovered that a first-floor window had been left open.  We studied it for a bit.  It looked awfully small.

	George volunteered a suggestion: “Shade, you’re kinda small.  Do you think you could fit through there and unlock the front door for us?”

	I did not like that idea.  Not at all.  And especially after what we had seen in the drug house.  But I wasn’t going to admit it.  “Sure, I could try.”

	George hoisted me up on his shoulders until I could reach the bottom ledge of the window with my hands.  Swinging my feet and legs off his shoulders, trying to push myself off the wall of the house and up through the open window, I fell a handful of times before finally making it through.

	I crawled through the narrow space, landing with my hands on the floor and then slithering the rest of my body from the ledge to the floor.  I stood up and looked around.  I didn’t hear anyone, so I headed to the front door and let George and Kailee in.

	We searched the house, top to bottom.  It definitely seemed abandoned.  There was too much undisturbed dust.  It’s interesting, the way human beings leave evidence of their existence.  It was all missing.  No tubes of toothpaste, no wet sinks, no smells of recent cooking, only a few ratty pieces of clothing in closets.

	We were happy.  We had found our place.

	We sat down on the living room furniture that had been left behind: a couch with stained and torn cushions, one recliner chair and a coffee table scarred with nicks and scratches.

	We decided to clean the place up a bit on Saturday, to meet there with mops and buckets and dust rags.  We decided that if any of the neighbors stopped to ask us what we were doing, we’d tell them we were a cleaning crew hired to fix up the house.  George pointed out that that should work, as any of the respectable neighbors would probably think the house was getting ready to be put on the market and would be glad of that.  They wouldn’t question us any further.

	



	


CHAPTER 11

	When Saturday rolled around, I woke up early, even before my alarm went off, which was unusual for me.  I bounded downstairs, expecting to eat breakfast alone, when I discovered that my mom was already up, drinking coffee and reading the newspaper.  As I entered the kitchen, she put the newspaper down and smiled at me.

	That was a bad sign.  From years of experience, I knew that probably meant things were about to change.  I hoped to God we weren’t going to move again.

	“Shade?”

	“Yes?”  I headed over to the toaster and popped in a slice of bread.

	“I’m going to return to Alcoholics Anonymous.”

	As I grabbed butter and strawberry jam from the refrigerator, I asked bluntly, “We aren’t going to move again, are we?”

	My mother looked surprised.  “No, why would we do that?”

	I slammed a knife down on the counter a bit more forcefully than I had intended.  My mother did not ignore it.  “Shade!  Watch out for that counter!  I can’t afford to replace those tiles!”  In a lower, calmer voice, she said, “There’s absolutely no reason why we would move.  There’s a perfectly good Alcoholics Anonymous group right here in town, at a local church.”

	The toast turned a nice golden color, just the way I liked it.  I pulled it out of the toaster and started slathering it with butter and jam.  Life was looking up.

	For about two seconds, that is.  My mother continued, “I’d like you to go to Al-Anon meetings again.  I was told there’s an especially great Alateen group here—you know, an Al-Anon group especially for teenagers.  I realize that my behavior has affected you greatly.  My drinking has affected both of our lives in so many negative ways, I think we both need help.”

	I set down my plate of toast across the table from my mom, opened the refrigerator door to grab some orange juice, and replied as nonchalantly as I could manage with the Sword of Damocles hanging over my head, “I don’t think I need help right now, Mom.”

	As soon as the words had popped out of my mouth, I realized they meant trouble.  One thing about Poppy Griffin that never changed was her weird combination of being fragile and narcissistic, all at the same time.  She was easily wounded when contradicted, but always insisting that her way was the right way and that included her way of attempting to run my life.

	I tried to undue the damage of my challenging statement before the Sword fell and I was forced to show up at Alateen meetings.  “I mean, I needed help at one time, Mom.  But I’m good now.”  I realized I should add some encouragement for not moving, while I was at it.  “Moving here was one of the best things we ever did.”  Oh no, I hadn’t just praised her for moving around a lot, had I?  My heart pounded and my hands started to tremble.  I felt pressure to explain more clearly.  “Moving around so much has been really hard on me.”

	My mom’s eyes went wide.  Oh no, I had insulted her.  I continued, stumbling along to prove I didn’t need to go to Alateen meetings, “Well, you know that, right?  That moving around was hard on me?”

	My mom started to become agitated.  I knew the signs.  Her lips tightened.  She got a hardened look in her eyes.  She started drumming her fingertips on the table.  Then she lit up a cigarette.  Finally, she responded with a very curt statement, “Of course I knew it was hard on you.  And Alateen could help with that.”

	I felt panic.  I pictured a silver knife.  My wrist bleeding.  My heart raced.  Working hard to keep my voice from sounding weak or shaky, I said, “But, Mom, that’s all in the past.  Moving here has worked out great for me.  I never want to move!”  There, I said it.  A vote for not moving again.  “I love my new high school.  I’m the Art Director for the Central High School Student Forum and I have my own cartoon strip in the school newspaper.  I have friends, really good friends, here.  I have a lot of support.  I feel good about myself for the first time in a long time.”

	I looked at my mom, waiting for a response.  I don’t know what I expected to hear back.  Maybe the idea that she’d offer to look at my cartoon strip, that she’d be the least bit interested, bubbled up in my subconscious; but that was only wishful thinking.  All she said was, “Your schoolwork won’t be affected by all those activities, will it?”

	I answered, “No, no, not at all.  I actually think I might be on the honor roll this term.”

	“Well, that’s good.  I don’t want you to end up like me.  I wish I had done better in school and went on to college.  Life could have been so much better for me.”

	And there it was, once again.  Hanging in the air like invisible poisoned fruit, waiting to be plucked from the tree and discussed.  If she hadn’t gotten pregnant ... with me ... so young, life would have been better.  She would have been a great success.

	Sure.

	And monkeys would have grown wings.

	And world peace would have been achieved.

	And Poppy Griffin would have stayed sober.

	Not buying it.  Not for a minute.

	I simply said, “Well, thanks for understanding,” as sweetly as I could.  And then I tried to eat my toast in silence.

	But my mom would have none of that.  She wanted to talk.

	Mom clutched her coffee cup in her hands.  Looking at me with eyes so sad they could shame gorillas into doing social work, she asked me, “Shade, how about you go to one teensy-tiny Alateen meeting for me?  Please.  It would help me immensely.”

	Teensy-tiny?  Seriously?  What was this, Alateen or Alababy?  Just to end that discussion right then and there, I agreed to attend one Alateen meeting.  That’d show her; I’d do exactly what I didn’t want to do.  Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever grow a backbone.

	Then Mom tried to get friendly, find stuff out about my life.  “Soooo, Shade, what’s happening at school these days?”

	I stared at her in silence for a few seconds, which felt like an aeon.  From the blank, expectant look on her face, it seemed that she hadn’t heard a word I had said about working on the school forum and newspaper and that I would most likely get on the honor roll this term.

	It also looked like she hadn’t washed off her makeup last night.  That was not attractive.

	I stopped staring.  I said, “Well, there’s a lot going on, actually.  Did you hear me say that I’m now the Art Director for my high school’s student forum and that I have my own cartoon strip in the school newspaper and that I’ll probably be on the honor roll this term?”

	She waved her hand in the air like she was shooing away flies.  “Oh, yeah, yeah, of course I heard you say that.”  She pointed to her head, as though trying to demonstrate that there were smarts in them there brain.  “I have a mind like a steel trap, you know.”  She laughed.

	“Yeah, good one.”  I laughed, too.

	She pursued the topic.  “No, I mean, anything else new?  Like with your friends?”

	I felt my head throb, as though a swarm of wasps were about to burst through my skull.  I swear I heard a buzzing sound in my ears.  “Mom, my friends?  Seriously?  You know Annie’s missing, right?  My best friend?  That’s been pretty devastating.  It’s all I can think about.”

	She brushed her hair away from her face.  I noticed her fingers tremble.  “Oh, sure, sure.  I understand.  I just wondered if you were hanging out with any other friends right now.  How about school projects?  Do you have any interesting homework projects right now?”

	I did have a short story to write for Creative Writing class, so I mentioned that.  “It’s going to be in the Fantasy genre.  It’s going to be about a dysfunctional family visited by a faerie.”

	At that innocent amount of information, my mother’s inner werewolf broke out, completely transforming her.  She stood up from the table.  She started screaming at me.  “What?  What are you doing, writing about a dysfunctional family?  Are you writing about us?  Are you?”

	I didn’t answer.  I felt silence might be the best policy for dealing with what I had been told in Al-Anon was the intense, irrational rage of addicts and people with Borderline Personality Disorder.  I looked up the definition online and, boy, if my mom wasn’t Borderline, she sure met the criteria.  Fear of being abandoned: check.  Impulsivity: check.  Extreme reactions, including panic, depression or rage: check.  And there was more.  She fit Borderline Personality Disorder like a teacup fits its saucer.

	That approach didn’t work.  My mother continued yelling at me, “Answer me!  Are you writing about us?”

	My left eye twitched.  My stomach felt like it was going to pitch the little bit I’d eaten.  I answered in a voice that ended up sounding like I was a little girl, “No.  I’m not writing about us at all.  My short story’s going to be about a really large family, ten kids or something, who keep losing all their stuff and fighting about it, and a faerie visits them and makes everything worse.”

	To which my mother responded with extreme rage and panic.  “Your teacher will see right through your story, Shade!  So will the kids in your classroom!  Think about the song, Puff, the Magic Dragon.  Everyone thought that song was about drugs, even though it sounded like it was just about a sweet little dragon.  And what about Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds?  Everyone said it was about LSD.  People aren’t dumb, Shade.  They’ll figure out that you’re talking about us!”

	And, with that, my mother picked up her coffee cup and threw it in the sink.  The handle broke off.  She then pulled the cup out of the sink and threw it outside into the front yard in the general direction of the garbage can, screaming the entire time.

	I died a million deaths, thinking the neighbors might hear.

	Then my mom came back inside and poured whiskey into a glass.  She looked at me and explained, “For my nerves.  Just until I get started back in Alcoholics Anonymous meetings.”

	Sure.  My attendance in Alateen would be a complete waste of my time.

	I went upstairs.  I grabbed a bucket, a bunch of sponges and a bottle of cleaning liquid from my bathroom.  Then I hopped down the stairs and left the house as quickly as I could, yelling back to my mom, “I have a school club project I’m late for.  I gotta run.”

	My mother came to the door and stared out into the front yard, watching me go.

	I walked to the abandoned house we were fixing up that day, rather than try to bargain with my mother for use of the van.

	As I approached the house, I saw it in the brilliant clarity of early day.  It was Victorian style, but more beat-up than my own.  That was saying something.  There were whole patches of tiles flapping up on the roof like flattened birds trying to take off.  There was a wonderful old porch that spanned the entire front of the house, but many of the vertical supports connecting the top and bottom railings were missing or rotting.  It gave the porch the appearance of grinning widely, revealing missing and rotting teeth.  Paint was peeling everywhere—on all the walls and turrets and on the front door.

	When I was about three doors away, I suddenly noticed that Kailee was standing on the sidewalk in front of the house next door, speaking with a woman dressed in a business suit.  They seemed to be in a pretty serious conversation.

	My heart sank.  That couldn’t be good.

	At that moment, my phone buzzed.  It was a text message from George.  It said: Come around the back of the house.  I’ll let you in the back door.  Try not to let the woman talking to Kailee see you.

	Always appreciating the opportunity to play ninja, I slipped behind a line of wildly overgrown bushes.  I followed that to the backyard and then walked quickly to the back door where, sure enough, George was waiting.

	Once he had let me in and closed the door, George said, “We actually have some really great news.  That woman that Kailee’s talking to?  She’s a realtor.  Kailee must have been feeling rather gutsy today.  She noticed that the woman had a realtor bumper sticker on her car, so she nonchalantly told her that she was thinking about buying this house.”

	My eyes popped wide open.  “Wait.  What?  This house?  Shouldn’t we be laying low?”

	“You might think so.  But Kailee got some really great news by sniffing around, asking questions.  She found out that this house is empty, actually foreclosed upon, but not going up for sale.”

	George was smiling, but I felt scared.  Why wouldn’t a house go up for sale?  Bats in the attic?  Huge rats in the basement, gnawing through the walls?  “Oh my God, George, was there some really bad disease here, like when the monkeys got Ebola in that laboratory in Reston, Virginia?  Is this house condemned?”  I covered my mouth and nose.  “Should we be breathing the air in here?”

	George started laughing.  “Oh my word, you have such a flair for the dramatic!”  After chuckling some more, he explained, “OK, it’s a terrible situation, but not for us.  For us, this should actually guarantee that we’ll be left alone from the powers that be.”  George’s forehead creased with lines.  He looked angry.  “I can’t believe that the banks are actually allowed to get away with this.  A bank foreclosed on this house after the family living here couldn’t pay their debt.  They had racked up a huge number of medical bills when their youngest daughter developed leukemia.  She was only four years old.”

	I looked away from the intensity in George’s eyes.  “Oh, wow, did she die?”

	George answered, “I don’t know.  That’s as far as I heard the conversation.  They were talking in the front yard next door, but then the realtor started walking to her car.  Kailee followed, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying after that.  But the bank’s apparently doing something else to that family that seems utterly despicable.  Apparently, a lot of banks have been doing this.  The bank owns the house now.  But they won’t sell it until the market improves, if it improves.  And, until then, the house is still in the family’s name, so they have to keep paying taxes on it.  They’re broke, but forced to take on more debt from continued taxes.  In the meantime, the house stands empty.”

	I didn’t know what to say.

	When Kailee came inside, she filled us in on the situation.  The little girl was in remission, but the family was now living in the basement of her grandparents’ home.  And they owed an unbelievable amount of money.

	We turned inward to process our own thoughts as we started cleaning the abandoned house.

	We all had assigned rooms to clean.  For starters, I had the living room and kitchen.  We decided that we should each work on two rooms at a time; then we’d decide which rooms to clean next.  George was assigned two bathrooms, one upstairs and one on the first floor.  Kailee was assigned a bedroom and an office.

	It dawned on me that I was excited about cleaning.  I usually hated it, but this felt more like setting the stage for a grand adventure and less like a chore than it did when my mom made me clean the house.

	The living room was easy to clean, especially since there wasn’t much furniture in it.  I took the cushions off the couch and vacuumed the whole thing.  I vacuumed the floor-length curtains.  Wow, were they dusty!  My nose actually felt like it pinched closed a few times and I had a bunch of sneezing and coughing fits.  I was also pretty creeped out by all the spiderwebs I found along the edges of the ceiling, on the curtains and lamps.  I sucked them right up with the vacuum hose.  I polished the hardwood floors until they gleamed and put new bulbs in the lamps.  I wondered to myself if we could find some ways to decorate the room without making it apparent to anyone with a key that there were people using the house illegally.  I shivered at the thought that what we were doing was actually illegal.  I did not think I had the stuff to survive jail too well.

	Maybe brightly colored throw pillows could be added to the couch without anyone noticing that strangers had changed anything?

	It was a thought.

	After admiring my own work on the living room, I started in on the kitchen.  There were some pretty gross things in there!

	Someone had left a package of bread in the oven.  Why, I had no idea.  Good thing we hadn’t turned the oven on without checking it.  We would have cooked plastic wrapping.

	Oh God, I suddenly realized that we had to be very, very careful not to accidentally burn the house down.  I suddenly heard the voice of my mother in my head: “I’m sure everything’s fine, dear.  You worry too much.”  Although that was in response to the lights in my room blinking on and off with a sizzling sound.  She seriously worries much too little, if you ask me.

	Anyway, the bread had grown so much mold, it had puffed out and expanded until the bag ripped open.  The oven stank to high heaven.  I gagged a few times and thought I was going to throw up.

	I ran from the room.  I darted into the living room.  I breathed in the clean scent of furniture spray still floating around in there.  My throat relaxed.  My stomach stopped retching.

	Trying to decide how to handle the horrible smell in the oven, I grabbed my purse and fished around for a perfume sample I still had in there.  Then I doused a strip of cleaning rag with it and tied it loosely around my neck.  I hoped the wonderful scent of roses would drift upward into my face; and, if not, I was prepared to slap the cloth over my nose as I worked.

	Armed with protection, I marched back into the kitchen.  I snapped plastic gloves onto my hands, pulled a trash bag out of the box and ballooned it open.  I tried to pick up the bread bag with one hand, but that only caused a lump of mold to ooze out of the bag.

	Oh my God, I was going to throw up!

	I smacked the cleaning rag—a long, wide piece ripped from someone’s old powder blue sweatpants—over my mouth and nose and took a really deep breath.  I worried the perfume might be too strong at that close range; but, trust me, it just barely covered up the stench enough for me to handle cleaning up the drippy mold and throw the poofed-up bag into the garbage.  I took the garbage bag outside right away and wondered where we could dispose of it.  It wasn’t something that would go unnoticed if we carried it back to our own houses and chucked it in a garbage can there.

	Back in the kitchen, I scrubbed the oven until it smelled fit for humans and looked as close to shiny as an oven that old can look.

	Then I opened the refrigerator door.

	Oh, my God.

	Someone had left a few bowls of food and a head of lettuce in there before unplugging it.

	Oh, God.  I slapped the perfumed cloth back over my nose and mouth until I threw away all the rotting food and had the refrigerator sparkly and no longer smelling like death.

	When I was done, I went to find my fellow comrades in cleaning.  Turned out they were just about finished with the rooms they’d been working on.

	It had taken us four hours to clean just two rooms each.  We decided to go get pizza and then return to clean out the attic.  We figured the attic and basement would take a long time to clean because there was so much junk in them, but we thought it would be fun to have those areas of the house for places to hang out in the future.

	We were actually able to lock the back door after leaving that way because I had found an extra set of house keys shoved into the back of a kitchen drawer.  I was so excited when they worked!

	We walked to the pizza place I had visited with Annie.  As we opened the front door of the restaurant, I felt such a sense of sadness wash over me, I thought my chest would cave in from yearning.

	Next thing I knew, my chest was also burning.  Goddamnit, Brandon!  I told you to use the cell phone!  It felt a bit eerie, like he had read my mind, when suddenly the burning stopped, my cell phone buzzed and it turned out I had a message from Brandon: Hey, where are you?

	God, he was worse than my mother sometimes.

	Well, actually, he was worse than a mother, but not necessarily my mother.  In reality, my mom nagged me a lot when she was around; but she wasn’t around all that much, at least not in a sober state, and she rarely cared what I was doing.  In a way, it was actually nice to have someone care about me enough to wonder where I was.  I texted him back: Having pizza with friends.

	Then it dawned on me: I really did have friends here.  A couple of live human friends and a ghost friend.  I hoped we never moved.

	Brandon texted back: What time will you be home?

	He was pushing it.  I texted back: I have no idea.  We’re working on a project.

	My phone buzzed.  I pictured Brandon typing his message with a touch of magic, stylus floating in the air.  His message read: I’m lonely.  And he had added an emoticon.  I chuckled out loud.  It was a little face with dripping tears.

	I joked back with him: Awwwww.  Stay there.  We can chat later tonight.  OK?  I added an emoticon with angel wings. 

	He typed back OK and added a smiley face.

	Apparently, I had modernized a ghost, introduced him to things in an era that had occurred after his death.  Life was strange.

	After a supersized pizza with everything on it and supersized sodas to wash it all down, we returned to cleaning the abandoned house.

	When we walked out of the pizza parlor, I saw the same homeless man that I had seen when I was with Annie.  He was once again sitting on top of a pile of newspapers.  And, smoking a cigarette, he once again had cigarette butts glowing red all around his newspaper stack.  I realized he must be one serious chain smoker, since all the butts still had a spark of life in them.  Sadly, I realized that one of these days that guy was probably going to set himself on fire.

	When we got back to the house, we headed up to the attic.  It was large, like my own bedroom except that this one didn’t have a bathroom or closet or anything; it was just one room.  There were stairs leading up to it, so it was basically an extra floor of the house.

	We looked around.  The attic had clearly been used for storage and a lot of things had been left behind.  I wondered why.  Were these things the family would no longer use or did they leave in such a hurry, they didn’t have time to pack them up?  I wondered if any of these things had belonged to the little girl who had suffered through leukemia only to be kicked out of her home by a bank.

	There was a dollhouse over in a corner that was still in pretty good shape.  I walked over to it, sat down and peeked inside.  All the furniture was gone, or maybe there had never been any furniture inside it.  But it had other really neat details.  There were tiny little kid drawings hanging on the walls.  I folded one over at the corner to find out how it had been attached to the wall and discovered that it had been stuck there with two-sided sticky tape.  The drawing was sweet: an apple tree, a sun, a stick-figure person picking an apple-red dot from the tree.  Inside the bathroom, a very tiny plastic doll of a baby was still inside the bathtub.  I pictured the little girl who had lived here missing the doll when she couldn’t find it in the things her family had packed up for her.  Or maybe she didn’t want that doll anymore; it was hard to say.

	Next to the dollhouse were three larger dolls and a stuffed bunny.  Maybe these were just old, discarded toys.

	I stood up and looked around.

	There was a busted sewing mannequin with some straight pins stuck into it.  There were piles of books, stuff in boxes, a card table with a broken leg.

	I volunteered to sort through the boxes.  I was curious about what might be inside.  Opening up the first box, I discovered old Christmas cards.  It seemed a shame that they had been left.  All the time that people had spent addressing them, all the time this family had spent packing them up and saving them.  Unless they had been saving them just for the pictures on the cards and then decided they didn’t need the pictures anymore.  Mary Jane’s Mom collected Christmas cards like that for a few years.  She put some of the best ones in picture frames in their house and they looked really pretty.  My favorite one had a Christmas tree with snow on the branches and little angels decorating it.

	I looked through the stacks of cards.  Some had personal photographs on their covers.  It seemed strange to me that these had been left behind.

	After closing that box back up, I sorted through the other boxes.  One held an assortment of tape: electrical, masking, Scotch tape.  Hmmm ... boring.  Another one contained all sorts of instruction manuals—for stuff like toasters and blenders and coffeemakers.  Yawn.  The next one contained a collection of old coins.  Whoa.  How anyone could have left that behind, I could not even begin to imagine.

	I vacuumed a corner of the attic and stacked all the boxes there.  I placed the mannequin in front of that.  I dusted off the dollhouse and sat the dolls up right next to it.

	Two hours later, we had the attic completely cleaned up and decided to head on home.  It was cold and dark when we went outside.  The moon was only a thin slice of light and it kept getting covered up by a blanket of clouds.  We pulled our jackets more tightly around us and walked quickly.

	When I got home, I found my mother all dressed up, looking at her reflection in the downstairs bathroom mirror.  She looked like she was dressed for dancing or something: black silk dress, high heels, necklace of white pearls.  Her makeup looked normal, kind of subdued, actually—red lipstick, foundation and blush, but I couldn’t even tell if she had on any eye shadow or not.  Definitely subdued.

	She rushed out of the bathroom and grabbed my arm, kind of affectionately and dismissively all at once.  “Oh, hi, Shade!  I’m so happy to see you!  I’m going out, but someone I work with will be dropping something off at the house here.  Can you answer the door and get the package for me?”

	Ah ha!  She needed a favor.  Hence, the friendliness.  Tired of arguing with her and glad I’d have the house to myself, I simply agreed to get the package.

	I thought she was going to hug me; but she rushed past me instead, calling out over her shoulder, “Thanks so much!  I owe you one.”

	Then the front door slammed.  And she was gone, out into the night somewhere.

	I made sure all the doors were locked and then flipped through TV channels for a while.  I watched a couple of music videos, then went upstairs.

	Before I switched on the lights, I heard weird sounds coming from my bedroom.  Oink.  Oink.  Oink.  Snort.

	There in the dark, a cell phone floated in midair, Angry Birds and their piggy nemeses fighting each other across the screen.

	I snapped on the lights.  Brandon slowly materialized.

	I stared at his vague form.  “What are you doing?”

	“Playing Angry Birds.  Waiting for you.  Why?”

	“But you were invisible.”

	“Yeah, so?  I don’t need to be visible for myself.”

	I thought about that.  “Well, I guess not.  I just never realized you could will yourself into invisibility.”

	He got out of the Angry Birds game.  “Oh, I guess you wouldn’t know that.  Actually, it’s more like I have to will myself to be seen.  Invisibility seems to be my natural state.  It takes a lot less energy.  It tires me out a lot more to show myself for long periods of time.”

	That surprised me.  I had never thought about it one way or the other.  “Is it exhausting?”

	“No, not at all.  Just tiring.  You know, like when you take a long walk or something.  It’s not exhausting; it just tires you out more than sitting in a chair, watching TV.  You know?”

	“Oh, yeah, OK, that makes sense.”

	At that moment, the doorbell rang.  My nerves already on edge from finding Brandon in my room in a strange state going from invisible to visible, I jumped.

	Brandon asked me, “Are you OK?”

	“Yeah.  I have to answer the doorbell, though.  I promised my mom I’d take in a package someone was dropping off.  I’ll be right back.”

	With that, I bounded down the stairs.  As I opened the front door, a bitterly cold wind gusted into my face.  I shivered.  I noticed that it was incredibly dark outside.  The stupid light next to the door sputtered and went out.

	There, standing in the sparse light falling on him from inside my house was a man who gave me the creeps.  I couldn’t figure out why.  He looked OK.  I thought he reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t figure out who that was.  I thought his name was on the tip of my tongue, but that didn’t seem right either.

	He pushed a small box toward me.  It had been sealed with rows of packing tape.  He told me, “Hi.  I have a package for your mom.  She said I could leave it with you.”

	I mumbled something, I totally don’t remember what.  I reached for the package and studied him: a short man, stubble everywhere a guy would normally shave, expensive dress coat, intense dark eyes.

	He relinquished the package to me and stared.  He wagged a finger.  “I remember you.  I’ve seen you, snooping around my neighborhood.  You need to stay away, if you know what’s good for you.”

	At that moment, all the leaves in the front yard flew up into a funnel shape and swirled around the guy like a tornado.  I felt incredibly frightened.  I slammed the door, hard.  I didn’t want the tornado ripping apart the inside of my house.  And I sure as hell wasn’t going to let that guy inside my house.

	I peeked outside.  The guy was screaming.  A tree branch was somehow floating in the air, smacking him repeatedly in the butt.  I mean, he was basically getting spanked by a tree branch.

	I locked the door and ran upstairs.  “Brandon!”

	I found Brandon rolling around on the floor, laughing like crazy.

	I felt angry.  “Did you do that to the guy at the front door?”

	Brandon stopped laughing, although he was grinning like crazy.  “Look out your bedroom window.”

	I peered out into the night.  Holy crap.  The creepy guy was being chased by an enormous black dog with glowing red eyes.  I pulled my window curtains closed.  “You know, you have no right to do that.”

	Brandon stood up from the floor and kind of floated over to the couch and sat down.  “What do you mean?  I was protecting you.”

	I felt my cheeks flush.  “Look, I don’t need your protection.  I can take care of myself.  I’ve been taking care of myself and my mother for a very long time.  I’m good at it.  That guy was a piece of cake.”

	I shivered.  I could not place where I knew him from.

	Brandon interrupted my thoughts.  “Hey, OK if I disappear for a bit?”

	Lost in thought, I mumbled, “Sure, sure, that’s fine.”

	I lay down on my bed and stared up at the canopy.  For the first time, I noticed distinct shapes in the lace: stars and moons.  Kind of cool, like gazing up at a white lace sky.  Clouds of lace.

	Then I remembered where I knew that guy from.  I bolted out of bed.  I started pacing around my room.  He was one of the guys who had pushed that girl into a van on Halloween night after I had met up with Annie.  Before Annie had shown up, they had been yelling at the girl and she had been crying.

	Oh God, oh God!  My mom was working with him.

	OK, OK.  Calm down.  Just calm down.  Breathe.  Breathe.  Take some nice slow breaths.  I tried to do that.  But I couldn’t.  I told myself that I was overreacting, that I had a tendency to do that.  I reminded myself that, on the spot, when the girl was actually being yelled at by the two guys, I had realized that maybe she had done something bad, maybe they were related to her and they were just reprimanding her.

	But the guy had threatened me tonight.

	I wanted to talk to my mom, warn her or something and ask her opinion.  I knew that wouldn’t work.  She’d never listen to me.  She’d probably end up telling the guy what I had said, and then I’d be in serious danger.

	I pulled the bowl and knife out of my nightstand drawer.  I locked the bedroom door.  I got ready to swipe the sharp blade across my arm when it was pulled out of my hand and thrown into the wall.

	I was mad.  “Goddamn, Brandon!  Knock it off!  I thought you were tired.”

	I dashed over to the knife and wrapped my hands around it.  As I tried to pull it out of the wall, it turned burning hot.  The palms of both my hands immediately blistered and turned bright red.  I screamed in agony.  I ran into the bathroom and ran my hands under cold water, shaking and crying uncontrollably.

	In the next second, an incredible healing sensation came over me.  My hands healed in an instant.

	When I came out of the bathroom, I saw the knife float out of the wall and into my nightstand drawer.  The bowl lifted up, did the same; and the nightstand drawer closed.  The hole in the wall closed up.

	And Brandon reappeared.

	I was so angry, I tried to pummel him with my fists.  I went right through him and slammed into a sharp corner of my desk.  Screaming in pain again, I went over to my bed, curled up in a fetal position and just sobbed.

	I hated my life.  I wanted to die.

	Brandon went over to my desk, grabbed a pile of papers and started reading to me from Leotard Girl.  She was talking about Mars.  She was saying some pretty cool stuff, actually.  She explained how some elements from the Martian soil had been woven into her red tights and had seeped into her skin when she wore them, giving her superhuman powers.  In addition to that, she could shoot a laser beam out of the third eye in her forehead when she became both emotionally charged and focused.  This power had been given to her thanks to an earlier incident with her teacher, Mrs. Watts, who had pierced Leotard Girl’s forehead with laser beams shooting out of her own eyes.  Turns out that Mrs. Watts was actually a humanoid robot who had spent time on Mars before the government placed her in charge of educating children.  They retired her from that job after the laser beam incident took place with Leotard Girl.

	Brandon put the pages back down.  “This is really good.  Galactic Shade Griffin, you have got to make a choice.  Either you’re going to keep destroying yourself or you’re going to snap out of it and take your life in a positive direction.  You’re hurting your chances for a good life.  You’re also hurting me.  If you refuse to let me help you, I’m not getting out of Purgatory.  I’m going to stay trapped in this netherworld until some later time when maybe, possibly some other person will move up into this attic room who will actually help me.  Maybe no one else will ever move up here.  Maybe I’m going to be punished forever.  What the hell are you punishing yourself for?  Do you think you’re to blame for the way your mother is?  Is that it?  Do you blame yourself for losing your Dad and other father figures?  Well, in continuing to punish yourself, you’re punishing me, too.  And you’re turning your back on your natural gifts.  You could be helping the world by giving them the superhero, Leotard Girl.  And who knows what you could accomplish with your writing in years to come if you get better and better at it?”

	He was right.  In that moment, I realized that he was absolutely right.

	It was stunning, actually.  I blamed myself for ruining my mother’s life.  She had gotten pregnant with me.  Her life had changed at a very young age, before she had been ready to be a mother, and I believed that I had wrecked the entire rest of her existence.  I admitted this to Brandon.

	He looked at me with sad eyes.  “She’s such an addict, though, Shade.  That’s all her own doing.  That has nothing to do with her getting pregnant so young.  Did you ever stop to think that maybe, for her, the pregnancy and the drug use ... and her impulsively changing her name to Poppy ... might be because she has some very serious problems with self-control?  Also, her breaking up with men and moving around so much?  From what you told me, her last boyfriend was a great father figure for you and she left him.  She could have stayed with him and finally gotten her life together.  She even had a job as a substitute teacher in the exact field she enjoys: art.  But she’s getting drunk and using drugs and not even showing up for work a lot of the time.  You’re pretty easy now.  You’re no longer a baby or a little kid.  You actually take care of her half the time.  She could easily get her life together now.  But she doesn’t want that.  She’s like self-destruction at high speed.  Let it go.  Let whatever irrational guilt you have go.  Save yourself and save me.  Please.  I’m begging you.”

	I shrugged my shoulders.  “Wow.  You are better than Alateen.”

	



	


CHAPTER 12

	In Creative Writing class the next day, Mr. Hoffman handed back the last assignment we had done.  I figured I had flunked.  It was a really tough assignment.  We had to write an entire short story based on one starting image: a little girl playing on the beach, with the sun shining brightly and waves in the background.

	We had read our stories out loud.  It was amazing how different they were.  There was horror: the little girl eventually ran into the waves and drowned because her parents weren’t watching her.  (Sadly, in real life that could have been me, except my parents had never taken me to the beach.)  There was science fiction: the little girl was an alien from another planet who had just placed foreign microbes in the ocean that would eventually wipe out entire fish populations and cause a plague to spread among the humans.  There were stories in the literary genre that were so beautiful and sad, I just wanted to weep.  And not only because they were sad, but because they were so well written, I despaired that I would ever succeed at having a career as a writer.  My story was fantasy: the little girl jumped into the ocean, turned into a mermaid and eventually missed her life back on land.

	A+.  I was shocked.  Mr. Hoffman always handed our papers back facing upside down on our desks.  I turned over the top edge and saw in bright red marker: A+.  Holy cow.  I turned over the entire paper.  Other students were free to look at it.  I was so proud of it.  And so convinced that that might be the last time in my life I’d ever have a grade worth showing off.

	After classes, on my way back to my locker, I decided to check out the bulletin board outside the library to see what had been posted there recently.  I was hoping for a writing contest or something.  What I found was much better: a part-time job for a high school student at a local newspaper, just writing little announcements and stuff; but one of the perks listed was the opportunity to learn about careers in journalism.

	There was a phone number to call.  I walked outside and called on my cell phone, my hands shaking so badly, I had to redial the number three times before I got it right.

	I managed to explain what I wanted.  And I got an interview!  It was for the very next day, right after school.  I only had to email my list of writing credentials to them prior to the interview.

	Good.  Only one night to obsessively worry about it, to sweat profusely and lose sleep.

	As soon as I got home, I emailed a list of everything relevant that I could think of: working on the school newspaper, helping to run the school forum, my work on Leotard Girl, and the English Literature and Creative Writing classes I had taken.

	The next day, school dragged by.  It was as if the whole day had gotten gummed up with some kind of sticky substance that was slowing down time.

	I was dressed up.  Everyone stared at me.  George and Kailee both stopped me in the hallway to ask what was up with me.  I told them.  They wished me luck.

	After school, I walked to a bus stop and took a bus downtown to the newspaper office.  The sign on the building read: The Daily Buzz.

	That was it.  The place where I would be interrogated ... umm, I mean, interviewed.

	I opened the front door which was made of solid glass.  A set of bells tinkled overhead to announce my arrival.  Very quaint.

	A middle-aged woman sat at a computer typing.  She looked up as I entered.  She had on a gray dress with white pearls, kind of plain, although she had red hair and was wearing red lipstick which kind of balanced out the blandness.

	When I told her who I was, a smile flashed across her face.  She stood up and came over to meet me.  She actually shook my hand.  I felt distracted by two tiny dots of lipstick on her front teeth.

	She introduced herself.  “So glad to meet you, Shade.  My name is Eleanor Sims.”

	All I could think of was The Sims computer game.  I had never thought of that as a real last name for real people.

	She led me over to her desk, wheeled over a chair and asked me to sit down.

	Then the interview began.

	Eleanor Sims read over the email I had sent her.  She asked me about everything I had listed.  She seemed interested in everything I had to say.  When we were done talking about my writing background, she asked me when I could start.

	My mind went blank.  For a couple of seconds, I had no idea what she was talking about.  When I could start what?  Then I realized she meant the job.  When I could start the job?  The real, actual job ... as a writer?  I let her know that I could start right away, at any time.

	She said, “Well, we’ve received emails from around twenty students interested in this particular job.  I still have a few more students to interview and then I’ll be letting everyone know our decision.”

	I thanked Ms. Sims for her time and left.  I felt devastated.  I figured I had done something wrong to change the course of the interview.  She seemed like she wanted to hire me and then she didn’t.  I had failed at the real-life Sims game is how I saw it.

	I planned to go home and mope when I received a text message from Kailee: Can you meet at our new clubhouse tonight?

	I texted back: Sure.

	She answered: Cool. 7:00?

	I answered: OK.

	Wow, I had some impressive writing skills, didn’t I?  In my everyday life, I wrote such lines as “Sure” and “OK,” real Shakespearean talent there.  I felt like such a loser.

	That night, after sharing Chinese takeout dinner with my mom, I headed over to the abandoned house that my friends and I had started to refer to as our clubhouse.  My fortune cookie had said: Take advantage of opportunities for new adventures.  Obey the fortune cookie, I decided.

	When we met up at the clubhouse, we decided we were all too tired to clean.  We decided to just poke around in the basement, see what was there.

	Something about going down into the basement of that abandoned house seriously creeped me out.  I guess it was the idea of getting trapped down there and having someone with evil intent come down there and find us.  We weren’t supposed to be there.

	I decided to tell George and Kailee about the guy who had showed up at my front door the night before.  I told them about the warning he had given me and about how I recognized him as one of the guys who had pushed a crying girl into a van the same night that Annie had gone missing.

	The information definitely troubled them.  They decided to lock the house doors, although they were still determined to explore the basement.  They wanted to see what was down there.  Curiosity killed the cats, all of them, was the thought that passed through my seriously freaked-out mind.

	Fighting a lump of panic in my throat and a hotbed of complete terror in my stomach, I slowly descended the creaking staircase to the basement.  When a cobweb brushed across my face, I started screaming.

	Then apologized to my companions.  Get a grip.

	When we stepped down into the subterranean level, it didn’t actually seem so bad, after all.  Mostly, the basement was just messy.  The house had a finished basement with carpeted floor.  It was fairly well-lighted.

	It was definitely messy, though.  It looked like a hoarder’s paradise: piles of boxes everywhere, stacks of newspapers, toys and dolls scattered throughout the rooms.

	We were trying to decide what to do first when George found an old Ouija Board with bent corners and stains.  He and Kailee decided they wanted to mess around with it.  I did not want to do that.  I wanted to get up out of the basement and do something else.  Something lighter, more fun—like dance or sing or play cards or something.

	Two against one.  We were going to consult the Ouija Board.  And, to make the situation even more eerie, they wanted to stay in the basement, turn off the overhead lights and use a lamp down there that had a dim orangish lightbulb.  It was a kid’s lamp, but it was weird.  It had a clown face on it that was completely and utterly creepy.  Who gives that type of thing to a kid, anyway?  The kid’s probably totally disturbed by now.

	A thought passed through my mind that maybe the kid was all grown-up.  Maybe he or she had revenge fantasies centered on that basement.  And tonight would be the night that they would take out that revenge.

	I shivered.

	Get a grip.

	So we sat down with the Ouija Board.  First, we spread out a rolled-up carpet decorated with a fancy Oriental design.  It was dusty, but really quite beautiful and thick and comfortable.  Then we unfolded the Ouija Board and set down the planchette on its slick surface.  Kailee and I put our fingertips on it.

	There was a red stain on the words GOOD BYE at the bottom of the board.  I thought it looked like red fruit punch a little kid might have spilled there.  George thought it looked like blood.  Kailee pointed out that old blood would be brown.  George suggested it might be new blood.  I suggested he shut up.

	George changed the subject.  He started a discussion on what we should ask the Ouija Board.

	Kailee dove right in.  She spoke directly to the Ouija.  “I’m guessing you saw lots of things down in this old basement.”

	Oh, great.  Saw lots of things?  Including evil things?  Gee, thanks, Kailee, for bringing that up.

	A shiver ran down my spine.  Goose bumps broke out all over my arms.  I swear my hair stood on end.

	Kailee continued, “We’re just hanging out here tonight and would love to talk with anyone who knows anything about this house, things that might have happened here, down in this basement or throughout the whole house.”

	The light flickered.  The clown’s teeth blackened.  His eyes sparked with dim orange flashes.

	I stifled a scream.

	Nothing happened on the Ouija Board’s side.  It did nothing.

	I yawned.

	All of a sudden, the heart-shaped planchette moved.  For a split second, I swear, the plastic piece vibrated with some kind of electricity.  Without thinking, I pulled my hands away, afraid I’d get an electric shock.

	Kailee screeched.  “What are you doing, Shade?  Put your hands back on!”

	I realized there was no electricity, no battery, nothing that could harm me in that stupid heart-shaped piece of plastic.  I put my fingertips back on it.

	Once again, it moved; but this time there was no buzz or anything coming out of it.  It just started spelling out stuff.

	First, it spelled out: What are you doing here?

	Oh, my God.  I thought I was going to wet myself.

	Kailee looked up from the board.  She looked at George and me with some kind of wildness in her eyes.  There was fear there.  But also determination, and that worried me.  I wasn’t sure if she’d be too reckless with what we were doing.

	She looked back down at the board and continued, “Like I said, we’re just hanging out here.  Just friends getting together.  We’ve been working on cleaning up this house, by the way.  Who are you?”

	George added, “Did you live here at one time?”

	Silence.  Then a strong gust of wind blew against the house, rattling all kinds of loose things outside.

	All kinds of loose things rattled around in my brain.  I suffocated more screams.

	Then the planchette moved.  It spelled out: Who are you?

	Without glancing up, Kailee gave the spirit communicating through the Ouija Board our names!  I figured she couldn’t look me in the eye because she was totally crossing boundaries and betraying us.  Or at least betraying me.  I didn’t know who we were talking to.  I didn’t want whoever it was to have my name.

	And they would never forget my name.  Oh, why oh why could I not have Leotard Girl’s Plain-Jane name of Jane Smith?  Why did I have to be Galactic Shade Griffin?  No one ever forgot that name.

	I piped up, my voice shaking like a tambourine in the hands of a drunken gypsy, “Now you know who we are...”  I glared at Kailee.  “...thanks to my friend Kailee here.  But who are you?”

	The planchette skittered across the board, spelling out: It doesn’t really matter who I am.  I need to warn you of something important.  There’s a girl who frequents The Tiger’s Den.  You need to tell her to stop coming into this neighborhood.

	I tried to figure out what that meant.  Me?  Kailee?  “You mean one of us needs to stop coming into this neighborhood?”

	My fingertips were pulled toward letters that spelled out: Do you know Misty Perkins?

	Well, God, yeah.  She was the cheerleader who had photographed her nasty, infected, self-inflicted cut and posted it in The Tiger’s Den under the name of Jane Doe, and then I talked her into going to the hospital emergency room, and then I found out she wasn’t actually Jane Doe but was the gorgeous cheerleader Misty Perkins.  I said, “Yes, I know her.”

	The plastic piece responded: You need to warn her to stay away from this neighborhood.

	After that, the planchette refused to move except to slide a fingertip’s width at a time due to our hands trembling from trying to hold them on top of the plastic piece for so long.

	George suggested we call it quits.  We gladly agreed.

	Going back upstairs, we tried to decide if we should say anything to Misty.  We decided we shouldn’t.  Kailee pointed out that we’d probably just sound nuts.  “Ummm, yeah, an old Ouija Board told us to warn you to stay out of its neighborhood.”

	We had a good laugh over that.

	The next day, we heard news circulating quickly throughout our high school.  Misty Perkins, the cheerleader, was missing.  Her parents had reported it to the police last night.

	



	


CHAPTER 13

	I received a voice mail on my cell phone sometime in the morning while I was in class.  It informed me that I had gotten the job at The Daily Buzz.

	At lunchtime, I stepped outside a set of back doors in our school and returned the call.  I played the role of best actress in the world, squashing down my horror at the news that Misty Perkins had gone missing after a Ouija Board had warned us that we should protect her.  I just acted out the lines I wanted to say about how happy I was to get the job, when do I start, all that good stuff.

	I was to start my job one week later.

	Shortly after making the call, I found myself in the lunchroom.  I didn’t actually remember going there.  I must have wandered, with my brain on autopilot, through the halls and into the noisy cafeteria at the scheduled time.  My mind was on Misty Perkins and the Ouija Board.

	I grabbed a sandwich and a bottle of water.  I sat down at a table filled with noisy, chatting, laughing students.  I remained lost in thought. 

	It dawned on me that we should have listened to the telepathic spirit that had tried to reach us through the planchette.  I felt extremely guilty.

	It was so weird.  Somehow, a ghost had communicated with us through a heart-shaped piece of plastic with a little window in it that hovered above letters of the alphabet, painstakingly spelling out one word at a time.

	I thought back to the time that Annie and I had consulted the Ouija Board at my house.  What had it spelled out?  Basically innocuous stuff like Happy Halloween! and Candy Corn! and Kids love candy!  But it did seem to know that it was Halloween night, and that was weird.  And then Annie went missing.

	Was a ghost from the beyond kidnapping students?

	Oh.  My.  God.  A ghost!  I should ask Brandon about that.  Did every ghost know all the other ghosts?  Could he figure out what was going on?

	I got up from the lunch table.  Still on autopilot, as though my body was a marionette being moved along by something greater than myself pulling all the strings, I ended up in the nurse’s office.  I complained of the worst headache and the worst cramps ever, as if I were experiencing the prelude to a monster storm of a period, the likes of which no human female had ever before experienced.  I even managed to shed a few tears, although I suspect those tears were for Annie and Misty.

	The nurse gave me some Tylenol capsules and sent me home.

	Yaaay, periods.  They were the best excuse ever for getting out of stuff with grown-ups.  I mean, as long as you didn’t report a period lasting a month or anything.  But, even then, periods could be highly irregular and that worked to my advantage.  This period in particular ... not that I actually had my period that day ... but this particular made-up period was going to be quite irregular.  I had one week before my job at The Daily Buzz started.  Before then, I needed time to talk to Brandon and figure out how the hell I could search for Annie and Misty.

	When I got home, I bolted up the stairs, two at a time.  I slammed and locked the door to my bedroom.  I got the amulet out of the dresser drawer where I had left it that morning.  Clutching it in my hands, I sat on my bed and called out to Brandon.

	Five minutes later, I was still waiting.  Brandon was nowhere to be seen.  Well, at least not by living, breathing humans.  I wondered what his world was like, how Purgatory looked and felt to him when he disappeared into it.

	My cell phone buzzed.  I practically jumped out of my skin, I was so on edge.

	It was a text message from Brandon.  Oh, for God’s sake.  I typed a response: Where the hell are you?  I thought better of it.  I deleted the word hell.  He was in Purgatory; he might not like the implication of the word hell.

	I waited eleven whole minutes.  He never answered.  He just materialized in front of me, this time green eyes first, then his foggy form.  It was disconcerting, to say the least, to have a pair of green eyes just floating in front of me, staring.

	When his cloud body had formed, Brandon smiled.

	I did not smile back.

	He knew something was wrong.  The smile faded from his face.  He asked me what was going on.

	I explained about Misty Perkins.

	Brandon floated over to the couch and sat down.  “I have an idea.  I found my grandmother in the afterlife.  I could talk to her, see if she could help.”

	I gave Brandon a hopeful look.  “You found your grandmother?  How?  Where is she, exactly?”

	Brandon looked kind of glum.  “Well, that’s the thing.  She appeared to me.  I guess, actually, she found me.  I don’t understand the afterlife well enough to know where she is or how to see her again.”

	Jumping off my bed, I sat down next to Brandon.  Taking his hand in mine, I felt a sudden surge of ecstasy.  It scared me, so I just squeezed his hand, which resulted in my hand sinking into a cloudiness from which I pulled back.  Awkward.  Then I got serious about the issues at hand.  “Brandon, we should have a séance.”

	He laughed.  “A what?”

	I felt myself getting ready to pout.  I felt too vulnerable to be mocked by him, especially with Annie and Misty missing.  “A séance.  You know, where you contact the dead.”

	He laughed again, even more enthusiastically this time.  “Shade, I am the dead!  Remember?”

	I felt like an idiot.  “Ummm, yeah, I realize that.  But you don’t know how to reach your grandmother.  I thought I could try to contact her.  She might appear to me, especially if she knows you’re here with me, and then we can talk to her.”

	“I guess that might work.”

	I said, “I’d like to use the Ouija Board.  Somehow, when I was with Annie on Halloween, a spirit communicating through my Ouija Board knew what night it was.  It spelled out: Happy Halloween! and Candy Corn! and Kids love candy!  Then, last night, I went to an abandoned house that I’m fixing up with two of my friends.  We found a Ouija Board in the basement.  We talked to it.  It told us to warn another student named Misty Perkins to stay away from the neighborhood where that house is.  And guess what?  Today, we found out that Misty Perkins is missing!”

	Brandon turned to me, concern in those brilliant green eyes of his.  “Shade, if you were warned that Misty should stay out of that neighborhood, shouldn’t you stay out of it, too?”

	I shook my head no.  “People go missing in lots of different places.  Maybe Misty had an enemy there, or maybe she has an abusive boyfriend who kidnapped her or something.  That’s why I want to talk to your grandmother.  Maybe she sees things happening here on Earth from wherever she is.  Maybe she could help us out.”

	Brandon decided to go along with my idea.  We got out the Ouija Board and placed it on my desk.  Then we sat down across from each other and placed our fingertips on the planchette.  I hoped it would work.  Brandon’s fingers were lighter than air, literally.

	Brandon told me his grandmother’s name: Harper Yates.  Wow, Harper?  I loved that name!

	Brandon suggested I try to contact her.  So I tried.  For twenty-two long, agonizing minutes, I tried.  I kept saying things like, “Mrs. Yates ... Mrs. Yates ... I’m with your grandson, Brandon, who’s in Purgatory now.  We need your help.”  But there was no answer.  My arms started cramping up and my fingers started shaking so badly, I was causing the planchette to skitter around the area where we had placed it.

	Brandon said, “It’s trying to zip down to the GOOD BYE section, I know it.  Even my own grandmother doesn’t want to see me anymore.  I’m a horrible person!  I don’t blame her at all.  I killed my brother; I killed myself.  I totally messed up my parents’ lives...”

	I interrupted him.  “I don’t think that’s true...”

	Brandon’s green eyes glowed in a menacing way.  I felt scared.  I couldn’t read him precisely.  I wanted to look at his overall body language, but he didn’t have an actual body.  It looked to me like the cloud substance resembling his human form was turning darker, going from white fog to more of a storm cloud in appearance.  It had more gray and black in it and the edges of it were tattering, disintegrating.  I wasn’t sure what I wanted more: for him to not implode and disappear forever or for him to do exactly that because his darkening presence was frightening me so badly.  Really, I wanted him to calm down.

	I tried a different approach.  “Brandon, let’s try it again.  Can I ask your grandmother for help, maybe tell her how incredibly helpful and kind you’ve been?”

	With an electrical popping sound, Brandon’s shape, all of him, completely disappeared.  A wind tore through the room, sweeping papers off my desk.  Damn, Leotard Girl was forever taking a beating, first from faeries and now from a belligerently angry ghost!  With a loud cracking sound, the rods holding up the curtains behind my window seat snapped in pieces.  The curtains fell to the cushions and onto the floor.

	I was so confused.  I felt angry, sad, frightened and on the verge of screaming when something very strange happened.

	The curtains flew back into their proper place.  The scattered papers lifted up, like flat paper airplanes that had never been folded, took off and flew back onto my desk.  They landed in a neat pile.  I swear Leotard Girl winked with a twinkle in her eye as she whipped past me.

	Feeling breathless and light-headed, I thought I was imagining it when a grandmotherly-looking cloud shape appeared before me.  She had the same feathery, hazy appearance that Brandon had, except her substance was lit with bright light, kind of like when the sun shines through clouds.  Her eyes were sky blue and sparkled like polished gems.

	She laid her hands on top of my head.  I felt a warm glow begin at that spot and radiate throughout my body.  I felt completely at peace with myself and the world.

	She spoke in a remarkably calm voice.  “Hello, my child, how may I help you?”

	It took me a few seconds to regain enough composure to speak.  “Who are you?”

	The cloud shape sat down on my couch.  “Why, I’m Brandon’s grandmother, dear.  Weren’t you both calling me?”  She looked around the room, spotted the Ouija Board and added, “...through that board over there?”

	My brain felt completely muddled with confusion.  “Well, yes.  But you didn’t answer ... So, Brandon left.”  I didn’t know if I should tell her that her grandson had popped into oblivion.  I didn’t actually know what he had done or where he had gone.  Had he just disappeared?  Or had he destroyed himself, somehow?  Was that even possible in the spirit world?

	His grandmother tapped her feathery fingers on the couch.  “Oh, my.  Brandon, Brandon, Brandon...”  She stared off into space for what seemed like an eternity.  Was she seeing something?  Someone?  Was she seeing Brandon?  Communicating with him?  Or just thinking?  Did ghosts get lost in thought?

	I decided not to interrupt her.

	She turned her gaze back toward me.  Those bright blue eyes were mesmerizing.  She said to me, “Brandon has always been so impatient.  Had he given his life time to straighten out, he would never have turned to drugs or killed himself.  He never gave things time.  And I see he hasn’t changed.  A ghost can’t just call out to another ghost and think they can appear before them in an instant.  I have other things to do and other people I’m watching over.”

	I wasn’t sure what to say.  I felt self-conscious and awkward.  I ventured a response, “I have no idea how this works.  Are you assigned specific people to watch over?  Do you see them all the time?”

	She laughed gently.  “No, not exactly.  Don’t feel badly.  We ghosts on the other side don’t completely understand how everything works either.  We watch over ... or I should say, I and some other spirits I’ve run into watch over ... several other beings.  Sometimes we guide and protect the living; sometimes we’re responsible for guiding those who have died but are still at a lower level of spiritual actualization.”

	I interrupted her without thinking.  “Spiritual actualization?”

	She laughed again.  “My words, not a term in a handbook or anything.  Now that I hear you repeat that phrase, it sounds like I’m referring to a self help guidebook for the deceased or something.”  She stood up and gave me a hug.  It was the most magnificently comforting hug in the world.  In my soul, I felt like a baby swaddled in blankets.  Surrounding Brandon’s grandmother was the scent of cookies baking, like in the kitchen of Annie’s home, but so much better.

	She told me, “I like you.  I think you’re good for my grandson.”

	My soul danced a bit.

	She released me from the embrace and leaned back against the wall.  The wonderful combined scent of vanilla-chocolate-butterscotch-and-sugar disappeared.  I became acutely aware of the dirty-laundry-and-burned-out-candle smell of my attic.

	She continued explaining things to me.  “You know how you know enough stuff about life and the world to function, but you don’t actually know how it all works?”

	I stared into the crystal blue lakes that were her eyes.  “Yes.”  Then I thought about it some more.  “Well, I don’t actually know how most of the world works.  I’m only a teenager.”

	She smiled.  “Don’t let adults fool you.  They think they know how the world works.  But they don’t, actually.  What happens as you grow up is that you choose paths ... lots and lots of paths.  You decide on a career.  You decide whether or not to marry, and whom to marry.  Whether or not to have children, and how many.  If you decide to have children, you choose names for them.  You decide on a lifestyle.  You choose your ‘look,’ what you will wear, how to fix your hair.  You decide how to handle your money.  You decide how to treat others.  You choose your political affiliations.  You make decisions regarding religion.  You choose your friends and enemies.  You develop biases.  After a while, you’re so busy and hemmed in by your choices, you begin to define yourself by those choices and to live within them.  You know only the microcosm of the larger world that you’ve chosen to live within.  As an adult, you no longer care to know how the whole world works.  And, in some ways, human beings just aren’t capable of understanding how the whole world works.  Our brains can’t handle that much information and such huge numbers of contradictions and still allow us to function in our daily lives, to get done what we need to get done and make a safe place for ourselves in an unpredictable, chaotic and dangerous world.”

	She gazed straight ahead for a few seconds, then looked at me again and continued, “Well, the afterlife seems to work like that, although there may be more order to it than there is to life on Earth, I’m not sure yet.  But one thing that is the same as life back on Earth: you’re just plunged into it without directions and you just have to find your way.  It seems to me that we enter the afterlife in different stages of spiritual development.  Those of us a little bit farther on, but not far enough along to be floating around in our idea of Heaven, seem to find ourselves in the position of having an awareness of others in trouble whom we feel a deep need to help.  In my case, that is Brandon and Neil and their parents—in other words, my son and his wife and their children.”

	At that moment, I experienced a sensation not unlike a wasp stinging my heart.  “What?  You know where Neil is?  And where their parents are?  Does Brandon have any idea about this?”

	His grandmother shook her head.  “How could he?  He hasn’t even spoken to me yet.  He finally called me through a Ouija Board, but then he disappeared before I could show up to answer him.”

	Tears of sadness and frustration streamed down my face.  “I’ll talk to him if he shows up.  Is he still alive?”

	Brandon’s grandmother gave me a funny look, like I had lost my marbles.  “Alive?  No, he’s dead, dear.”

	Without meaning to, I laughed.  “No, I know that.  I mean, is he still ... ummm ... like ... a being, a spiritual being, somewhere, or did he commit suicide in the afterlife?”

	Brandon’s grandmother chuckled.  “Oh, no, dear, that isn’t even possible in the afterlife.  It isn’t at all possible.”

	I sighed with relief.  “Do you think he’ll show up here again?  I don’t ever know with him what he’s going to do.”

	She asked, “Does he have an attachment to you?”

	Attached to me in a romantic way?  Oh, God, this was too confusing.

	She continued, “You know, does he care about you?  Are you good friends?”

	“I think so.”

	“Then he’ll return.”  She smiled.  “Now, I have some advice for you.  You’ll know what I mean.  Look more closely at the abandoned house where you and your friends are hanging out.  The house number is 1052.  Look at another abandoned house on that same street, house number 1044.  Look very, very closely in order to find those students who are missing.  Don’t necessarily go into house number 1044.  I sense great danger there, but keep an eye on it.”

	And, with that, she popped into the air and disappeared.  Like grandmother, like grandson.  She had just disappeared.  I had no idea what she was talking about.  And she was gone!  I felt so incredibly lost.

	Probably from all the exhaustion of communicating with ghosts, I wandered over to my bed and fell asleep on top of the covers.

	The next thing I knew, I was startled awake.  You know that state where you’re suddenly woken up, but your brain doesn’t know it yet and is struggling to kick itself into gear and comprehend what’s going on?

	I sat up in bed and stared straight ahead.  I couldn’t figure out where I was, what day it was, what time it was.

	I had the weird sensation that I was sitting on top of a mountain made of cotton candy.  My brain struggled with images as to whether the mountain was pink or blue or violet.

	Then I snapped to.  I was at home.  In bed.  What had woken me?

	And then he floated down from wherever he had been.  My ceiling?

	God, sometimes Brandon was so freaking annoying.

	I confronted him.  “Did you just wake me up?”

	He looked upset.  “Yeah.  Probably.  I mean, I tried.  I tried to shake you awake, but my feathery hands didn’t actually wake you up.  I floated to the ceiling.  You woke up a few minutes later.”

	Furious, I sensed my cheeks turning red.  “Well, I guess you woke me up.  I was so tired, my brain probably tried fighting it, but had already been nudged into forcing me awake.  Thanks, Brandon.”

	He looked so dejected, I felt sorry for him.  His shoulders weren’t exactly slumped, but parts of his shoulders were coming away in wisps, making him appear slumped over.  I took pity on him.  “Hey, I have some important news for you.”

	He looked up.  “Yeah?  What?  News about the missing girls?”

	“Well, not exactly.  But your grandmother appeared to me.  She actually answered our call through the Ouija Board.”  I gave Brandon the happiest, widest smile I could muster in my sleep-confused state.

	With the sound of whistling wind, Brandon flew around the room, looking just like all the ghosts you see in movies about haunted houses.  It was kind of menacing and I felt kind of freaked out.  I covered my ears and shut my eyes.  I waited for his temper tantrum or whatever it was to stop.

	Finally, I screamed at the top of my lungs, “Stop it!  Just stop it already!  You’re making me miserable!”

	Brandon settled down on my window seat; but his color was frightening, a mix between a forest fire and a thunderstorm.  Fiery red flashes inside the deepest black.

	He said, “Yeah?  What do you really know about misery?  Huh?  I killed my little brother whom I loved to death.”  He got a weird look in his eyes and laughed as though demon possessed.  Then he continued, “Loved to death ... Yeah, I did that.  And I killed my parents, too ... a slow and painful death.”

	I found the courage to fight him.  “Stop it!  Stop spouting all the self-pity!  For God’s sake, stop it!”

	I expected something horrible to happen.  For him to lash out somehow.

	He didn’t.  He collapsed in a heap on the couch.  The fire went out of his darkness.  His eyes returned to the color of jade.  In a defeated voice, he asked, “Self-pity?”

	I answered softly, “Yeah, self-pity.  You keep agonizing over your own sense of guilt, punishing yourself, beating yourself up over a horrible thing you did when you were alive.  But you’re in the afterlife now.  You have another chance to concentrate on others, to stop being selfish and actually help others who could use your help.”

	Brandon smirked.  God, was that how I looked half the time?  Seeing it on someone else, I realized that serious smirking wasn’t all that attractive.

	He replied, “Selfish?  Like who am I supposed to help right now?  I’ve been trying to help you, but I have no idea how to do it.  Sorry, this will come as a complete surprise to you; but I tried finding your friend Annie and the other missing girl, Misty, but I couldn’t see them at all.  I’m coming to the conclusion that I’m not an especially gifted ghost.  I’m certainly not capable of seeing through things and finding people back on Earth.  Just can’t do it.  I’m hopeless.  I’m an idiot.”

	Despite my best intentions to be supportive, I rolled my eyes.  Brandon was being as annoying as my mother, and that’s saying a lot.  I interrupted his pity party.  “There you go again, Brandon, concentrating on yourself ... You’re so hopeless, you’re such an idiot.  Who cares, really?  Do you plan on spending all eternity punishing yourself?”

	Suddenly, I had an insight.  A rare shiny, sparkling, tantalizing, fireworks kind of insight.  I looked Brandon directly in his beautiful green eyes.  “Brandon, maybe that’s it!  Maybe Purgatory ends when you stop punishing yourself and believe in yourself to accomplish what you need to accomplish to move on out of there.  Maybe you decide when your time in Purgatory is done.”

	Brandon wasn’t impressed.  He rolled his eyes, which struck me as kind of funny because I hadn’t realized that ghosts could do that.

	I suppressed a chuckle.

	Brandon gave off his slumped-over impression again.  He said, “Uh-huh.  So I just stop punishing myself and the solution to how to help you and Neil will just magically appear?”

	I thought about sitting down on the couch next to him, but decided that being that close to him with what I planned to say next might not be the best idea.  Remaining on my bed, I said, “Funny you should mention Neil...”

	Brandon’s eyes filled with anguish.  “What?  What do you know?”

	I tried to look as friendly and warm and nonthreatening as possible.  I wished I had the ability to produce that instant-comfort vanilla-chocolate-butterscotch-and-sugar scent that his Grandmother Harper Yates carried around with her.

	Maybe a deodorant.  Man, my brain was on fire.  I was full of ideas that day.  New deodorant to soothe anxious humans: Your Grandmother’s Vanilla-and-Chocolate-and-Butterscotch-and-Sugar Scent.

	Ummm, clearly my marketing skills sucked.  Just what every teenager wants: to smell like their grandparent.  Eeeeewww.  OK, leave off the Grandmother part.  You still have one mouthful of a title.  Maybe Cookie Scent.  Nope.  Too weird for a deodorant name.  I had nothin’ in the marketing department.

	While my brain chugged away, sucked into the process of naming an imaginary deodorant, Brandon must have been feeling increasingly agitated.  He finally blurted out, “Are you going to answer me or what?”

	I stopped thinking about scents and deodorants.  “Oh, sorry.  I was just thinking about something.  OK, so like I said, your grandmother appeared to me today...”

	Brandon jumped up from the couch, some of his cloud substance moving more quickly than trailing wisps catching up seconds later.  He started to cry.  It was kind of amazing.  His tears were the most beautiful shade of turquoise, clear as liquid glass.  He sat back down, put his head in his hands and sobbed.

	I thought about trying to comfort him the way in which his grandmother had comforted me, by putting my hands on his head.  I wasn’t that brave.  I stayed where I was.  I waited for him to speak.

	He finally did.  He asked me, “Did she talk to you?”

	I answered in an honest and straightforward manner.  I felt Brandon needed to hear this.  “Yes.  She told me some things that may upset you.  If you want me to share them with you, you need to remain calm and not freak out, OK?”

	He argued with me.  “But she’s my grandmother.  What right do you have to keep secrets from me about things she’s said?”

	“There you go again, Brandon, being completely selfish.  If you’re not going to be nice to me, why would I tell you things?”

	Brandon looked incredibly glum, but agreed to my terms.  “All right.  I’ll stay calm.  I promise.  Just tell me what my grandmother said.”

	I told him everything.  I told him how impatient and impulsive his grandmother felt he was and had always been.  I told him that she knew where Neil and his parents were.

	Brandon broke down again and sobbed.

	When he recovered, I told him about his grandmother’s advice.  I repeated her exact words that had left an indelible impression in my memory: “Look more closely at the abandoned house where you and your friends are hanging out.  The house number is 1052.  Look at another abandoned house on that same street, house number 1044.  Look very, very closely in order to find those students who are missing.  Don’t necessarily go into house number 1044.  I sense great danger there, but keep an eye on it.”

	Brandon’s eyes filled with light.  He said, “That’s it.  That’s exactly what we need to do.  You need to use your journalism skills and I need to use my otherworldly superpowers, whatever those might be, to find the missing girls.  We can do it if we try.  My grandmother’s with us!  She’s giving us clues.”

	



	


CHAPTER 14

	The next week, I started working at The Daily Buzz.  My hours were from 3:00 PM to 5:00 PM on Tuesdays and Thursdays and, when they needed me, some Saturday mornings.  Pay was only minimum wage, but I didn’t care.  I mostly just wanted to work in a newspaper office.

	My job probably wouldn’t seem very exciting to anyone not interested in journalism.  I got to write little announcements for the paper: wedding, birth, death announcements, things like that.  Every day when I came into the office, Ms. Eleanor Sims handed me a list of people and what had happened in their lives to merit an announcement in The Daily Buzz.  Being assigned to a local paper for a small town, I didn’t get any exciting or impressive announcements like So-and-So-Astronaut Prepares for Outer Space or So-and-So-Smarty-Pants Wins Pulitzer Prize, or anything like that.  I wrote summaries of everyday events in the lives of people in our town.  Sadly, some people’s announcements were only about their death.  First chance they had for small-town fame and it was just ’cause their chance for real fame had expired.

	And there were strict guidelines for how to write those announcements.  No Shakespearean sonnets to describe the events.  No colorful language of any kind that crossed a boundary into anywhere outside the ordinary.  No swear words, no waxing poetic in a literary way.  Just the facts, ma’am.  No coloring outside the lines.

	I liked the environment, though.  The Daily Buzz was a small office, so it didn’t include many workers—just a handful of reporters, a secretary and a few other people who came and went, although I had no idea what they did.  I imagined the office as bigger.  I pretended there were hundreds of reporters instead of the small number I saw whenever I showed up for work.  I pretended they were all covering hot stories, competing with rival newspapers to uncover crime and greed at the highest levels.  Some days, I pretended that I was Leotard Girl, covering important stories as well.  On those days, I wore red tights.

	I liked the atmosphere of a newspaper environment—the idea that stories were being written about real-life events, that the world might be changed and taken down a better path by writers stringing words together and tapping them into their keyboards until a bright light shined into the darkest places.

	I really liked that.

	By my second day on the job, I had decided beyond any shadow of a doubt that I would apply to the best colleges to major in Journalism.  I felt empowered.  I started daydreaming of maybe someday being someone important.  Me.  It kind of blew my mind.

	Starting to type my very first newspaper announcement, a wedding announcement, I tapped into a computer assigned to me at The Daily Buzz the name Quintina Hicks.  I paused to reflect on that name.  Poor girl.  Wished I could talk to her about her lifelong struggles with that name.  In the next second, I realized that Galactic Shade Griffin was much, much worse.

	Then I launched into another session of daydreaming.  If I made it big as a journalist someday, what would my byline be?  I imagined its appearance—black letters in print, maybe blue letters online.  Would I go to court and change my name?  Maybe I’d adopt Leotard Girl’s birth name: Jane Smith.

	Hmmm.  On second thought, that sounded so plain, I’d never stand out as a reporter.

	I stared at the computer screen, grappling with the sudden realization that I might actually like to go by the name, to keep the insanely awful name my mom had given me, of Galactic Shade Griffin.  It would make me stand out, give me a chance to brand myself as a reporter.

	I played around with alternate pen names: maybe just going by Shade or Griffin.  Galactic would probably be a bit too weird all by itself.

	Did reporters ever become famous enough to go just by their first names alone?  Like rock stars do?  Could I rock the news world with the name of Shade?

	My gaze drifted back to the screen.  Obviously, despite my wild and fanciful dreams of glory, I was getting nowhere fast.  In fifteen minutes, I had only typed the name of the bride: Quintina Hicks.

	In my mind, I slapped myself across the face, then threw water in my face—a mental image to wake myself up enough to concentrate on the task at hand.

	Within the next twenty minutes, I wrote a perfectly acceptable wedding announcement.  I hoped the bride ... and my boss ... would be thrilled.

	Two hours later, I had written two more wedding announcements, a birth announcement and a death announcement.

	The death announcement had been difficult to write.  It was for a five-year-old girl who had died of cancer.  I studied her photograph.  In that particular picture, she was cute and bright-eyed and vivacious.  Somehow, cancer had sucked all that away.  I pictured her tiny coffin.

	Then I thought of Brandon and Neil and felt real sympathy for what Brandon must be going through.

	I emailed my announcements to Ms. Sims and shut down my computer.  She was busy in a meeting, so I just wished her good night in the email and left the office.

	As I hopped on a bus to go home, my phone buzzed with a text message from George.  He sounded frantic and he hardly ever sounded frantic.  The message read: R u still at work?  I wanted 2 call u, but dont want 2 get u in trouble with ur new boss.  Another girl is missing, also from tigers den.  Call me!

	I panicked.  My heart pounded all over the place.  My chest was a drum, beaten from inside.  My hands became slippery with sweat.

	Oh-My-God-Oh-My-God-Oh-My-God-Oh-My-God!  It was Kailee, I just knew it!  I didn’t want to call George back and talk out loud about all of this on the bus.  So I tried texting him back, my hands sweaty and my mind causing me to type a nearly incoherent message, with spell-checker making everything so much worse.  My first attempt read: K Lee?  Is Mailer OK?

	What the hell?  Mailer?  I slowed down.  I forced my heart to work at a slower pace.  I made my hands stop sweating so profusely.  Light-headed but more in control, I deleted the nonsense questions and typed: Is it Kailee?  Is Kailee missing?  Oh God, I hope not!  Let me know ASAP!

	I leaned back against the cushion of my bus seat.  I waited for George to answer.  It felt like an eternity.

	I noticed the head of the lady in front of me much more than I normally would have.  For some reason, I found it incredibly annoying.  She was wearing pink curlers tied up in a thin scarf.  I found my brain asking inane questions.  Why was she wearing curlers in her hair on a public bus?  Did she feel that the event for which she had wrapped her hair around plastic pink cylinders warranted her ugly public display on this particular bus at this particular time?  I imagined the pink tubes as alien worms from another planet.  If that were the case, that lady’d be ripping those horrid things right off her head, now, wouldn’t she?  That I’d like to see.

	As I pondered The Incident of the Lady in the Ugly Hair Curlers, a kid started acting up in the seat directly across from her.  Boy about three years old, whining about being hungry.

	The lady shushed him and slapped him on the knee.  In an exasperated tone, she said, “Settle down.  We’re almost home.”

	Oh my God, they were related.  Well, in the annoyance category, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.

	Or maybe it was just me.  I felt wound tighter than a boa constrictor around a fat, juicy rat.

	My phone buzzed.  I jumped.  Then, practically dropping it on the floor in my nervous handling of the device, I checked my phone for new messages.

	It was George, answering my questions: No, not Kailee.  But another girl who visits our forum.  Last date she posted anything: few weeks ago.  Had a bunch of questions about pregnancy, how to give a baby up for adoption.  Her last question: whether or not it’s illegal to sell your baby to another person.  Her name is Ursula Wooten.

	Ursula Wooten.  Ursula.  Ursula.  I racked my brain to remember where I had seen that name before.  I was sure it was in The Tiger’s Den.  But which post.

	Then I remembered.  She had asked a weird question about whether or not you could safely abort your own baby at home.  I was really scared for her when I saw that question.  It had been late at night.  Then, suddenly, the question was deleted as though it had never been posted.  Two days later, the same girl started asking questions about where to buy cheap maternity clothes and how to go about putting a baby up for adoption.

	Back then, I had sighed a big sigh of relief.

	Now, I was a mess again.  My stomach felt like snakes in a nest.  I hoped not to throw up in the nest of curlers in front of me.

	When I finally arrived home and walked through the front door, my mom was there.  She was acting weird.  I couldn’t place my finger on exactly what it was about her behavior that made me feel that way.  I didn’t have time to think about it either.  She seemed nervous.  Well, more nervous than usual.  And she wouldn’t look me in the eye.  Was it just a heightened state of general anxiety or something else?

	I tried to quickly say, “Hi,” and run upstairs; but my mom stopped me.  She said, “Shade, I need to ask you a question.”

	I figured she was just going to ask me to make dinner or do her some other favor, so I slowed down and waited for her to ask me the question.

	And, then, from my mother’s red-lipstick-stained mouth: “Shade, do you know any girls at your school who are pregnant?”

	I stood my ground and lied through my teeth.  Or was I lying?  I did not know for a fact that Ursula Wooten was pregnant.  Not at all.  I didn’t even know her.  She was missing and that was serious enough.  All the pregnancy stuff was just a series of posts on a computer forum.  For all I knew, she was asking for a friend.

	I glared at my mother.  “Nooooo, I don’t know anyone who’s pregnant.  Why do you always ask me such dumb questions, anyway?”

	I continued to stare her down.

	My mother looked away.  “Geez, Shade, what’s the matter with you?  I was just curious, that’s all.”

	Just curious?  What the hell?  I answered as calmly as I could, “I have a lot of work to do, Mom.  School’s busy, lots of tests and all.  And I have so much work to do for the school forum.  And I’m also working part-time for the town newspaper now.  I don’t have time for stupid questions.”

	She muttered her response to my tirade so low, I could barely hear her, “OK.  Sorry.  I just wondered how many teens in your high school got pregnant ... as opposed to, you know, graduating.”

	I looked at her for one brief moment with the widest of eyes, I’m sure, before responding, “Well, I don’t know, Mom.  I know no pregnant girls.  Zip.  Nada.  I got nothing.  But I do have a ton of work to do.”

	Changing the subject so fast it would make your head spin, my mother asked sweetly, as though we had been discussing dinner menus all along, “How about pizza for dinner?  Does that work for you?”

	I played along.  “Sure, pizza would be great.”

	“Everything on it?  Or just pepperoni, maybe?”

	I tried to sound enthusiastic.  “How about everything?  I’m starving!”

	My mother said, “OK,” and punched numbers into her cell phone, ordering pizza I supposed.

	I dashed up to my bedroom.

	I locked the door.

	I got out my Ouija Board.  I tried contacting Brandon and then his grandmother.  Nothing.  Nobody home in the afterlife.

	Then I called George and Kailee in a conference call.  We decided we’d meet that night at our clubhouse to talk about the girls that were going missing.

	At 7:00 PM, I wolfed down pizza-with-everything-on-it.  I tried to avoid any and all controversial subjects with my mother.  I asked her what she thought we should have for Thanksgiving dinner.  I asked her if she’d like me to make something, maybe try out a brand new recipe.

	My mother started crying.  Then she stood up and threw her plate into the sink.  “You don’t like anything I make, do you?  You always want to undo what I’ve slaved away doing for years, don’t you?”

	Seriously?  I remember having frozen turkey dinners for quite a few Thanksgivings.  Not to mention the year I spent Thanksgiving with some weird neighbor family because she went away on vacation with one of her boyfriends.

	I swallowed the memories.  I reassured her that I just wanted to help.  That I couldn’t possibly make her holiday dishes any better than she could.  That I felt I should add something, though, so that all the hard work didn’t fall on her shoulders, that’s all.

	She liked that.  She smiled.  “You could make a Jell-O mold, maybe?”

	Ummm, sure, a Jell-O mold.  I pictured some shaky gelatinous lump in lime green pocked with fruit chunks.  Ewwww.  Sounded more like a science experiment gone horribly wrong than a Thanksgiving dinner side dish.  I replied, “Absolutely!  That sounds great!”

	Then I got ready to go to the clubhouse—house number 1052, as I’d started to refer to it.

	Having spent too much time eating pizza and discussing shaky side dishes, I was the last to arrive at the house.  George and Kailee were already there.  They both looked pale.

	We decided to meet down in the basement.  After we got settled as comfortably as we could on the couch and chairs down there, considering the problem we were about to tackle, George started the conversation.  “I’ve been thinking.  Girls involved with The Tiger’s Den keep going missing.  I’m starting to wonder if there’s a connection.  Maybe someone reading posts at The Tiger’s Den is watching these girls and choosing victims to kidnap.”  He paused and rubbed his chin, going deep into thought.  Then he said what we all had been thinking: “Maybe we should shut down The Tiger’s Den until the cases of the missing girls are solved.”

	I gave it some thought, then suggested something totally different.  “Maybe that would be a huge mistake.  The missing girls might eventually try to contact us in the forum.  Also, the kidnapper may be lurking there and we might be able to ferret him out.”

	George brought a bias to my attention.  “Him?”

	I hesitated.  “Well, I just assumed.”

	George replied, “I wouldn’t assume anything.  Maybe the girls ran away.  Maybe a man kidnapped them.  Maybe a woman did.  Maybe a team or a gang did.  At this point, we have no idea.”

	We were thinking like investigative journalists.  This was good.

	And then I had to mention something that sounded straight out of fantasyland.  “Hey, do you guys believe in ghosts?”

	George looked puzzled.  “What?”

	Kailee chimed in, enthusiastically. “I do.  My great-aunt, with whom I was very close, died a few years ago.  For several months after her death, she appeared to me.”

	George asked Kailee in a strained voice, as though he was just trying to be polite, “How many times?”

	Kailee thought about it, then answered, “Oh, I don’t know.  Maybe five times or so.”

	I told them all about Brandon and his grandmother and his grandmother’s advice about looking for the missing girls—to look closely at the exact house where we were hanging out and to look at another house, address number 1044, on the same street.

	I looked up.  The clown lamp caught my eye.  It was glowing orange through its eyes and mouth.  The eyes seemed to dance with mischief.

	I shivered.

	Kailee said, “Well, what have we got to lose, really?  We have no other facts to go on.  We probably ought to talk to a psychic, too, if we can find one that seems normal.”

	George shrugged his shoulders and said, “Why not?  We’ve gotten real information from the Ouija Board.  Perhaps it is actually ghosts from beyond that communicate through that thing.”  He looked around the room.  “Well, if that’s going to be our approach, we probably ought to start by investigating down here, see what we can find.  What do you think?”

	We agreed.  We stood up, all at once, and started poking around the basement.  There sure was a lot to look through: boxes, newspapers, piles of stuff.

	Most of the boxes were labeled.  Some weren’t.  I opened a bunch.  There wasn’t anything of interest in the first few boxes I looked through.

	Kailee called us over to look at some books she had found in a trunk.  They were ledgers of some kind.  The covers were made out of dark green leather.  The inside pages contained columns and lists.  On the left-hand side were names.  To the right of the names were ages and a strange column labeled Sold For: with amounts of money.  For example, a two-day old boy apparently sold for $10,000.  If that’s what this meant.

	We talked over what this could possibly mean.  We decided the ledgers were probably old slave documents.  We decided to take three of the books home with us—one for each of us to study in our free time.  We wanted to take them all home with us, but we decided that could be too risky if the owners came back for them and found them all missing.

	



	


CHAPTER 15

	Back home, I immediately started studying my ledger.  Before opening it, I ran my hands over the green leather cover.  It felt thick and textured.  I imagined it had once been expensive.  Now, it was torn in places, with bashed-in corners and dark stains.

	I opened the book and flipped through pages.  They were yellowed and dotted with what appeared to be coffee stains.

	I sniffed the ledger.  It carried the scent of cigarettes and something akin to dirty feet.

	I pulled my nose away.

	I studied the wording.  It made no sense.  First column was labeled Name.  Next column was labeled Birth Date.  Then: Age Sold.  Then: Date Sold.  Then the troubling column labeled Sold For: with varying amounts of money spiraling down the page.

	I looked more closely at some of the entries:

	Belinda Black   01/09/2000   5 days   01/14/2000   $30,000.00

	Thomas Black   01/09/2000   7 days   01/16/2000   $30,000.00

	Odetta Smith   04/6/1981   18 years   01/17/2000   $5,000.00

	Nathaniel Robbins   01/13/1984   16 years   01/22/2000   $7,000.00

	Mary Moran   08/02/1976   23 years   02/19/2000   $15,000.00

	I stared at the first page in the ledger.  Ran my eyes across each entry line and down each column.  Tried moving my eyes in circles to sweep the page in a circular way, attempting a new approach to uncover any possible pattern.

	Nothing.  I had nothing.

	I studied the page harder.

	Then I realized a couple of things.  First of all, the ledger was not an old historical document, not if each sale had taken place in the year 2000.  Second of all, the sales in my ledger ... and I flipped through the pages to verify this ... all took place in the year 2000.  I wondered if the books that George and Kailee took home with them covered different years.

	I quickly texted both of them.  A few minutes later, I got my answer: George’s book covered the year 1995; Kailee’s book, the year 1997.  They asked me why I had asked.  I told them my ledger only covered the year 2000 and suggested that they add that information to their consideration when trying to figure out what the ledgers might mean.

	Two hours later, Kailee texted George and me.  I had fallen asleep in my bed, still wearing my clothes, apparently drooling on my pillow, from the wet feel of my pillow case.

	I jumped when the cell phone lying next to me on the mattress caused a rumble to travel across the bedding and into my head.

	I had the vague sensation of ghosts flitting through my room, but it turned out to be sleep goop in my eyes distorting the light in weird ways.

	Sleepily, I grabbed the cell.  I tried to read it.  I thought it said: Looking at paters grape idea.  Meet my horse tomorrow?  Rubbing the glop out of my eyes, I smiled.  The real message said: Looking at patterns great idea.  Meet at my house tomorrow?

	I texted back: Sure, sounds good.

	Immediately falling back to sleep, I woke up early the next morning, took a shower and headed off to school.

	The entire day dragged.  As soon as the final bell rang, I scooped up my books and tossed them in my backpack.

	I was almost out the door when Principal Lafferty stopped me in the hallway.  Why on that particular day he decided to make an attempt to chat with me in a fatherly way ... a long-winded fatherly way, I might add ... I have no freaking idea.  But there ya have it, my continuous bad luck with grown-ups.

	He came rushing out of his office.  Standing in front of me, flattening down wisps of wild gray hair surrounding his bald spot like thin antennas, he said, “Hey there, Shade.  I hoped I’d catch you before you left school for the day.  I just wanted to tell you what a fantastic job you’re doing on all the projects you’ve taken on.  The school newspaper and forum are doing great.  My own daughter reads your Leotard Girl comic, so I started reading it myself.  It’s wonderful.”  Suddenly, I felt incredibly self-conscious that I had chosen to wear red leotards on that particular day.  I had just wanted to feel empowered when I went to the super-intelligent Kailee’s house.  He continued, “Eleanor Sims called me yesterday from The Daily Buzz.  She said you’re doing a fantastic job there as well.”

	Cripes, did all the adults in the entire world talk to each other?  For an instant, I pictured them as buzzing bees, flitting from their hive to the outside world, gathering sweet, juicy gossip like pollen and bringing it back home to share with all the other grown-up bees.  Ha, maybe that’s why the town newspaper was called The Daily Buzz.

	I pictured my mom all dressed up in a black-and-yellow-striped bee suit, flitting around on a flower petal.  I pictured the Principal dressed the same...

	Oh my God.  I snapped out of it, wiped those images right out of my mind.  I blushed and said, “Thank you.  I really appreciate that.”

	Principal Lafferty’s face changed.  He looked tired, even older than he had a minute earlier.  He said, “Have you heard anything at all, any rumors or anything about your missing friend Annie or the other two girls that are also missing?”

	Tears welled up in my eyes.  “No.  Nothing at all.  It’s kind of scary, actually, that we haven’t heard anything, not even one phone call.”

	Principal Lafferty reached out and touched me on the shoulder.  I wished he hadn’t.  Ugh.  He said, “Don’t worry, Shade.  We have police detectives monitoring the situation.  I’m sure they’ll figure it out eventually.”

	Hopefully, before they’re dead, I thought; but I just answered, “Yeah.  That would be good.”

	Principal Lafferty said, “Well, have a good night.  Keep up the good work, Shade.”  Then he turned around and went outside to supervise the kids getting on school buses and leaving for cars in the parking lot.

	I hopped on the bus that drove to Kailee’s neighborhood.  I felt incredibly happy and relieved to find both George and Kailee already there, sitting next to each other in the back.  As though trying to avoid the serious issues we’d soon be tackling, we mostly joked around and talked about stupid stuff.

	Eventually, the bus took us into a neighborhood of large old houses.  When the driver stopped at the corner of exquisitely designed homes, Kailee announced, “We’re here.”

	Boy, I had picked a perfect day to wear my Leotard Girl tights.  Otherwise, I think my inferiority complex would have caused me to curl up into a little ball or something.

	How many kids at my school came from money, anyway?  I could not compete with this.

	Kailee chatted nonstop on our way from her bus stop to her house.  Even though the reason for our get-together was hardly a festive one, she seemed happy to be having us over.  That made me feel good.  I hardly felt worthy, but I did feel honored.

	When we got to Kailee’s house, I had to work extra hard not to feel intimidated.  Her house was practically a piece of artwork.  On the outside, you could see weathered cedar shingles and stained glass windows.  In the yard, pine trees stood over red, violet and yellow flowers blooming in the chilly weather.  Wow.  It was like living in a fairy tale.  So unlike my life where the only bits of fantasy were ghosts in an attic and a wicked stepmother who, alas, was my real-life biological mother.

	I smiled.  I was gonna play this like Cinderella at the ball.  Except no glass slippers for me, thank you very much; just the red tights of a superhero.

	When we went inside, Kailee started yelling for her mom.  A small, friendly lady came out of a back room, rubbing her hands on a white apron.  Her blond hair had been pinned up on top of her head, but strands were escaping everywhere.  Her blue eyes sparkled.  “Oh, hi, Kailee.  Who are your friends?”

	Kailee introduced us.  She explained that her mom was an artist.  She asked her mom what she was working on.  Her mother explained, “I’m making some clay pots for a craft show next month.”  Before leaving to return to her work, she said, “There’s milk in the fridge and peach pie in the pantry.  Help yourselves.”

	The pie was amazing.  Kailee said that her mom had baked it the night before with canned peaches from their backyard.  Wow.  I could totally live here, no doubt about it.

	When we went upstairs to Kailee’s room, the atmosphere changed to a combination of art and high tech.  Kailee’s room had been painted mint green.  A set of three stained glass windows showed fairies in colorful gardens.  But the border at the top of the walls displayed scientific things: microscopes and Chemistry lab stuff like beakers and test tubes.  It all went together really well.  On two separate desks were three computer screens.  Beneath the desks sat two computer towers.

	Kailee turned on the computers and plopped onto her king-sized bed which was covered in a dark blue quilt decorated with constellations of white stars.  She said, “OK, here’s what I think we should do today ... Let’s type the first few pages of each of our ledgers into a computer here and let the computer search for a pattern.”

	I groaned.  “That’s a lot of typing.”

	George perked up with a much more positive attitude.  He asked Kailee, “Did your friend have the program you mentioned?”

	Kailee jumped off the bed to check something on her computers.  She answered, “Yup.”  Then she turned to me and explained, “I have a smart computer nerd friend in Alaska, a place I used to live, who developed a program to uncover patterns in data.  He’s pretty sure it will work on these ledgers if there’s a pattern to be found.”  She smiled.

	I smiled back.  I felt excited.  This sounded hopeful.

	For the next few hours, we entered data from the ledgers into the computers.

	Then we waited.

	We played board games.

	We had dinner with Kailee’s mom.  Her dad was out of town on business, so George and I didn’t get to meet him.  But Kailee’s mom was really nice.  As I ate salad with feta cheese, cranberries and homemade champagne vinaigrette dressing and answered questions about my Leotard Girl comic strip, it once again hit home how badly I had lost out in the lottery when the universe assigned mothers to children of my generation.  Kailee’s mom seemed genuinely interested in our school classes and projects.  She also talked with us about her artwork and current events going on in the world.

	We had dinner at the dining room table under a chandelier made from teardrop-shaped crystals.  Sunlight streamed into the room through white lace curtains, passed through the teardrops and danced on the white walls as happy little rainbows.

	While we ate, two striped cats came into the room.  Kailee’s mom gave them a few scraps of food from the main course which included chicken, fancy yellow rice with peas in it and green string beans tossed with butter and almonds.

	The cats licked up their treats and then bounded out of the room to play with toys.  I could hear bells tinkling as they batted their toys across the floor in the next room.  Every once in a while, we’d hear a loud Meeeeowww, as the cats fought over something.

	Mostly, the dinner was peaceful.

	We had chocolate cake and glasses of milk for dessert.  Then we went back upstairs.  Kailee checked the computer program, to see if it had found anything.

	She sat down at one of her desks, waved us over and stared at the computer screen.  When we were next to her, she pointed at the screen.  “Look at this...”

	George and I read the results.  The computer program suggested in its analysis that the most likely scenario for these ledgers was that they kept a record of sales of human beings: illegal adoptions and human trafficking of people to be used as slaves.  It spelled out the ways in which modern slaves are used and the traffic patterns for where people are kidnapped and sold.

	I laughed.  “This is a joke, right?  A pretty sick joke; but a joke all the same, right?”

	George looked up from the computer.  “Actually, I had some of this in Current Events.  Global slavery markets actually exist today.  And girls are kidnapped from our own country all the time...”

	Before he finished his sentence, Kailee sucked in her breath and covered her mouth with her hand.  “Oh my God,” she said, “Is it possible that this is what happened to Annie?  And to Misty Perkins?  And Ursula Wooten?”

	I gasped, much in the same way that Kailee had.  “You know, before she disappeared, Ursula had posted some weird stuff in The Tiger’s Den that made me wonder if she was pregnant.  First, she asked questions about whether or not there was a way to safely abort a baby at home.  It gave me the creeps.  I was going to talk to you guys about it, ask if you thought we should talk to Dr. Campbell about her, to see if Dr. Campbell wanted to call her in for a counseling chat.  But then, a couple of days later, she started asking questions about where to buy cheap maternity clothes and how to put a baby up for adoption.”

	Kailee stood up and paced around the room.  “Wow.  Could she have been pregnant and trying to sell her baby through an illegal adoption?”

	George’s face became quite animated.  “Hey, we should go back to the clubhouse, see if there’s a ledger for this year ... See if it includes the names of Annie, Misty and Ursula.”

	Kailee’s face blanched.  She said, “Oh, God ... Yeah, definitely we should.  Do you wanna go now?  I’m thinking we should.  I’ll tell my mom we’re going for a walk.  There’s a lake near here that’s pretty at night.  One of our neighbors owns it.  It’s at the edge of their property, and they never mind if we go there.  I’ll tell my mom I want to show you the lake.”  She ran over to her window, parted the curtains and looked outside.  “Luck is on our side.  There’s a clear sky tonight.  I’ll tell my mom I want to show you how pretty it is when the moon reflects in the lake.”

	I felt confused.  “Wait.  What?  We’re going to look at a lake right now?”

	Kailee said, “No, no, not at all.  But I can’t tell my mom where we’re really going.”

	I said, “Why not?  She seemed pretty easy to talk to.”

	Kailee explained, “Well, yeah, about some things: art, current events, schoolwork, computers, my work on the forum, stuff like that.  But other things, not so much.”  She laughed.  “If I told my mom we had broken into a house and adopted it as our very own clubhouse, she would freak out ... freeeak out!”

	I absorbed that information.  Oh.  A mom who cared about ... what?  Safety?  The morality of the situation?  I just said, “Oh, yeah, sure.  That makes sense.”

	Kailee saved the computer results, turned off her computer and went downstairs to talk to her mom.  About ten minutes later, she came back, holding a camera.  “My mom said it’s fine with her if we go for a walk.”  She wrinkled her forehead.  “She asked me to take some photos of the lake, though, so now we’re going to have to stop by there first.  Hey, hold on...”  And, with that, she disappeared.

	After about another ten minutes, she was back again.  She looked at George and me.  “Hey, I think it’s gonna be a long night, but the work we’re doing could end up being very important.  I mean, if we could find the missing girls ... that would be incredible.  My mom said you guys could both sleep over, if George sleeps in our guest room.”  She grinned.

	George called his parents on his cell phone to ask permission.  I pretended to call my mom.  In reality, I called Brandon who didn’t answer.  I acted like he had answered, though, and left a long-winded message about staying overnight at Kailee’s house.

	Then we headed out to see what we could find.

	We took photos at the lake.  That was a pretty cool experience.  The trees were bare and stark against the moonlit night.  The lake reflected back the moon like china floating in dark water.

	Kailee set up a tripod.  She showed me how to capture images at night using timed exposure.  This stuff was all new to me.  George, on the other hand, was so familiar with the process, he asked Kailee if he could use her camera and then got some really cool photographs of bats hovering around a lamppost and the moon floating lazily in the lake behind them.

	Eventually, we packed up the camera equipment.  Kailee said, “I think my mom will be happy with these pictures.”

	Then we headed on over to house number 1052.  I was glad I wasn’t alone.  As we approached the block with our clubhouse on it, the moon ducked behind clouds.  Gusts of wind picked up, sending pieces of trash skittering down the road.  When we got to our house, the wind was causing small branches to rustle against the side of it.

	From inside the kitchen, those branches sounded more like rat claws.  We locked the back door and hurried downstairs to the basement.

	We threw back the lid of the old trunk.  It was made from dark brown leather and had a tarnished metal lock on it.  We searched feverishly through all the ledger books, looking for one with the current year’s date on it.

	Then George suggested we organize the books, go through each one, check the year of sales it covered and stack them in order by year of sales.  We agreed.

	There were a lot of ledgers, forty-one altogether.  It turned out that more than one ledger were devoted to each year.  Several had differently labeled columns.  Some listed expenses for the year.

	Organizing by year, we discovered that seventeen years were covered—from 1995 to 2011.  The current year, 2012, was missing.

	We looked around the basement, thinking that maybe the 2012 ledger was being used and might be found lying around somewhere outside the trunk.  We searched upstairs, on tables and chairs and beds.  It was nowhere to be found.

	We stacked the ledgers by order of year back in the trunk.  George stared at them for a bit and then asked, “How many more do you think we could get away with taking before someone might miss them?”

	I was thinking maybe three or four more.

	Kailee had a different idea.  “Probably all of them.”  She explained. “If these are records of the illegal sales of human beings, who’s going to check them?  I mean, it’s not like anyone’s going to be checking these records for income tax purposes or anything.  Most likely, whoever’s doing this just needs the records temporarily, to make sure they get their money or to make sure the person sold was actually delivered to ... what would you call them? ... their customers? ... you know, more immediate stuff like that.”

	George thought about it and answered, “Yeah; but, even if that’s true, we got another problem.  This year is almost over.  My guess is that whoever’s keeping these ledgers might want to add the latest one to the trunk when the year’s over.  It would be bad if they discovered missing ledgers and started hanging around here, trying to figure out who took them.”

	Kailee replied, “I’m not sure they’re around here anymore.  I mean, we never find anyone else here.  My guess is they moved on and forgot all about this trunk.”

	In the end, we decided that we’d walk back to Kailee’s house, tell her mom we were going out to get a snack and then use her van to pick up the entire trunk.  We figured it would be better for the entire trunk to be missing than for most of the ledgers to be gone from a suddenly empty trunk.  We thought that maybe the owner of the trunk would just blame themselves or someone they knew for misplacing it.  The basement was awfully messy.  For extra protection, we piled a heap of stuff where the trunk had been.

	Kailee hated to lie, so after we placed the trunk in the back of her mom’s van, we went out to a 24-hour diner for snacks.  We all ended up getting pie and ice cream.  I tried the apple crumb pie.  It was delicious.

	Back at Kailee’s house, she chatted with her mom to keep her occupied while George and I carried the trunk upstairs to Kailee’s bedroom.  Man, was it heavy!  I thought my arms were going to fall off.

	After Kailee rejoined us, she spent awhile picking out the perfect place for the trunk.  Deciding the best approach would be to hide it in plain sight, she stuck it in a corner, threw a lace covering over it and placed a lamp on top.  It worked.  The trunk blended in with the décor so well, it looked like it had always been there.

	Kailee downloaded her photographs of the lake into a computer and called it a night.

	George went off to the guest bedroom to sleep.  I hopped under the covers on the other side of Kailee’s bed, threw half of the star-spangled quilt over me and fell fast asleep.

	That night, I dreamt of the moon in the lake.  It became a dinner plate.  Upon its shiny surface, a dead fish.  And then the fish was me.

	I woke up covered in sweat.

	



	


CHAPTER 16

	The next day, I had Kailee drop me off at my house before she and George caught the bus to school.  She wasn’t happy about it.  It made the morning too hectic and rushed.  But I felt it was important.  I told Kailee and George that I needed to skip school because I wasn’t prepared for classes.  That was half the truth.  The other half was that I wanted to talk to Brandon and his grandmother about the ledgers as soon as possible to find out if they could see anything, help me figure out what to do next.  I had to go to work at The Daily Buzz later that day, but I knew I could afford to skip school.  My grades were good, so my teachers wouldn’t care.

	I snuck into my own house after Kailee dropped me off.  I heard my mother moving around in her bedroom as I walked through the front hallway and kitchen, so I hightailed it up the stairs to my bedroom as quickly and quietly as possible.  A few stairs creaked, but my mom didn’t seem to notice.  Our old house was forever creaking and moaning with age, so we had long ago learned to block out those types of sounds.

	Once inside, I locked the door to my bedroom.  I dragged out the Ouija Board, just in case it was necessary to catch the attention of the ghosts in my life.  I set it up on my bed, put my fingertips on the planchette and whispered, so that my mother wouldn’t overhear me talking out loud, “Brandon ... Brandon’s Grandmother Harper Yates ... Are you there, either of you?  I desperately need your help.”

	Seconds later, they both popped into the room.

	Brandon appeared stunned to see his grandmother.  He just kind of stared; he looked frightened.  I assumed he felt guilty and worried about whether or not his grandmother was angry with him.  She floated over to him, put her hands on his shoulders and gazed at him with the sweetest expression on her face.  She told him, “You look wonderful, Brandon.  Your color is good.  I see light in you.  I’m pretty sure you’ll be able to move on to a higher level soon, if you choose.”  Then she gave him a protective hug that seemed to last forever.

	When she released him, Brandon said, “Grandma, I’m so relieved to see you, you have no idea.  Before I lose you again, can you tell me if there are ways for me to get in touch with you out here in the afterlife?  I’ve been lost.  I’ve been completely unable to find you or Neil or Mom and Dad.  I have no idea how the afterlife works.”  He paused for a split second.  His eyes widened.  As though realizing something quite suddenly, he asked, “Oh ... and do you know where they are?  Neil and my parents?”

	Grandmother Harper Yates simply answered, “Why, yes, of course.”

	Brandon sat down on my couch.  He put his head in his hands.  Something really weird happened after that.  I think there must be some kind of strange telepathy in the afterlife.  It scared me.  I don’t ever want to be able to do that.

	Two adults who turned out to be Brandon’s parents and his little brother, Neil, popped into the room.  They appeared without warning, just kind of materialized from thin air.  Brandon was speechless.

	As soon as he opened his mouth to speak, he and all of his family members were covered with a blanket of special effects that looked and shimmered and danced like the aurora borealis.  I could no longer hear a word of what the Yates family members were saying.  I couldn’t even see them very clearly.  They were shielded, protected by a wall of mesmerizing green light.

	Or maybe I was the one being shielded, protected.  Maybe I couldn’t handle what was going on in there.

	Eventually, the northern lights display stopped.  Brandon explained a little bit to me about what had just happened inside their secret meeting.  Apparently, his grandmother had felt guilty for not giving enough attention to Brandon’s Dad when he was growing up.  Brandon’s parents had felt guilty for giving into their addictions and neglecting him and Neil when they were growing up.  Everyone, except Neil who was an innocent child, finally admitted their sins against family.  They vowed to move on into the afterlife in more loving, productive ways.  They all forgave each other.

	Strange.  This all seemed to happen within seconds, my time.

	After they had dealt with their family problems, Brandon’s parents and little brother disappeared.  I wondered: Would Neil ever age, now that he had traveled beyond death?

	Next, Brandon and his grandmother offered to help me brainstorm ideas for how I might find the missing girls from my high school.  Let me tell you, it felt great to have support from family members, even if they were more borrowed family than my family and even if they were ghosts.

	We all sat down on my couch, like in family portraits I had seen online and in TV shows.  Brandon’s grandmother said she could “see” certain things if she concentrated.  She closed her eyes.  When she opened them, she said to me, “I have a really strong feeling about this ... You cannot go back to the abandoned house where you and your friends hang out, house number 1052.  It’s no longer safe.  There are some very dangerous people connected to that house and they’re planning to go back.  They have unfinished business there.”

	Unfinished business?  My heart completely freaked out.  If I had been Grandmother Yates’s age, I would have had a heart attack right there on the spot.  I confided in her and Brandon about the trunk I’d taken out of that house with my friends.  I asked them, “Do we need to put it back?”

	Brandon looked to his grandmother for the answer.  She said, “No.  No, definitely do not put it back.  The trunk appears to be part of the key to finding the missing girls.”  She stared off into space for a bit.  When her bright blue eyes refocused on mine, she said, “You and your friends are going to need to be very careful.  You are walking into dangerous territory, investigating a snakes’ nest that the snakes do not want disturbed.  I’m going to give you the name of a psychic who lives in the neighborhood where you found the trunk.  I have it on good authority that she has quite a bit of insight into the world of missing people ... and she lives right in the same neighborhood where you found the ledgers.”

	I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.  “Wait.  Are you saying the ledgers are somehow related to my missing friends?”

	Giving off the comforting scent of homemade cookies once again, Grandmother Yates grasped my hand in her own.  She said, “Yes.  Yes, very closely related.  If you can find it, look for their names in the current ledger, the one that had not yet been placed in the trunk.”  Then she went over to my desk and jotted something down on a slip of paper.  Handing it to me, she said, “This is the name of the psychic.  She lives in house number 1068 on the same street where you’ve been hanging out.  Go see her.”

	By the time I looked up from the piece of paper, Brandon and his grandmother had disappeared.  I felt like crying.  I wanted them to stay by my side.

	The words on the paper said: Gabriella Underwood, House #1068.

	That’s it.  Nothing more.

	I was on my own.  Again.

	I texted George and Kailee: when u get out of school text me.  i have some ideas and impt info.  i also have work.  can we meet 2night but not at clubhouse?

	Kailee texted back an hour later: sure, meet at my house?

	George answered both our text messages in one brief statement: sounds good.

	Worn out from the intensity of the day so far, I decided to take a nap before going into The Daily Buzz.

	Work went by more slowly than it had on my first day there.  Writing announcements was so repetitive, it had already lost its charm.  I wanted to spice up the announcements somehow.  I typed: Jaida Bond will be marrying James Best.  I wanted to add: And it would be Best if the groom took the bride’s last name, as he would then be James Bond.  I refrained.

	Hours later, I handed my work into Ms. Sims, chatted with her a bit, and then took a bus over to Kailee’s neighborhood.  In order to ignore the other passengers, including an annoying set of twins with squeaky voices who kept finishing each other’s sentences, I played games on my cell phone.

	Partway through a fast-paced game with frogs and bugs and leaping lizards, the game froze and my phone delivered a text message from Brandon: Good luck.  My grandma says good luck, too.

	Sometimes life was stranger than fiction.

	I typed thnx with a smiley face, changed thnx to Thanks! for old-fashioned Brandon and his grandmother, and added I really appreciate that! because I really did, more than they would ever know.  They were my new family.  Or at least that’s how I thought about them.

	I went back to making frogs jump out of the way of leaping lizards to grab the bugs they both wanted.  Take that, leaping lizards!  No bugs for you!  The competition is stiff here.

	When I got to Kailee’s neighborhood, I texted her.  She texted me back that her front door was unlocked and I should just come on upstairs.

	George was already there.  They were typing data from the ledgers into the computers.

	I sat down on Kailee’s bed.  “Hey, what’re you guys doing?”

	I looked over at the trunk.  Kailee had added a few more things on top: novels and poetry books, a clock, a rainbow-colored vase.  It was starting to look a lot more like a table than a trunk.

	George answered me.  “We’re going to try to type every ledger entry into the computers.  There’s a wealth of information here.  We’re hoping the computer can identify lots of patterns and help us find missing people.”

	I hopped up and looked over their shoulders.  “That’s pretty cool.  Hey, I have another tip about how we might find Annie and the other girls.”  I hesitated, then added, “Brandon’s grandmother appeared to me, gave me some information.”

	George and Kailee stopped typing and turned around.  I shared with them the name and address of the psychic who apparently lived in the same neighborhood as the house where we had found the ledgers.

	George said, “A psychic?  Really?”

	I explained that even the police use psychics when they’re stumped.  I added, “And, anyway, even if she’s a total fraud as a psychic, she lives in the same neighborhood as our clubhouse.  Maybe we could get her to talk about the neighborhood.  It could lead to real clues about the ledgers.  I mean, what other house can we just walk up to, knock on the door and ask for a nice long talk about the neighborhood?”

	We agreed to call ahead, make an appointment.  We found the psychic listed on the Internet.  She didn’t exactly have a website, but she had a blog with contact information.

	George made the phone call, arranged an appointment for Saturday afternoon.  He told Gabriella Underwood of house number 1068 that we were doing an article about psychics for our high school newspaper.  I guessed we would now have to write that article.  Not good to lie to a psychic, especially one recommended by a ghost from the afterlife.

	



	


CHAPTER 17

	On Saturday at the appointed time, George, Kailee and I approached the residence of Gabriella Underwood.  Her house looked like a Victorian.  It was smaller than the one I lived in, but much nicer.  Looked like it had recently been painted: light blue with red and black trim.  A sign outlined in colorful lights on the front yard announced: Psychic Gabriella Underwood—Reasonable Prices to Learn Your Future!

	We studied her front door for a moment and chose the knocker rather than the doorbell.  It was a metal dragon with blinking purple eyes.  Seriously, how could you not choose that knocker?

	We knocked twice.  The door opened.

	There stood ... not what I had expected.  I’m not sure what I had expected.  Maybe someone with a headscarf ... or very colorful dress ... with boots, maybe.  Someone who looked like a gypsy?  Yeah, that was it.  Someone more gypsy in appearance.  Instead, at the door beyond the dragon with pulsating purple eyes, was a little old woman in a yellow suit.  At closer observation, she was wearing a scarf.  But it was only a small silk scarf: purple-and-blue paisley, tucked into the collar of a thin black cardigan.  The woman had gray hair, stylish for someone her age, I supposed.

	She smiled at us.  “Why, hello!”  Then she turned to George.  “Are you George from the Central High School newspaper, The Tiger’s Tale?”

	George replied, “Yes.  And these are the two other people I told you about, Kailee and Shade.”

	She invited us inside her house.  When we entered, she shook our hands in introduction and told us to call her Gabriella.  As she shook my hand, she stopped and wrapped both of her hands around mine.  I noticed that her eyes were light purple with a speck of blue in the right one.  She said, “Oh, my, Shade.  I sense a darkness about you.”

	I was mortified.  How could she say that to me in front of my friends from school?  Of course I had darkness about me.  Life was a daily struggle!  If she brought up my cutting, I swear ... I swear…

	I didn’t have time to decide a plan.  She said, “I don’t mean you are the darkness, my dear.  If anything, you are the light.  I sense a tremendous amount of light within you.  You are somewhat of an old soul, sent to guide others more immature and troubled than yourself.”

	Ha!  She had gotten that right!  Shake hands with a psychic and what do you get?  I knew there was a joke in there somewhere, but I was trembling too much to think of it.  My brain had psychic tremors and I was, completely out of character for me, speechless.

	Gabriella continued, warmly rubbing my hand within her wrinkled and veined ones, “I sense you are carrying too much darkness for one so young.  After the interview for your high school paper, I would be happy to consult my crystal ball, help you see the things you need to see to bring the light to shine upon the darkness.”

	I realized this might have something to do with Annie and Misty and Ursula, rather than my immature mother for whom I always had to be the responsible old soul.  I managed to nod my head and mumble something like, “Sure.  Thank you.”

	Gabriella led us into a cozy room where a fire blazed in a fireplace.  It had a wooden mantle into which had been carved the faces of wizards with wonderfully crazy hats.  A calico cat looked up lazily from where it had curled up on an overstuffed chair.  The room had the look of a cottage living room.  The ceiling was high and made of polished logs, giving it the atmosphere of a mountain cabin.

	I sat down with George and Kailee on a couch that had been upholstered with fabric featuring country-cottage-style flowers.  We sank into it, the cushions were so wonderfully thick.  Gabriella offered us hot chocolate.  We immediately accepted.

	After serving us the most delicious hot chocolate upon which tiny marshmallows floated on islands of whipped cream, Gabriella sat down in a massive chair that appeared to dwarf her.  On an end table next to her, a crystal ball rested on a silver stand.

	She began, “So, what would you like to ask me?”

	Our questions suddenly seemed lame.  They were nothing but a guise to follow through on the advice of Brandon’s grandmother, a grandmotherly ghost, and consult this psychic to see if she knew anything about the girls from Central High who had gone missing.

	Thank God we had at least planned out specific questions ahead of time, so that we wouldn’t be floundering around in our minds and tripping over our tongues to make up questions on the fly.

	George started.  “How long have you been a psychic?”

	Lame!  Lame!  Lame!  I wanted to crack myself over the head with the walking stick leaning against the wall next to the fireplace.

	Gabriella Underwood had grace and style.  She answered, as though honored to be interviewed, “I’m not sure, exactly.  I think I was born a psychic or came into it at a very young age.  I didn’t know what it was, though, or had any sense of its power, until puberty.”  She laughed.  “Isn’t that the way for all of us, though?  Innate forces move within us and make their grand entrance at puberty.  Then it’s up to us to make sense of them and become the people we were meant to be.”

	At the mere mention of the word puberty, I blushed a million shades of color, I’m sure, running the entire spectrum from pink to crimson red.  I looked over at the flames roaring in the fireplace.  I didn’t look to see if George and Kailee had also reacted with embarrassment and shame.  Yeah, seriously, me as an old soul?  I couldn’t even hear the word puberty without thinking about sex and blushing in shame.

	Gabriella continued as though nothing were amiss.  “At three years old, I had a frightening dream that my grandfather had died.  The next day, my grandfather passed away.  When I was four years old, I fell into a daydream and imagined that my mother had taken ill.  The following week, my mother found out that she was pregnant.  It was a rough pregnancy and in the last few months of it, she was diagnosed with gestational diabetes.  It haunted me as a child that maybe I had caused the death of my grandfather and the illness of my mother that could have affected the birth of my baby sister.  But I always tucked the fear in the back of my brain and told myself it was all just a coincidence.”  She paused.  Took a sip of hot chocolate.  “Oh my, that’s good chocolate.  A friend in Europe sent it to me.”  Another sip.  “But then, when I was around thirteen years of age, I started ‘seeing’ all kinds of things before they happened.  Also, details about things after they happened, details that no one else knew about.  I saw a vague mark on my best friend’s forehead that no one else could see.  It was kind of like a black smudge, kind of like the ash that Catholics get on their heads before Lent.  No one else could see it.  Seven months later, Sophie was diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumor.”  Gabriella stopped speaking for a moment and looked away, lost to memory.  She returned her gaze to ours and smiled weakly.  “It took me years to recognize that what I had was a gift.  But a gift without a voice.  As long as I was frightened by it and refused to give it voice, I could help no one.  If I could find my voice, however, I might be able to inform people of things I could see that would help them.”

	Kailee asked the next question, “When did you come out?”  She blushed.  “I mean, when did you come out as a psychic?”

	Gabriella beamed.  “Coming out is a great way to phrase that!  I got teased so much as a kid just for being different and for having the strange name of Gabriella Underwood, you have to believe I was scared to death to tell people I could see the future.  When I finally did, it was an act of coming out about who I really was.”

	I had found a kindred spirit, weird name and all.  Although I have to admit, compared to Galactic Shade Griffin, I thought of Gabriella Underwood as a completely normal name—not as American-flag-and-apple-pie as Mary Jane Smith, mind you, but not anywhere near as freakish as the odd name foisted upon me.

	Gabriella continued, “Years later, when I was eighteen years old and coming into full possession of my powers, something happened that finally convinced me I had to stop hiding what I had.”  Gabriella stood up.  She added a few more logs to the fireplace.  She stirred the ashes.

	When she sat back down, she hunched forward in her seat, poised to confide a great secret in us.  “When I was eighteen years old and a senior in high school, a close friend of mine was being molested by a coach.  She was a very talented athlete.  Her gymnastics coach was the guy molesting her.  I saw things.  I knew things.  But only in my mind.  I didn’t think I should say anything to her about what I could see.  I thought she’d get mad at me.  Then, one day, she killed herself.”  A deep silence hung over the room for what seemed an eternity.  A single tear flowed down Gabriella’s face; reflected firelight danced within it.  “After months of counseling, I vowed I would never again hide my talent if I could help others by using it openly.”

	Inspired by the chemical reaction of strong emotion within the room, I decided to speak up.  “Gabriella, we need your help.”

	She looked at me with an ancient understanding flickering within her eyes.  “Yes, the universe has found a way to bring you to me.  What is it, my dear?”

	I confided in her the events surrounding the disappearances of Annie, Misty and Ursula.

	Gabriella set up a small table in front of her and placed the crystal ball on it.  As she waved her hand over the orb, it came to life.  It filled with light and swirling fog.  George, Kailee and I, we all leaned forward, trying to get a glimpse of whatever was happening inside it.

	Gabriella asked me to sit next to her.  She grasped my right hand in hers and continued looking into the glass ball.  It was now filled with what looked like darkening smoke.  Finally, she said, “I see many things here.  I don’t have a good feeling about this.  I see babies, teenaged girls, chains, a dirty hospital room and surgical equipment.  I see several people crying and I believe that has something to do with the teenaged girls.”

	I asked timidly, my voice cracking in the middle of the question, “What do the teenaged girls look like?”

	Gabriella answered, “There are too many for me to describe them all.”

	I sat in silence for a moment, then had an idea.  “Is there a teenaged girl with red stars in her eyes?”

	Gabriella looked up at me with a questioning expression.

	I explained, “Annie, one of the girls who’s gone missing—and my best friend, actually—used to wear contacts that had red stars in them.  Not always, but a lot of the time.”  Gabriella looked into the crystal ball as I continued explaining, “The stars were very obvious.  It made it look like she had red stars in her eyes.”

	Gabriella looked up.  “I see a teenaged girl with stars in her eyes.  They’re not red, though.  The right eye has a pink star in it.  The left eye has a gold star.  She’s wearing a dress made out of cookies and holding a pitcher of milk.  Does that mean anything to you?  I have to tell you, I have a bad feeling about this image, though.  It’s like the milk is poisoned or something.”

	Kailee stood up and looked into the crystal ball.  She said, “I don’t see anything but smoke in there.”  She had an accusing look in her eye.

	Gabriella responded, “That’s to be expected.  Either you don’t have the gift of seeing—not many people do—or this particular crystal ball isn’t your personal psychic Rorschach.”

	Kailee asked, “What do you mean?”

	“A Rorschach test uses inkblot designs, right?  A person looks at them, describes what they see and, by so doing, reveals certain things about their personality.  In my case, the crystal ball allows me to project my visions upon smoke.  It helps me to see what my gift already gives me the ability to see.  The visions sometimes just pop into my head, but the crystal ball allows me to see many more visions.  It accelerates the process somehow.”

	I looked down at the crystal orb, noticed flames from the fireplace reflected on the right half of the sphere.  I volunteered in a voice so quiet I could barely hear myself speak, “The pink and gold stars, the cookies, the pitcher of milk ... Annie was so goth, but her room was decorated in pink and gold.  I was shocked when I saw it.  Annie said her mother had insisted on cheerful colors.  Annie’s family is wealthy.  At her house, you can order milk and cookies.  A butler brought a tray of cookies and a pitcher of milk that we had ordered up to Annie’s room for us.  The milk was fine, though.  I don’t know why your vision would say it’s poisoned.”

	Gabriella squeezed my hand with warmth and strength.  “My visions aren’t always literal.  Many times, they’re symbolic.  Especially at the beginning of a case, before I have much information to go on.”

	Despite my usual stranglehold on emotions, I started to cry.  I felt so frustrated.  In a blubbering voice, my nose and eyes running with fluid, I asked, “So, what do we do?”

	Gabriella answered, “Bring me something that belongs to each of the three missing girls, something intimate to them, like clothing they wore or a pen they used for homework, anything they frequently touched.  I’m often able to see the beginning of a trail that way, like a bloodhound uses their sense of smell to locate a trail.”

	After we thanked Gabriella for her time, we stepped outside.  It was nighttime.  The lights on the sign in her front yard added color to an especially dark night.  We had no idea so much time had passed.

	We decided that the next day we would once again use our role as newspaper journalists to seek out information.  This time, the situation would be a lot more sensitive.  We would go to the homes of the three missing girls in order to obtain personal items to bring back to Gabriella.  We would tell their parents that we were doing a story about them for our high school newspaper in order to keep their case in the minds of students who might otherwise miss clues about them, and ask to go into their bedroom to get a better feel for who they were.

	We hoped that wouldn’t sound too weird or perverse to the grieving parents.

	



	


CHAPTER 18

	The next afternoon, we started at Annie Green’s home.  George borrowed his family’s old pickup truck complete with rust spots, so we were quite conspicuous as we drove up to the Green house.

	As we approached the part of the driveway in front of the front door, we noticed something that hadn’t been there before: armed police officers.

	Kailee let out a deep breath.  “Jeeesuuus.  They bought police officers.  My God.  The top 1%.”

	George said sharply, “Shhhh!”  He rolled down his window to speak to the officer who had stomped over in heavy boots to investigate.  “Hello, officer.  How are you today?”

	The officer’s mouth remained a straight line.  No smile.  Sunglasses covered his eyes.  He looked into the truck, took in details about all of us, then asked George, “So, what business do you have here?”

	George answered, “We’re close friends of Annie ... Anne Marie ... Green.”  He pointed a thumb in my direction without ever turning his gaze away from the window.  “Shade here is her best friend.  We’ve been beside ourselves, worrying about where Annie might be.  Shade is a complete mess.  We’re also reporters for our high school newspaper and in charge of a school forum.  We actually have a topic on the forum where students can post any information or clues they encounter regarding Annie.  The posts there have started to dwindle.  We had a sudden idea to go to Annie’s home to talk to her parents and maybe search her room for details about her interests and then write an article about it, to bring Annie’s disappearance to the attention of students again.”

	The police officer stared at George a moment or two.  Then he asked one word: “Names?”

	We each gave our own name.

	The officer instructed: “Stay right here.”

	As he went inside the house, the other officer placed a hand on his gun.  He kept a close watch on us.

	I thought I would pee my pants.  My head got all swimmy.  I had to remind myself to breathe.

	A few minutes later, the front door to Annie’s house opened.  The police officer with the straight line of a mouth and the sunglass-covered eyes that made him look like a giant fly stepped out.  A butler filled the space behind him.

	The officer stepped over to our car.  He said to George, “OK.  Mrs. Green says she knows Shade.”  Waving a couple of fingers in the direction of a line of cars, he told us in clipped speech: “Park over there.  Then I’ll escort you inside.”

	He did as promised: escorted us inside.  Then watched over us as we stood around nervously in the front hallway.

	Finally, Mrs. Green came to greet us.  I hardly recognized her.  Her face had been lit with smiles, her hands had been full of life, baking cookies, when I first met her.  Now, her face appeared tightened with strain, wrinkle lines running down her cheeks and curving around her mouth.  Her hair was wild and streaked with gray.  Her hands kneaded each other.  And her eyes were the most troubling of all: bloodshot and a frightening kind of dead.  She was wearing a cotton bathrobe and slippers with bare feet.

	I explained why we were there.  I asked if we could go up to Annie’s room.  Mrs. Green waved her hand toward the stairs.  She said, “Sure.  Sure.  Everything’s pretty much the way she left it.”

	Kailee thanked her and said, “We’d also like to interview you, if we could, after we look at Annie’s room.  Would that be OK?”

	Mrs. Green ran a shaking hand through her nest of hair.  “Oh.  Sure.  Sure.  Not sure I have much to say, though.”

	The police officer followed us.  He had taken off his sunglasses.  His eyes were blue like Arctic daggers made of ice.  He stood outside Annie’s room while we searched through it.  Thank God, he let us shut the door.

	Once the door clicked closed, Kailee put her finger up to her lips and mouthed, Shhhh…

	George and I nodded our heads in agreement.  We knew what Kailee meant: don’t say anything out loud we didn’t want ol’ blue eyes to hear.  We talked only about innocuous things.  We texted each other everything else.

	First, we inspected her desk.  Everything on top appeared to be exactly the same as last time I saw it.  Inside the drawers, we found notebooks filled with short stories and poetry.

	I looked at George and Kailee as I gathered up the notebooks.

	George texted us: Now what?

	Kailee texted back: idea!  b brave.  tell mrs. green: notebooks = part of creative writing project 4 school newspaper, we need them to complete project?  tell her we’ll return them.  tell her annie worked so hard on project, we’d hate 4 all her work 2 go 2 waste.

	George (in text): Yes.

	Me (in text): OK.

	We then searched the rest of Annie’s room.  We didn’t find much.  We did find five gruesome Japanese graphic novels, however.

	I texted: We should take these with us.  I stared at a page where bright red blood poured from a hole in a man’s stomach.  He had been pierced completely through by a monster’s serrated tail now covered in gore.  I added: Ummm ... Where did Annie get these?  Maybe from a bad place?  Maybe she disappeared there?  Violent images here.

	Kailee shrugged.  Then texted: OK, take them with us.

	George nodded his head yes, then tucked the graphic novels inside his jacket.

	In Annie’s bathroom, I found soaps, perfume, nothing out of the ordinary.  I grabbed her hairbrush as an intimate item to show Gabriella and stuck it in my pocket.  It still had some of Annie’s hair in it.

	Kailee texted us: OMG.  Found suicide notes.

	Tears poured down my face.  Text: Take them.

	George’s text: Yes.  Take them.

	We went downstairs, escorted by the police officer.  I’m sure we looked completely devastated.  But I figured that would be natural after looking through a missing friend’s room.  A lot weirder and suspicious to be happy.

	Mrs. Green told us that she didn’t think she could make it through a long interview.  We said we completely understood, then proceeded to ask her a few pretty lame questions.  Our minds were on the suicide notes and on not blurting out to a grieving mother that we had found those notes.  Finally, we gave the explanation we had invented for why we needed the pile of notebooks in Annie’s room.  Mrs. Green said, “Oh, yes, that would be lovely if Annie’s work could be included in your school newspaper project.  I would love to have a copy when it’s published.  Annie was always so creative...”  Mrs. Green’s eyes took on a faraway look.  She began to cry.  Then suddenly, to our complete amazement, she pulled herself together and instructed a butler to help us carry everything out to our truck.

	OMG.  Suicide notes.  That’s all we could think about, as we headed over to Misty Perkins’s house.

	



	


CHAPTER 19

	As we drove away from Annie’s house, Kailee said, “I hope this is OK with both of you ... I don’t want to look at the suicide notes until after we interview Misty’s and Ursula’s parents.  I won’t be able to keep my shit together if we read those notes.  I only read a few sentences and I’m a complete mess.”

	George and I agreed.  My hands were trembling just from thinking about what might be in those notes.

	I wasn’t looking forward to going to Misty’s house.  I expected her parents to be rich and super-conservative, athletes or something.  I expected her mom to answer the door in a tennis outfit, tennis racquet in hand, all flush from a game she had just finished playing in her backyard or at a nearby country club.  I expected her dad would be sitting in the living room, poring over stock portfolios or something.  Or he’d have a tennis racquet in his hand, too.

	When we arrived at Misty’s house, I had to check her house number twice, then made George drive to the corner to check the street sign to see if we had the right street.  We did.  We went back to Misty’s house.  It made mine seem downright luxurious.  My house was large.  It was Victorian style.  It had turrets.  It had a large backyard that extended back as far as a babbling stream.

	Misty’s house was basically a shack.  A small box-shaped house with white paint peeling so badly, it was curling off every shingle.  The front door had once been light green; but it was filthy, covered with so many smudges and dirty fingerprints, you could barely see the green.  The front lawn was tiny and mostly mud, with patches of grass and weeds.

	We rang the doorbell.  It made a strange sound inside the house, like it was dying.  Dogs started barking ferociously.  I felt my heart go up into my throat, shoved there by fear.

	A man’s voice boomed out, “Who’s there?”  Then we heard a thud as he yelled at the dogs, “Shut up, you mutts!”  Then whimpering from one of the dogs.  Had he kicked it?  God.

	The door was flung open.  A man wearing pajama pants and a sleeveless undershirt, heavy black hair covering his chest and a cigar butt squeezed between two of his fingers, stood there, larger than life.  Two dogs watched us from behind his feet.  Ash fell from his cigar.  He said, “Whatever you’re sellin’, I don’t want any!”

	George found his voice first.  “We’re not selling anything.  We’re here about Misty.”

	The guy kind of growled.  “Misty?  That tramp?  What about her?”

	I was too shocked to reply.  Once again, George spoke up.  “Are you Misty’s father?”

	He laughed.  “Well, that’s what her whore of a mother told me.  I’m not sure about that, but I stuck by both of them since Misty was a baby.”

	George fumbled for words.  “Well, that was quite good of you, Sir.  Well, now that Misty’s gone missing...”

	The man interrupted.  “Well, now, she’s gone missing ... technically.  Her mother and I reported her missing because the ol’ lady insisted we do that.  But, ya know, Misty’s a young lady now and I’m guessin’ she’s just off with a boyfriend somewhere.  She’ll be back.  I bet my sweet ass she’ll be back before the cops even have a clue.”

	The whole time George and Misty’s dad were talking, I was racking my brain for how to get inside that house and into Misty’s bedroom.  I finally said, “Mr. Perkins, we need something.”

	The request sounded out of place.

	Mr. Perkins puffed on his cigar and sized me up and down.  He said nothing.

	I felt incredibly uncomfortable.  I pictured myself wrapping an iron fist around my words, so they wouldn’t come out weak.  “Misty was working on a school project with us.  We need some work she did, so that she ... and we ... don’t get an F.  Can we get it in her bedroom?”

	He kicked a foot at the dogs.  “Go lay down!  Over there!”  Pulling them by their collars, he told us, “Sure.  No problem.  Her bedroom’s in the back of the house.”  Rolling his eyes he said, “You can’t miss it.  It’s pink.”

	I thought I’d faint as we entered that house, I was so scared.  My legs felt weak and wobbly.

	It wasn’t hard to find Misty’s bedroom, the house was so small.  And dirty.  There were dishes piled high in the sink and garbage overflowing a can onto the floor.  The stench of rotten food mixed with alcohol and cigar smoke hung in the air.  Then suddenly, there was a pristine pink door with a sparkle-splashed frame around a sign with the name Misty on it.

	We pushed the door open.

	Wow.  What a contrast.

	The room smelled of scented candles and perfume.

	We flicked the light on.

	Everything was immaculate.  The walls were pink, the ceiling and baseboards white.  Misty’s bed had been made: rainbow-striped quilt and pillows in pink pillowcases.  A white desk held framed pictures; school books and notebooks were arranged neatly on its surface.  A wall shelf held cheerleader trophies.  I suddenly had tremendous respect for Misty.  Who she was compared to what she came from showed someone with great determination and inner strength.

	We searched around her room.  The bottom drawer of Misty’s desk was locked, but we soon found the key.  It wasn’t too hard to find.  Misty had taped it to the back of a framed picture hanging on the wall, a photograph of her riding a horse.

	In that drawer, Misty had tucked away her misery.  We found a bloody knife wrapped in tissue stained with old blood.  We also found a diary.  I took both, dropping them into my purse.  We also grabbed a notebook, so that we could wave it in front of Misty’s dad and tell him we had found the work we had been looking for.

	We did just that.  Misty’s dad barely glanced away from the reality TV show he was watching.  One of the dogs growled at us as we crossed the living room to the front door.  As soon as we were outside, we hightailed it out of there.

	When we got into the truck, we started laughing hysterically.  A kind of gallows humor, fueled with maniacal fear.  We then drove in silence to Ursula Wooten’s house, each lost in our own thoughts.

	



	


CHAPTER 20

	Ursula Wooten’s neighborhood was the most normal of the ones we had visited so far—neither as wealthy as Annie’s nor as dirt-poor as Misty’s.  Ursula’s house was in your average suburban neighborhood.  Her house was two stories high, lights on in the windows on both floors.

	We approached the front door: just a plain red door with a plain bronze handle for a door knocker.  To the left of the door: a small black button for a doorbell.  Kailee pressed the doorbell.

	In a downstairs window, a curtain was tugged away from the glass to reveal a patch of light and a little girl with pink ribbons in her ponytails.  A few seconds later, a little boy about her same height appeared next to her holding a toy truck.

	The door opened.  A clearly pregnant woman stood there holding a toddler.  Clutching a blanket, the toddler sucked his thumb and looked at us warily.  The woman had dark circles under her eyes and looked exhausted.  Her voice was timid.  “Yes?”

	I wasn’t sure how to begin.  I felt relieved when George spoke first.  “We’re here about Ursula.”

	The woman put a hand over her mouth and wept.  Then, placing the toddler on the floor, she told him, “Run to Becky.  Run, run!” in the kindest, most encouraging way.  As he darted off to find Becky, a girl around thirteen years old came out of the kitchen to meet him.  She asked him if he’d like cookies and apple juice.  I assumed that was Becky.

	The woman invited us into the front hallway where she sat down on one of the stairs leading to the second floor.  “I’m Ursula’s mom.  Is she OK?  Is she OK?”

	George explained that we didn’t know where Ursula was.  He apologized profusely as the woman returned to weeping.

	Then Kailee interrupted.  “We wondered if you could help us, Mrs. Wooten.”

	Ursula’s mother wiped the tears from her face.  She was clearly the model of a woman used to helping others, someone who would put aside her own pain to help her children.  “How?”

	Kailee said, “We should introduce ourselves.  I’m Kailee Knight...”  Waving a hand behind her, she continued, “And this is George Williams and Shade Griffin.  We go to the same high school as Ursula.  We work on the school newspaper and run an online school forum where students can chat online.  We actually know Ursula from the school forum.”  After a barely noticeable pause, she said, “We also know Ursula from a creative writing project we were working on together.  We don’t want to leave Ursula out of the project ... especially since it will most likely be printed in the school newspaper ... and we want to keep Ursula’s missing person story in the minds of all the students, so that they’ll be more vigilant in looking for clues that might lead to finding Ursula.  We wondered if we could look in her bedroom for the work she was doing for the project.”

	A dim glimmer of hope, a pinprick of light, shined in Mrs. Wooten’s eyes.  She stood with difficulty, grabbing onto the banister with one hand and supporting her back with the other.  Touching Kailee on the shoulder, she said, “I would appreciate that very much.  Ursula’s bedroom is upstairs.  Turn right.  Her bedroom is the last door on the right side of the hallway.”

	Mrs. Wooten stepped aside to make room for us to pass by her pregnant belly.  It was very large.  It kind of scared me.

	Thoughts raced through my mind as I climbed the stairs.  Was Ursula pregnant?  Was she scared to death about it?  If she was pregnant, how many months?

	The door to Ursula’s room was plain white, no decorations or anything.  We pushed it open.  Her room was spotless.  I wondered if Ursula always kept it that way, or if her mom was keeping it clean and straightened since she’d gone missing.

	We closed the door behind us.  Ursula’s room was really pretty.  Painted lavender with white ceiling and trim, it had a pastel-colored border running along the top of the walls.  Inside the border, colorful faeries with sparkling wings danced around gardens.

	Ursula had white furniture.  She had a canopy bed with gauzy canopy drapes and a purple comforter.  Her windows were covered with white blinds and lavender curtains.  Her desk was white.  Her dresser was white.  Crystals hung from mobiles in front of her window, probably to throw rainbows around her room on sunny days.  A white bookcase held books with colorful spines.

	We searched through Ursula’s closet.  Lots of pretty dresses and nice shoes.  We searched through shoeboxes on her top shelf.  A few held love letters from someone named Dylan.  Was that someone in our school?  We decided to look up Dylans in our school’s records.

	We briefly flipped through the letters.  I suggested we take all of them with us in order to read them carefully for clues.  I whispered, “Ursula’s mom is very sweet, wants to do everything to help find her daughter, and is one hundred percent behind us taking the materials related to Ursula’s part of our ‘creative writing’ project.  Let’s just take what we need and tell her it’s part of the project.  We want to find this girl, right?”

	George and Kailee agreed.  Kailee then had the brilliant idea of searching Ursula’s bed.  Her reasoning was this: “From the looks of this room, I’m guessing Ursula’s mom cleans it, or at least helps straighten it.  If Ursula needed to keep something private from her mother, where might she stash it?  Shoeboxes are one place; the bed, if Ursula made it neatly enough for her mom to leave it alone, would be another possible place.”

	We found nothing under the blankets, nothing under the pillows or inside the pillowcases.  About to admit defeat, we looked under the bed and discovered drawers there.  Opening them, we found underwear, socks and stockings.  In one drawer, under silky pink bras and underpants, we found an opened pregnancy test box.

	Bingo!  Shaking the contents out onto the bed, we found three pregnancy test sticks.  The rectangular results window on one stick read: Pregnant 2-3.  Another read: Pregnant 1-2.  The third read: Pregnant 3+.

	We looked at each other.  Finally, Kailee asked, “Ever seen one of these before?”

	If the heat in my cheeks was any indication, I blushed bright red.  “Noooo.  Have you?”

	Kailee had no overt embarrassment.  She simply said, “No.  Of course not.  George?”

	George looked at her in surprise.  His cheeks for sure turned tomato-red.  “Noooo.  I’m a guy.”

	Kailee whispered in a rather harsh tone, “And if you got a girl pregnant, you wouldn’t be interested in the tests?”

	George glared at her, while his blush spread like a rash down his neck.  “I didn’t get anyone pregnant.  Drop it.  Focus on what we’re finding out here about Ursula.  She’s missing and this is pretty damn important.”

	Kailee asked, “So ... ummm ... what do these numbers mean?”

	I felt like an idiot.  I’m sure Kailee and George did, too.  We found the instructions inside the box and read them.  Apparently, all of Ursula’s numbers meant: Pregnant!  The specific numbers were possible weeks from last ovulation.

	Pregnant.  Pregnant.  Pregnant.  Wow.

	George asked, “Should we take these with us?”

	We debated.  What if Ursula returned and freaked out that they were gone?  Would she think her parents had found them?  Would she do something drastic regarding her pregnancy?

	Kailee reminded us to calm down.  There was an outside possibility that these pregnancy test sticks didn’t even belong to Ursula.  And, if they did, she may have already done something drastic.  We were trying to find her.  We were trying to help her.  What would be the best course of action to do that?

	We decided to take photos of the test sticks using Kailee’s cell phone, then to put them back where we found them and remake Ursula’s bed.

	Choosing an intimate item for Psychic Gabriella, we decided to take a pair of Ursula’s underpants from the same drawer that held the pregnancy tests.  We took a pink silk pair embroidered with pastel butterflies.  I stuck them in my jacket pocket.

	After we left the Wootens’ house and got into George’s truck, he had one question: “There was pee on those sticks, wasn’t there?”

	I said, “Oh, brother.”  Kailee rolled her eyes.

	I decided right then and there that my first order of business upon getting anywhere near soap and water would be to wash my hands.

	



	


CHAPTER 21

	Mondays are horrible for me, forcing myself to get up early and head off to school after a weekend off.  This particular Monday was especially horrible.  I just wanted to skip school and go over to Gabriella Underwood’s house with all the stuff we had found the day before.

	I survived school.  I survived a quick after-school meeting with Mr. Hoffman about how I needed to update The Tiger’s Den to reflect Christmas and winter ... but without being too obvious about Christmas ... keep the separation of Church and State ... add secular Christmas stuff, definitely a Santa Claus ... but add winter stuff, too: snow, sled riding, snowmen, stuff like that.  I agreed to everything.  I needed to get out of there.

	George and Kailee were waiting for me in George’s truck in the parking lot.  After I hopped in, we sped over to Gabriella’s house.

	When we got there, we found the psychic’s home decorated with Christmas lights.  Thanksgiving wasn’t even here yet.  Apparently, she had decided not to wait until the Celebration of the Famous Pig-Out Feast Between Conquering Pilgrims and Conquered Indians was over and had gotten a jump start on Christmas.  I wished my mother had done the same.

	And, wow, was her house ever decorated!  Electric candles flickered inside paper bags lining the driveway.  Purple and white lights covered the roof and hung from the eaves.  White lights on a bare tree in the front yard had been arranged in the shape of a different tree, one I had seen on a T-shirt in the mall: the Tree of Life.  On the front lawn, fake reindeer outlined in white lights drank from a fake stream of water created from blue lights.  The sign on the front yard announcing Psychic Gabriella Underwood—Reasonable Prices to Learn Your Future! had been festooned with evergreen branches.  The overall effect was mesmerizing.  I could have looked at the scene for a very long time.

	Instead, we continued on to the front door.  It had been decorated in tiny twinkling angels whose wings flapped delicately whenever we moved.  The dragon doorknocker guarded its territory, studying the angels with jealous purple eyes.

	Before we knocked, Gabriella opened the door.  She wore a purple velvet dress covered in silver stars that danced with the light from the flapping angels.  She said, “I thought I sensed you all out here.  Come on in, so I can see what you have for me.”

	The inside of her house smelled like pine trees and gingerbread cookies.  Candles flickered on every table.  Candlelight and a crackling fire in the fireplace filled the downstairs with shadows and light dancing across walls and ceiling.  I had the sense of being in the midst of a magnificent ball happening at least one dimension removed from our own.

	After entering the room where the faces of wizards had been carved into the mantel, we handed over the missing girls’ personal items to Gabriella.  A wizard with an especially tall hat appeared to wink at us in the wavering light.

	Gabriella spread out the items on a wooden coffee table that had been carved with elaborate scenes of mythical creatures.

	I asked her, “Do you want to know which items are from which girl?”

	Gabriella answered, “No ... no ... not at the beginning.  I just want to feel what I feel in the presence of these objects.”

	She stood by the table, waving her hands over the items.  She looked at them closely.  And shivered.

	She picked up Ursula’s silky pink underpants embroidered with pastel butterflies and clutched them tightly in her right hand.

	Kailee then gave Gabriella the photographs of the pregnancy sticks she had downloaded from her cell phone and printed out on her printer.  She said, “We found these in the same drawer as those underpants.  We wanted to bring the test sticks here to you, but we were afraid that if the missing girl returned home, she’d freak out if she thought someone had taken them.”

	Gabriella sat down in her chair, still clutching the underpants.  She closed her eyes.  I wasn’t sure what she was doing.  Gathering her thoughts, I supposed.  She remained that way for a long time.  Finally, she opened her eyes and said, “There’s a mixed sense of things here in this intimate item and in the vibe given off by these photographs.  I sense death, but also life.  In fact, both life and death come across with equal strength.  I see a seed and a flower blooming; but also a flower dying quickly, petals turning black and falling from the stem.”  After a moment, she added, “Someone was in trouble, but for them it’s too late.  Someone else is in trouble.  They’re being cared for, but there’s something not quite right about it.  Danger still hangs over them.”

	Gabriella left the room.  We heard water running.  Upon returning, she explained, “Sometimes I need to wash my hands between the handling of different items, to prevent any false connections I might make from simply touching one item right after the other.  The mixture of life and death was so strong in those first objects, I want to prevent any possible cross contamination with the next items.”

	She picked up the love letters we had found in Ursula’s room from a guy named Dylan.  Gabriella smiled.  “Ahhh.  This is very sweet.  Very pure.  First love, untouched by pain.”  Putting the letters back down, that’s all she said about that.

	Gabriella closed her eyes.  Once again, she waved her hands over the coffee table.  Upon opening her eyes, she picked up the bloody knife wrapped in bloody tissue.  She placed that on top of Misty’s diary.  She then placed all that on top of Misty’s notebook.  She said, “The same person owns all these items.  The old blood on the knife suggests old pain.  Intense pain, self-destruction.  We should read the diary.  For clues.  The notebook feels like math, just math.  The diary will have clues for finding its owner.  Darkness surrounds this diary.  I picture a dungeon.  A basement.  Cold and dank.  Somewhere near a lake ... or, no, a stream, a babbling stream.  I see a pine tree.  A giant, deformed pine tree, bent over from the wind or something.  I see the number four.  The tree has the number four on it.  There’s an emergency about finding this person ... before time runs out ... on something.  I see a young woman in a very pretty dress, but she is scared.  There is much darkness about her ... and a pirate on a boat.”

	Telling us she needed a break, Gabriella offered to make us hot chocolate or tea.  We chose the hot chocolate.  While Gabriella went off to make it, we walked around the room.  George stopped in front of the fireplace and stared at the flames.  Kailee found the calico cat curled up under a chair next to the fireplace.  Managing to coax it out, she picked it up, brought it over to the couch and stroked its luxurious fur, as though in a trance.  The cat purred loudly.

	I decided to gaze into the crystal ball to see if I could find any images there.  As soon as I peered into the glassy depths, I was hit by a blinding headache, pain so excruciating, I had to look away.  Two more times, I tried.  I could not gaze inside that orb without being stabbed with the most awful pain.

	Gabriella returned.  She served us hot chocolate.  She took a few sips of tea.  Then she picked up Annie’s hairbrush.  Running her fingers over the bristles and the trailing strands of hair, she looked at the Japanese graphic novels, the suicide notes and notebooks we had found in her bedroom.  After a considerable amount of time, she asked, “This belongs to the girl I found inside the crystal ball, pink star in one eye and a gold star in the other, doesn’t it?  The girl I saw wearing a dress made out of cookies and holding a pitcher of milk?”

	I put my hand over my mouth to stifle a gasp.  I started to cry.  I just nodded my head yes.

	Gabriella continued, “Like the blood on the knife, these suicide notes are old.  They indicate past pain.  However, the comic books suggest a preoccupation with all pain: past, present and looming on the horizon.  That isn’t necessarily a bad thing, except I get the impression that the preoccupation is both personal and obsessive.  I get the same sensation from her writing notebooks.  The hair in her hairbrush suggests something much more ominous.  The DNA in the strands of hair provide me with a link to the person they came from.  I see a troubled young lady who wandered off into places she shouldn’t have gone.  I see a boat, but this time the boat is behind a curtain and not a real threat.  I see a truck.  I see a long dusty road upon which a serpent uncoils itself and rattles its tail in warning.  This girl needs to be found soon.  I see a skull and crossbones hanging above her head.”

	As she did the other day, Gabriella set up a small table in front of her chair and then set the crystal ball on top of it.  “We should take a closer look.”

	The cat leapt from Kailee’s lap and took off for another part of the house.

	As Gabriella gazed into the ball, she said, “I see books, lots and lots of books.  They look like old-fashioned ledgers.  One book is open.  It has columns.  Does that mean anything to you?”

	Astonished, I placed my hand over my mouth.  Kailee said, “Ye-e-e-sss,” in the most hesitant voice I’d ever heard her use.

	Gabriella lifted her hand to indicate silence.  “I don’t need to hear about it right now.  I want to keep my mind open to additional clues.”

	After a few moments of sitting in silence, peering into her crystal ball, Gabriella said, “Well, apparently, that’s all the crystal orb is going to reveal to me today, I’m afraid.  Why don’t you take all the notes and letters and the diary and notebooks with you and see if you can find any clues in those as to where the missing girls might have gone?  I’ll keep studying their other personal items to see if I can pick up any more vibes from those ... and I’ll check back with the crystal ball to see if anything else will be revealed to me.”  She paused, stood up and arched her back, as though trying to work a cramp out of it.  Then she added, “I don’t think we can mess around with this for too long, though.  I sense very strongly that all three of these girls are in grave danger.  If we want to save any of them, we need to move quickly.  Why don’t we meet back here on Friday with as much evidence as we can possibly get together by then?”

	



	


CHAPTER 22

	By a strange turn of events, Annie’s suicide notes and writing notebooks and the gory Japanese graphic novels we had found in her bedroom, Misty’s diary and math notebook, and Ursula’s box of love letters were all up in my attic room under my safekeeping.  The reason was simple: I had the only bedroom into which another adult would never step.  Well, more accurately, a non-ghost adult would never step.  My mother never cleaned my bedroom or bathroom and never stopped by to visit me upstairs in the attic.  When I shared that information with George and Kailee, they insisted it was the perfect place for us to hide the secret items and for us to meet to look through them.

	I reluctantly agreed.  Our desperation to find Annie and the other missing girls far outweighed my concern to keep my friends at school from finding out about my mother.  In one huge information dump, I told George and Kailee all about my mother.  I crossed my fingers they weren’t going to get the idea to report her alcohol and drug abuse to any authorities.  Thank God, they could have cared less.  They mostly just shrugged their shoulders and said as long as my mom didn’t ever go up into the attic, my bedroom was the perfect place for storing the items and for us to get together to search through them for clues.

	We made plans to meet at my house on Tuesday night after I got home from work at The Daily Buzz and had time to eat dinner.

	Writing announcements that day felt especially weird.  I hoped to God I wouldn’t someday be faced with writing or reading a death announcement about Annie.  I wiped tears from my face.  Then I refused to think about it.

	After I arrived back home, Kailee and George came over to my house.  They had decided to drag the trunk of ledgers over to my house as well.  George explained, “You have more guaranteed privacy than either Kailee or me.  It seems much less risky for you to hold onto the trunk than for Kailee to just keep crossing her fingers that her parents won’t suddenly notice it and open it up.”

	I supposed he was right.

	We hunkered down in the attic.  We decided that in order to speed up the process of finding clues, we’d each take something from one of the missing girls and share anything we thought was significant.

	I volunteered to look through Annie’s suicide notes and notebooks, but George pointed out that I was so emotionally invested in Annie’s case, I’d probably have trouble sorting out the important stuff from everything else she wrote.  Well, he was right.  It upset me not to be in charge of Annie’s stuff, but I figured I could just read over her letters and notebooks later on that night.

	I was assigned Ursula’s shoeboxes of love letters.  Ugh.  That really wasn’t my thing.  But I cooperated.  I took the lids off the boxes—all three of them—and opened up every letter.

	Dylan must have bought a dump truck full of rainbow-colored stationery—maybe the first time he’d ever bought actual stationery—because all his letters were written on the same kind of paper, but in different pastel shades.

	A letter on mint green paper told Ursula she was the prettiest girl in the universe.  Oh.  God.  Why did I have to get these boxes of drivel?

	A letter on lavender paper told Ursula that Dylan had had the best day of his life at the County Fair with her.  It was so much fun winning a stuffed pony for her.  The kiss she gave him on the Ferris wheel had made it all worthwhile.

	Oh, God, gag me with a pile of cotton candy.  If the best day of your life is winning a stuffed pony at a State Fair, you do not even have a life.

	On pale blue paper, Dylan professed his love for Ursula.  He hoped one day they’d get married and have six children: three boys and three girls.  Wow, Dylan was quite the planner.

	Blah ... Blah ... Blah on pink paper.  Blah ... Blah ... Blah on pale yellow paper.

	I persevered.  I was glad I did.

	Toward the bottom of one of the boxes, the tone of the letters changed rather ominously.  The bottom ten letters or so were definitely not love letters.  Dylan’s letters became filled with anger bordering on rage.  He asked Ursula why she wanted to ruin their lives.  He threatened to leave her.  He offered her money.  He offered to take her to a clinic.  He said hateful things to her.  At one point, he called her a slut, accused her of sleeping around.

	I finished reading the letter in which Dylan had called Ursula a slut.  That word became emblazoned on a part of my brain that sent the word repeatedly to my eyeballs, so that I could never unsee it.  Slut.  The word, that ugly arrangement of four letters, hung in the air before me.

	I put the letter back in its envelope.  I stared at the handwriting on the envelope.  I wondered: Where had the guy gone who had once written, “My heart burns like the sun for you” and “I’m like the ocean, so far beneath you.  You are the moon, pulling me toward you like the rising tide”?  Maybe he didn’t write those lines at all.  Maybe someone else had written them for him to give to Ursula.

	I pulled myself together.  I got back to the job I was supposed to do.  It turned out that the last three letters at the bottom of the box in which it looked like Dylan had called Ursula a slut weren’t even from him.  They were from a guy named Tom.  He said he could help; he had helped many girls in Ursula’s position before.

	Her position?

	Tom knew of several nice couples who desperately wanted the thing that Ursula was making.  Ursula could meet with them.  If they wanted that thing, he could make all the necessary arrangements: have the documents drawn up to transfer it to them, set up appointments for her with doctors, get her the larger-sized clothes she needed, everything.  The last line of the letter read: “My fees for all of this are modest.  We might be able to bring in $15,000 ... or even up to $25,000.  I take my fee.  You get the rest.  You could go to beauty school, Ursula, just like you always wanted to do.  Someday you could open up your own hair and nails salon.  Or you will enter a world you really didn’t want to enter at your age.  Think about it.”

	God.  Did this mean what I thought it meant?  What kind of thing would Ursula be making that could possibly have her interested in doctor appointments ... and in larger-sized clothes! ... at her age?  My God, you do not ever tell a non-pregnant teenage girl that you will reward her with larger-sized clothes.  In fact, if that girl is as big as a house with twin hot air balloons for a butt and she’s wearing clothes that stretch across her body as tight as shrink-wrap, you do not ever even hint at the idea that she might ever even possibly someday need to buy larger-sized clothes.  You just don’t.  You do not go there.  Was Tom trying to get Ursula to sell her baby?

	Evil bastard!

	I thought of Ursula’s mother.  Her beach ball of a pregnant belly.  The little kids at the window, the toddler running off to get cookies and apple juice.  Total chaos.

	I assumed Ursula had met with this guy named Tom, to see what he might offer her.  I assumed she’d also met with any prospective adoptive parents he had come up with.

	I squeezed the letter in my sweaty hands.  I managed to choke out the words, “Hey, guys, look at this...” in a voice you could hardly hear.

	Kailee looked up.  Her face was tight, strained.  She said, “I don’t know what you’ve got, but I think Annie may have run away from home.  And I wouldn’t be surprised if she still had thoughts of suicide.  I don’t think that was just in her past...”

	I dropped the letter in my hand.  I managed to ask, “What?  Why?”

	Kailee showed me a letter.  It was dated in the present year.  Annie wrote that she thought her only way out might be to run away or kill herself.  She wrote:

	Dear Mom and Dad,

	I’ve run away.  I’m gone.  Gone.  That word lingers on my tongue.  Gone for good holds an allure for me.  Perhaps I was a mistake.  Perhaps I was never meant to be.  Perhaps I was an aberration, a deviation from the genetics that make you, Mom, you and make Dad Dad.  Mom, you always insist on smiling.  Smile!  Smile!  You’re on candid camera!  Dad always insists on doing business, getting the job done, making us bazillions of dollars and putting us at the top of the food chain.

	Well, I’m not happy.  And I spend more time at the bottom of the food chain than at the top—just ask anyone in my high school.  I am not a winner.  I am not the best of the best.  I doubt I have any of the right stuff.  I never get voted best of anything at my school.

	Wyatt’s at it again.  Mom, you choose not to believe me.  Dad, you don’t even want to listen to me.  You accuse me of being hysterical.  “Stop being hysterical, Annie!” is your only advice.

	I can’t take it anymore.  Both of you inviting Wyatt into our home to stay a month while he interns at your business, Dad, is the final straw.  Wyatt snuck into my bedroom last night.  He’s my freakin’ cousin, for God’s sake!

	Adopt Wyatt if you want.  I can no longer live in your house!

	Your Ex-Daughter,

	Annie

	Through tears blurring my vision, I said, “OK.  But somehow Annie returned home after this and picked up her life.  This letter is dated months ago.  I hung out with Annie, I even hung out with her at her house, after this.”

	Kailee said, “That’s true.  All right.  I need to finish reading her letters.”

	I asked George if he had figured out anything about Misty.  He said, “Well, I started reading Misty’s diary at the end.  I’m going backwards because I figured whatever she wrote last might be the most helpful stuff ... unless, of course, she was kidnapped or something else totally out of the blue.”

	Kailee asked, “So, did you find anything?”

	George answered, “Yeah, I think so.  You know how Misty was such a popular cheerleader at school?  But how we found out she came from a run-down house and had a dad who was a total lowlife?”

	Kailee and I nodded our heads yes.

	George continued, “And you know how we found out she was a cutter?”

	My thoughts went back to the day I had first discovered that in the hospital ER.

	George went on, “Well, she talks about all of that at great length in her diary.  She talks about something we never knew: her mom had once been a model, way back in high school into her early twenties.  Misty pasted some old photos of her mom into her diary.  Here, look at this...”

	George showed us a page onto which had been glued a photo that was the spitting image of Misty: a teenaged girl lit up from inside with a beautiful glow, absolutely exuding happiness, with sparkling blue eyes and long, shiny blond hair that curled ever so slightly on her shoulders.

	I had to ask, “Who is this?  Is this Misty or her mom?”

	George answered, “Her mom.”

	While the gears in my head moved around, trying to click on some answer to the riddle of Misty’s disappearance, all I could think to say was: “Wow.”

	George said, “There’s more.  Look at this ... There are two modeling pictures of Misty’s mom.”

	It was like Misty herself had had a modeling session.  Her mom looked exactly like her, but remade into artwork, the way models are.  She was wearing a black-and-white polka-dotted dress with a ginormous black silk hat that had so many feathers poking out the top, you could imagine a real-life bird sitting in a nest there.  Still, the image was beautiful.

	George said, “In her diary, Misty writes a lot about how she wants to have the kind of life her mother could have had if she’d never met Misty’s father.  She doesn’t really complain about her dad very much at all, which is surprising considering how nasty he is.  It’s like she didn’t want to concentrate on the negative, like she just wanted to focus on how life could be better if she just set big goals and kept working toward them.  She writes a bunch in her diary about how she’s hoping to be a model someday.  She mentions a lot how being a cheerleader is her first step toward becoming a model.”  George wiped sweat from his forehead and continued, “The last part of Misty’s diary is frightening.  Misty talks about meeting a man who might be able to help her with her life’s dream.  Here, read the exact words yourself...”

	George handed the diary to me, flipped open to the page he wanted to show us.  Kailee moved over to sit next to me.  We read Misty’s words:

	Dear Diary,

	I’m so excited!!!!!  A man came up to me at the mall today.  I was all alone, feeling kind of blue, shopping for clothes to make myself feel better.  I bought a red velvet dress ... and I can’t even believe I found them: red velvet high heels! ... to wear to the Christmas Dance at school.  And, after I came out of the shoe store, this guy wearing gray pants and a white dress shirt, very professional-looking!, walked right over to me and handed me a piece of paper with his name and address and cell phone number on it.  He said he was out of business cards, but he just had to approach me because I was the perfect model for a photo shoot he’s doing for the calendar of a big business.  He said he saw me trying on the red heels and thought I looked perfect to wear those shoes with maybe a red dress for the Christmas shoot.  I’m telling you, Diary, if those shoes aren’t my lucky charm, I don’t know what is!  I told him that was totally amazing—I had just bought a red dress!  He asked to see it.  When I showed it to him, he said it was perfect.  He said I had very good taste in fine clothing.  He actually said, “That’s what separates the top models from, say, your average department store catalog models, the ability to understand what makes good fashion, an ability to actually understand and communicate beauty.”  Squeeee!!!!!  I decided: I’m going to call him tomorrow and set up an appointment!!!!!

	P.S. I’m not telling Mom or Dad (well, like I’d ever tell Dad!  LOL.) about this until I find out if I actually get the modeling job.  I don’t want Mom to be bummed out if I don’t get the job, and I couldn’t stand Dad making fun of me if I fail at this.

	I flipped through the rest of the diary.  That was the very last page with any words on it.

	Kailee started flipping through Misty’s math notebook.  She found doodles along the top and bottom and in the margins of pages filled with math problems.  She also found some phone numbers, although there were no names next to any of them.

	



	


CHAPTER 23

	The next day, I had a test in every class.  I wasn’t prepared for any of them.  To be honest, I had completely forgotten about them.  Or I had forgotten the date or something.  I had so much on my mind.  I felt completely panicked that Annie was still missing.  Somehow, I had thought she’d show up by now.

	Whoever Wyatt was, she’d been dealing with him for a long time.  Obviously, she’d thought about running away from home for some time.  Yet, when I met her, she was living at home and seemed to have made adjustments.  She and her mom had compromised on her style choices.  She got to dress goth, even have weird red-star contact lenses, as long as her room was pink and gold and all sunshiny happy.  Her mom allowed Annie to have friends over and to have cookies she had baked delivered up to Annie’s room by a butler.

	Had Annie really run away now when things seemed to be going well for her at home?  I made a mental note to go over to Annie’s house again, this time to look around her room for evidence about Wyatt.  I hadn’t been looking for that before.  Maybe Annie had photos of Wyatt or notes from him or something.

	Oh my God, I was thinking about all this while sitting in front of my U.S. History test.  Ten minutes had already gone by.  I was sure I’d flunk.

	Somehow, I made it through the day.  An hour before school ended, we had an assembly.  It was a mandatory pep rally for the Thanksgiving Day football game.  At the rally and not a moment before, I realized that the very next day was Thanksgiving.

	Damn.

	On my way home by bus, I suddenly remembered that I had promised my mom I’d make some side dish for Thanksgiving dinner.  What was it?  Damn.  Damn.  Damn.  What was it?

	I stared out the grimy bus window.  The sky was cloudy.  I watched trees and houses go by.

	What had I promised to make?  I was going to be in so much trouble if I did not remember what it was.  Thanksgiving Day would be a living hell.  More of a living hell than usual.  Fires would burn.  Satan would appear.  I pictured my mom in a red robe, devil horns poking out of her hair.  Ha!  Maybe Brandon Yates was in Purgatory, but I would be in Hell.

	I studied a smear of greenish yellow grime on the bus window next to me, trying to see a shape within it, the same way you can do with clouds.

	Oh my God, that was it!  I had promised to make a Jell-O mold.  OK.  What color Jell-O?  Definitely not greenish yellow!  I decided maybe red Jell-O, cherry or strawberry flavored, with bananas in it.  That I could eat.  That I would definitely enjoy.

	Now, how the hell do you turn it into a shape?  My mother wanted a Jell-O mold.  I thought it best to meet her expectations.  I hoped to get away from Thanksgiving dinner as soon as possible if Gabriella could meet with us.

	I texted George and Kailee: Did you know tomorrow is Thanksgiving?

	They both had known.  God.  My brain.  My freakin’ brain.  I get so tied up in knots, my brain doesn’t function right.

	I didn’t admit I had forgotten.  I just texted back: Yeah, so I was thinking we should meet with Gabriella tomorrow, if she can do it, and show her all the information we found.  I think we need to work on finding the missing girls ASAP, you know before the trail goes cold.

	George texted back: How about tomorrow night?  After dinner?  Just tell family we have to work on a big school project.

	Kailee: Good idea.  I could be free around 8:00.

	We agreed that I’d contact Gabriella and try to arrange a meeting for Thanksgiving night.

	At the stop on my street, I hopped off the bus and ran home.  On my way up the driveway, I noticed our van missing and sighed with relief.

	Once safely inside my bedroom, I locked the door and called Gabriella.  She agreed to meet us on Thanksgiving night!  I suddenly wondered if she had family—sisters or brothers, kids, parents still living, anyone at all to share Thanksgiving dinner with.

	I decided to call a taxi to take me to the grocery store.  After finding the pudding and gelatin section, I must say I was amazed by the sheer number of Jell-O flavors.  I must have spent fifteen minutes picking up and looking at different boxes, completely flummoxed by what would look best with bananas and still taste good.

	I was kind of fascinated by Berry Blue.  I thought that would be really pretty.  But I couldn’t tell if it would be dark or not, and I thought it best if the bananas showed through the Jell-O.  I figured Jell-O mold meant the presentation was as important as the taste.  I wasn’t sure.  Finally, I grabbed a box labeled Island Pineapple.  That sounded exotic and tasty and perfect for going well with bananas.

	Halfway down the aisle to ask someone about Jell-O molds, I turned right back around.  My mother would hate Island Pineapple.  I could hear her now: “What were you thinking?  What does Island Pineapple possibly have to do with Thanksgiving?  What, were the Pilgrims and Indians vacationing on a tropical island or something?”  I could picture my mother flying into a rage about how awful Island Pineapple tasted with her turkey and stuffing.

	When I saw Strawberry Banana flavor, I went with that.  At least it would taste good with bananas.  And walking back down the aisle, I discovered Jell-O molds.  It was my lucky day!  I picked out a ring-shaped Jell-O mold.  Then I went and bought bananas.  Things were looking up.

	Before checking out, I wheeled my cart over to the bakery section.  I decided I should bring something over to Gabriella.  In case she didn’t have family.  In case she was all alone on Thanksgiving.  I wondered if psychics got lonely.  I guessed they would, unless maybe they spent a lot of time visiting with people who had passed over into that realm beyond death.

	As I picked out cookies for the bakery saleswoman to put in a box, I thought about Brandon and his family.  Did they celebrate Thanksgiving?  Or were they done with all that?

	Outside, I got into a waiting taxi with all my stuff.  Tomorrow would be a very interesting day.

	



	


CHAPTER 24

	I set my alarm clock for 10:00 in the morning to make sure I had enough time to make the Jell-O mold, but something woke me up around 8:15.  I wasn’t sure what.  I sat up in bed, rubbing my eyes.  The first thing I thought of was the ghosts.  I whispered into the darkness of the room: “Brandon?  Brandon?”

	Nothing.  No answer.

	I slipped out of bed and stumbled around my room in the dark.  I stubbed my toe twice before finding my desk and switching on the desk lamp.

	I looked around.  Nothing.

	I picked up my cell phone and saw something like ten text messages.  God.  Had I slept through nine of them or did only one of them ping?

	As I carried my phone over to the bed, it rang.

	I had set the ringtone to the theme from Ghostbusters if Brandon called.  He loved that ringtone until he watched the movie and discovered that the Ghostbusters were actually ghost exterminators.  Ha!  I thought that was hilarious.  I kept that ringtone, even though Brandon wanted me to change it, just to tease him.

	But, anyway, it wasn’t the Ghostbusters ringtone just then.  It was Prime Audio Soup from the first Matrix movie—’cause The Matrix was about computers and all, and Kailee’s specialty was computers.  For George, my ringtone was the theme song from Steven Spielberg’s movie, A.I. Artificial Intelligence.  I assigned that one to George ’cause A.I. was about a robotic boy and George was a boy interested in artificial intelligence and computers.

	All those mnemonic devices helped me to immediately identify who was calling, so that I could quickly answer phone calls I wanted to take and ignore phone calls I didn’t want to answer right away.

	The ringtone for my mother was Kelly Clarkson’s What Doesn’t Kill You.  “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger...”  Yup.  I wasn’t dead yet.  I was stronger.  That was my mom’s ringtone.  And that was the ringtone I ignored most often.

	As soon as I recognized the weird techno sounds of Prime Audio Soup, before it ever even got to the repetition of the words Set me free, I clicked to answer my phone.

	Kailee was practically hysterical.  Well, not practically.  She was hysterical.  “Shade!  Shade!  I’ve been texting you and calling you!  Where have you been?”

	I looked at my clock.  “Kailee, it’s only 8:21 in the morning.  I was sleeping.  I guess my phone was on vibrate; but I think it woke me up anyway, eventually, I guess.”

	Kailee completely ignored how early it was.  No apology for waking me up.  “Have you seen the forum this morning?”

	“Noooo...”

	“Look at it!  Look at the forum right now!  There’s a message from Annie!”

	I almost shrieked, but caught myself in time to realize I’d wake up my mom if I wasn’t quiet.  I think I kind of shriek-whispered, “What?!!?” as I turned on my laptop.

	And there it was: a message from Annie Green.  It said:

	Hi, everyone.  This message is for anyone who can help me.  Please, anyone who reads this, make sure Shade Griffin also sees this message.  I need help.  I ran away, got kidnapped.  I think I’m being held for ransom.  Oh, God.  He’s coming!

	I just started saying, “Oh, my God ... Oh, my God ... Oh, my God...” over and over again.

	Kailee snapped me out of it.  “Shade!  Shade!  Listen to me ... Listen to me...”  When I finally shut up, she asked me, “What do you think we should do?”

	My mind froze.  “I don’t know.  I have no idea.”  I started to cry.

	Kailee came up with a plan.  “Shade, I know what.  We’re meeting with the psychic tonight, right?”  She didn’t wait for me to answer.  “So, let’s show the forum message to her, see what she thinks, before we do anything else.”

	I asked, “Shouldn’t we answer Annie?”

	Kailee said, “I’ll tell you what.  I’ll create a fake username and answer Annie with that.  With the fake username, I’ll tell her that I’ll get her message to you.  If that isn’t really Annie, we’ll have some wall between us and whoever would be creepy enough to post something like that.  OK?”

	My mind numb, I just answered, “OK.”

	I thought of Annie singing Prime Audio Soup.  Set me free ... Set me free ... Set me free ...  If that was really Annie, she had sent a message through the Matrix of the Internet.  We had to get her out.

	Realizing I’d never be able to sleep, I went downstairs in my nightgown and socks.  I mixed powdered instant breakfast in milk and chugged it down.  Then I set about trying to follow the directions to make Jell-O and somehow force it into a ring shape.  One Ring to rule them all, One Ring to find them, One Ring to bring them all and in the darkness bind them.  Yes.  The Lord of the Banana-Infused Jell-O Rings.

	Turns out Jell-O is surprisingly easy to make.  I poured the sugary liquid into a bowl.  The directions said to stick it in the refrigerator for 1-1/2 hours or until thickened before adding banana slices.

	So I did that.

	Then, needing something to do and obsessing over Annie’s forum message, I decided to get to work decorating the forum for Christmas.  I thought that might spark renewed interest in the forum once again.  More eyes, more ears, maybe more clues in the forum that way.  Although I supposed Annie’s message in and of itself would spark intense interest once everyone woke up and got online to see what was happening.

	I decided to check Annie’s old Twitter feed—at first just to feel a sense of connection with her, and then because I couldn’t believe I had overlooked checking her Twitter feed and Facebook page to see if she had posted on either of those places after she went missing.

	Her Twitter handle was Goth Girl Annie.  There wasn’t a whole lot there.  Quite a few retweets from her account, though!  It took me awhile to recognize what I was seeing.  I looked at the retweets from the time she had gone missing.  Were there clues there?  A pattern, maybe?

	Unfortunately, Annie had mostly retweeted photographs of scenic places.

	Then I realized: could that be a kind of map?  Places she had been taken maybe?  Maybe the last retweeted place was the place where she was right now?

	I looked for patterns.  Most of the photographs showed water.  A waterfall in Hawaii.  A river running through the Grand Canyon.  Then: a gorgeous pine tree against a light blue sky filled with white clouds.  And at the bottom of the bank where the tree was rooted: a stream sparkling in the sunlight as its frothy waves splashed around rocks.  I looked closer.  There was another pine tree, off to the side and behind the main pine tree, with branches grown in such a way that they had become bent into the letter four.  What had Gabriella said?  She saw a babbling stream ... a deformed pine tree with the number four on it.  She had also said the person connected to those images was in an emergency situation with time running out.  Oh, my God.  It was Annie.  She was that person.

	I knew I had to make it through Thanksgiving dinner before I could leave the house and search further.  I felt comforted by the fact that we’d be seeing Gabriella that night.  I felt we’d get more answers by showing her everything we’d found out than if I were to go out searching willy-nilly right now.

	I texted George and Kailee my interpretation of what I had found on Annie’s Twitter feed.  I told them to go check it out themselves.  They both agreed to get right on it.

	Lying down on my bed, hoping to rest, I fell into a deep sleep.  I dreamed of Brandon.  I ached for him with every cell in my body.  It wasn’t very comfortable.  Then I looked in a mirror.  The mirror spoke back: “You miss him, don’t you?  You seriously miss him.  It’s written all over your face.”  I looked closer.  All over my face, written in bright red lipstick, the kind my mom liked to wear, were the words: “I miss him!  I miss him!  I miss Brandon!”

	I woke with a start.  I realized how much I missed Brandon.  Then I heard my mom banging pots and pans around in the kitchen.

	I jumped out of bed.  Horrified that I had slept until noon, I took a quick shower, got dressed and went downstairs to check on my mom.

	Amazingly, she was up, wearing a plain green dress with an apron decorated in repeating patterns of orange and yellow leaves, and beginning to make dinner.  She had already made stuffing.  The kitchen smelled delicious from all the butter she had used to fry the onions and celery that went into the delicious concoction she was now stuffing into a large turkey.  Wiping the hair out of her eyes with her arm, she gave me a big smile.  “Good morning, Shade.”  Looking at the clock, she laughed and corrected herself: “Good afternoon, I mean.”  Still smiling, she said, “I saw the Jell-O you made.  It looks delicious!  Are you putting it into a mold?”

	I answered quickly, before her mood changed, “Yes, definitely.  I bought a nice ring-shaped mold yesterday and some bananas to add to the Jell-O.”

	My mother said, “Fantastic!  Sounds yummy.  You could work on that while the turkey cooks.”

	I immediately agreed to that.  After wolfing down a chunk of cinnamon coffee cake and orange juice, I sliced a couple of bananas and stirred them into the thickened Jell-O, then poured the entire mixture into the mold.  I wasn’t sure how it was ever going to stick together in the shape of a ring, but the directions implied that this had been done before with success.

	I asked my mom if she’d like me to do anything else.  I felt afraid to ask her that question, thinking she would stick me with making the entire rest of the dinner, but she actually told me she didn’t need any help until 5:00.  She thought maybe then I could put the buttermilk biscuits on a baking tray and stick them in the oven and maybe get the cranberry sauce out of its can and onto a serving plate while she made the mashed potatoes and vegetables.

	Sounded good to me.  I bounded upstairs, delighted to have an entire day to myself.

	I worked on Leotard Girl for a bit.  I completed a story I was working on in which she helped a student at her school who was being bullied.  Coming across a couple of students pushing and shoving a classmate and teasing him for being gay, Leotard Girl shot a beam out of her head that seared a tattoo of a rainbow-colored flag on both of the bullies’ foreheads.  Ha!  I liked that.  Poetic justice.

	After finishing the comic, I emailed it to Kailee for her to look at, to see if she thought it was good enough for the school newspaper.

	Then I wandered around my room, trying to decide what to do.  Finally, I grabbed the necklace Brandon had given me and spoke his name into it several times.

	To my great surprise, he appeared only seconds later.

	He floated around the room.  The way he moved matched all my earlier preconceptions of ghosts.  He zigged and zagged.  He touched the floor, then flew up to the ceiling, then zipped around the room, rustling the curtains as he flew past my windows.

	I asked him, “What are you doing?”

	He stopped.  He floated down to the floor.  He said, “Oh, just kind of stretching.”

	I was going to ask why, but decided there were more important things to talk about than why he needed to stretch when he didn’t have muscles.  I told him about Annie’s post in The Tiger’s Den and her retweets on Twitter.  I updated him on where we were with the psychic.  I told him that we were meeting with Gabriella that night after Thanksgiving dinner.

	Brandon just stared at me.  “It’s Thanksgiving?”

	I said, “Yeah.  Why?”

	He floated down to the window cushions, bits of the cloudy stuff he was made of drifting away from him, making him appear not quite whole.  “That was a very special day in our family ... that and Christmas.  No matter what kind of a mess my parents were in, if they didn’t pull those holidays together, my grandmother always did.  Those days were sacred.  They were always fun and our family was always together.”

	I understood his pain.  “Oh, I’m sorry.”  After thinking a bit, I added, “Hey, why don’t you get your family together?  Ummm, I don’t think you can join my mother and me at Thanksgiving dinner, exactly.  My mother would completely freeeak out if she saw ghosts.  She’s not a very open-minded person.  But, ummm, you could all hang out together in this house, like old times.”  My mind kept running at top speed.  “Hey, and then ... hey, maybe this would get you out of Purgatory faster! ... are you allowed to go anywhere you want?  Can you leave this house and go anywhere?”

	Brandon answered, “I think so.  We can definitely leave this house.”

	I continued, “OK, so, how about you kind of join my mom and me for dinner ... without my mom ever knowing you’re there ... OK? ... That last part is extremely important: my mother cannot know you or your family are there!  And then, after dinner, you and your family all go with me and my friends to the psychic’s house?”

	Brandon liked the idea.  He popped out of my reality to go find his family and invite them to dinner.  Hey, Mom, guess who’s coming to dinner?  Hmmm ... It was sure to be an interesting Thanksgiving.

	A few hours later, dinner was ready.  The downstairs smelled heavenly: the mixed aromas of cooked turkey and buttery stuffing, baked sweet potatoes with melted marshmallows on top, biscuits.  Oh my word, my mouth was watering as I released the Jell-O from its mold.  And the ring shape completely disintegrated.  The Jell-O walls fell apart, crumbling to the plate like debris from some ancient ringed fort.

	I cringed.  I expected my mom to get really angry with me.  She didn’t, though.  It was odd.  She was completely OK with it.  She actually started joking around.  “Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, Humpty Dumpty had a great fall; All the King’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty together again.  Oh wait, no, it was the wall that fell apart!  Humpty Dumpty wasn’t even there!”

	I just rolled my eyes and laughed.  I didn’t know how to respond to my mother being in good spirits.  Well, at least the spirits being her own good mood and not alcohol.

	We sat down to dinner.  Everything was absolutely delicious.  Even the Jell-O was good.  Maybe it couldn’t keep a ring shape, but it was tasty with all the bananas in it.

	Speaking of spirits, about halfway through the meal, Brandon and his entire family—grandmother, mother, father, and Neil—came floating through our dining room.  I almost choked on a piece of turkey.  God, I could have joined the afterlife myself that day, felled by a piece of meat.

	I tried to watch them without appearing too odd or distracted.  Once when I stared at some funny acrobatics Neil was doing around the chandelier, my mother asked me, “What are you looking at, Shade?  You seem awfully interested in that chandelier.”

	I decided to ask: “You don’t see anything unusual about the chandelier today?”

	My mother studied it.  “Hmmm, not really.  The crystals might be moving a tiny bit.  Is that what you see?”

	I just answered, “Uh-huh.”

	My mom got up from the table.  She closed the damper to the fireplace in the dining room.  As she sat back down, she commented, “This old house is awfully chilly.  The air seems to creep in here through all kinds of places.”

	Two seconds later, Brandon flew behind her and made a very funny face.  Then he turned himself into Humpty Dumpty.

	I thought I would die.  I did not even know he could do that.  It was all I could do to keep myself from bursting out laughing.

	Then, finally, Brandon and his family flew out of the dining room and went upstairs.  I hoped to God they wouldn’t mess up my room.  I crossed my fingers that Grandmother Yates would keep everything under control.

	After my mother and I had finished dinner, put away the leftovers and washed all the dishes, we sat down to eat dessert.  My mother had picked up two pies at the grocery store: pumpkin and apple.  I took a generous slab of both and topped them with mounds of whipped cream.

	As I lifted a forkful of pumpkin pie and whipped cream to my mouth, the front door shook with a knock that sounded more like thunder.

	I felt scared.  My mother just smiled and said, “Oh, I’ll get that, dear.”

	She seemed too calm.  Come to think of it, she’d been unusually happy all day.  I followed behind her as she left the dining room.  From the entryway into the kitchen, I saw her fling open the front door.

	There, framed in the doorway to our house, was that creepy guy Brandon had beaten with a tree branch and chased away by conjuring up a black dog with glowing red eyes, the night that guy had come to my house and given me a package for my mom.  He had threatened me when he handed me the package, told me to stay out of his neighborhood if I knew what was good for me.  And I had seen that same creepy guy pushing a girl into a van on Halloween night.

	My mom was being just as friendly as she could possibly be with him.  He handed her a package, much bigger than before, but sealed with the same kind of packing tape.  My mom practically gushed at him, “Oh, thank you sooooo much.  I’ll be sure to deliver these to the girls.  Do you have any money for me?”

	The guy frowned, enhancing the ugliness of a scar I hadn’t noticed before: a line that ran across his nose and across his entire cheek under his right eye, all the way to his ear.  He said, “You’ll get all the money we owe you after you deliver these.”

	Then he turned and walked away.

	I scurried back into the dining room.  I plunked myself back into my chair.  I tried to shovel a generous amount of pie and whipped cream into my mouth and devour it without choking.  I wanted it to look like I had been eating dessert all along, but most of it was still on my plate.

	My mother disappeared somewhere in the house and then returned, trying to act as if nothing major had happened, but she looked tense and distracted.

	Having finally swallowed the mouthful of dessert I had been working on just as my mother sat back down at the table, I quickly stuck another forkful into my mouth, so as not to have to say something at least until after I had swallowed.

	My mother asked me in a rather hollow voice, “So, how’s the pie?”

	I stopped chewing just long enough to mumble, “Mmmmm ... mmmmm...”

	My mother forced a laugh.  “I take that to mean it’s good.”

	Serving herself a slice of pumpkin pie and squirting a little bit of whipped cream on it, my mother mostly ate in silence.  More than once, she remarked, “This really is good!” like she hadn’t already said that.

	After we did the dessert dishes, I told my mom I needed to do homework and then meet up with friends for a school project.  She was fine with all of that.

	As I passed her room on my way upstairs, I noticed that she had opened the box.  I stopped on the stairs and watched her.  She pulled an especially ugly dress out of the box: purple—and huge—with yellow ducks all over it.  Then I realized: it was a maternity dress!  What the hell were my mom and that creepy guy doing with maternity clothes for “the girls?”  And who the hell were “the girls?”

	When I opened the door to my bedroom, I discovered Brandon and his family reading books.  I wanted to ask them why they still read books, but felt it was important to tell them right away about everything I had just seen.

	Brandon promised not to leave my side as we ventured into the neighborhood of the psychic later on that night.  He agreed, however, to remain invisible until we were all inside her house.  All the members of his family agreed to do likewise.

	When we got to Gabriella’s house, her Christmas lights brightened up her entire street.  You could see them a block away.  The Tree of Life was blinking furiously, completely taking over the identity of the real tree to which the lights had been tethered.  The white reindeer drank from the electric blue stream.  When we reached the front door, the angels already twinkling in the light started flapping their wings.  The dragon stared at them.  And at us, I thought.

	Brandon and his family were invisible to me.  But, after opening her door, Gabriella greeted Kailee and George and me and then said to what looked like nothing but air, “And how nice to meet all of you!”  Holding her door open, she looked like she had lost her mind, pretending to usher an invisible group of people inside.  The motion-activated angels continued to flap their wings.

	Once her door had closed, Brandon and his family became visible to all of us.  Gabriella’s cat let out a shriek and a hiss and went slinking off to another room.

	As before, Gabriella’s living room danced with the flickering light and shadow resulting from flames roaring in the fireplace and on the wicks of candles set upon every conceivable surface.  Gabriella herself seemed lit from within.  She wore a white dress decorated in tiny purple flowers that had long, flowing sleeves; and she had draped a white shawl around her shoulders.  Her face appeared serene, wise, illuminated from within.  Her purple eyes and the speck of blue in her right eye were clear and bright.

	Gabriella smiled at all of us.  She gave Brandon and everyone in his family a warm handshake or hug as she greeted each one in turn, asking their names after having introduced herself.  When she got to Neil, she acted very grandmotherly, almost as though she were Neil’s own grandmother.  I wondered once again if she had a family of her own—any children or grandchildren.  She was wonderful with Neil.

	She placed her hands on her cheeks and made her eyes go wide with surprise.  She exclaimed to Neil and to all of us around him, “Oh, my goodness!  And who do we have here?  You are a child ghost!  How delightful!”

	My mind paused and took a moment to edit this scene in my brain.  You know, if it was a story for a movie I was writing or something, would these be the correct words to use?  Now, I couldn’t change anything Gabriella Underwood was actually saying or anything—I certainly didn’t have that kind of power—but I felt a need to take a closer look at her words, to evaluate them because they struck me as very odd.  What kind of person was Ms. Underwood, anyway?  The only way a kid got to be a ghost was to die.  Neil had died in a most tragic way.  His brother floating right next to him was responsible.  That was certainly more horrible than delightful.  But Gabriella was being so warm and loving and welcoming, I guess that’s what made this scene happening right before me feel perfectly wonderful and acceptable.  Maybe it was like: We all know children die every day, Gabriella as a psychic can see the dead, and so Gabriella would be delighted upon meeting a ghost child in the same way most grandmotherly types become animated and delighted upon seeing young children.  My brain relaxed.  Puzzle solved.  The feeling I had about this surreal introduction was that Gabriella was simply delighted to meet a young child.  And, also, I think she was trying to offer him comfort.

	By the time my brain snapped out of analysis mode, Neil was laughing.  Gabriella was saying, “So, if you like hot chocolate and marshmallows, I will bring you a cup with marshmallows shaped into a dragon on top.  I promise!”

	Neil grinned.  He started zipping and zooming around the room the same way a happy little kid might start running around the room.  A few seconds later, his mother yelled at him to settle down before he broke something.  Ha-ha!  I thought that was very funny.

	Next, Gabriella Underwood turned her attention to meeting Harper Yates.  I’m not sure what happened in that introduction, but it was powerful.  As the two women discussed the girls that had gone missing, they both glowed.  The light around them became so brilliant, it reminded me of circulating streams of starlight and sunlight mixed together.  Dust motes swirled like a tornado around them.  I thought of fairy dust.  Then dark clouds enveloped them: angry, swollen storm clouds.  Their words turned into an ancient tongue told in whispers with rumblings of thunder.

	Somehow, I gained wisdom.  I realized I knew something I had not known before.  These two women coming together in their concern for missing children had tapped into something quite different than the panic I had felt upon seeing the swollen pregnant belly of Ursula Wooten’s overwhelmed mother.  They had tapped into the feminine protective energy of the universe, a guiding force of love that would come through them and lead them to fight for these missing children as though they were mother bears fighting for the survival of their own cubs.

	When it was over, I thought that perhaps I had imagined all that.  It felt true, however.  I felt proud, perhaps for the first time in my entire life, to be female.

	After things returned to normal—or at least as normal as they could be with a psychic and five ghosts in the room, Gabriella went off to her kitchen to make tea and hot chocolate.  As promised to Neil, she brought him a cup of hot chocolate—as big as a soup bowl—with a magnificent dragon shaped from marshmallows floating on top.

	I wished I was a kid again, not a teenager saddled with all the responsibilities I had.

	Gabriella turned and smiled at me.  “Would you like a cup of hot chocolate with a marshmallow dragon on top?”

	I blushed and said, “Yes, please.”  Then I remembered the box of cookies I had bought at the grocery store and gave them to her.  Gabriella was so thankful, you’d think I had baked those cookies myself and sprinkled them with gold dust.  She immediately went out to her kitchen and came back with a porcelain tray.  She arranged all the cookies on it, then took one for herself and passed the rest around.

	Moments later, as Kailee, George and I sipped our hot chocolate from around the sides of wobbling dragons and Brandon did some kind of weird ghost behavior where he directed hot chocolate steam from his cup to his nose, we got down to business.  We showed Gabriella and all of Brandon’s family everything we had found in the bedrooms of the missing girls.  We also showed them the ledgers.

	Gabriella and Harper had sat down next to each other on the couch.  George, Kailee and I had spread out all our evidence on the engraved coffee table in front of them.

	Gabriella placed her hands on each of the items before her.  Harper touched each item with her hands that became more translucent the longer she worked.  At one point, I could see the pages of the ledger she was reading right through her hands.

	Gabriella and Harper looked at each other.  Then the psychic placed her crystal ball on the table before her, waved her hands over it, and gazed past its shiny surface.

	She told us: “Once again, I see house number 1044 as strongly related to the girls you seek.  I think you are going to have to look into that.”  Then she said to Harper, “I think Brandon should go with them.  He could protect them.  And he can get into places where it’s not safe for the living to go.”

	Harper agreed, saying to her grandson, “I feel this is an opportunity for you to redeem yourself.  I feel you need to do this.”

	Brandon immediately accepted.  Neil wrapped his arms around his older brother.

	Turning to George, Kailee and me, Gabriella asked us for details of everything we had discovered.  She also said she was ready to know which missing girl each of the items in front of her had belonged to.  We identified the owner of each item.  Then we told her about everything we had read in Annie’s suicide letters.  We described Misty’s preoccupation with modeling and her diary entries about getting ready to meet some man who had offered her a modeling job.  We told her about the ominous change in Dylan’s letters to Ursula Wooten and the letters we had found from some guy named Tom, offering to help her.  We described everything in great detail, including the money the guy was offering Ursula.

	Gabriella just said, “Hmmm ... Hmmm...” from time to time.  When we finished talking, she turned back to her crystal ball.  I couldn’t see inside it, only caught flashes of something swirling within.  I wanted to look closer, but was too afraid of that blinding headache I had experienced last time I tried.  I didn’t want to go through that again.

	After what felt like forever, Gabriella turned away from her crystal ball and toward us.  She said, “I basically see what I saw before, but I feel much more certain about it now and the details are stronger, less vague.  Definitely, look at house number 1044.”  With that, she looked directly into my eyes.  “I feel now that the girl who wrote in the diary, you said her name is Misty Perkins, is connected to my earlier vision of a dungeon or basement.  I believe now that the dungeon is located in a basement and it might very well be the basement of house number 1044.  Be very careful when you go there.”  Turning to Brandon she warned, “Do not let George, Kailee or Shade out of your sight.  You check out the house and the basement first.  But do not let these young people out of your sight at any time, Brandon.  There is great danger in this location.”

	Gabriella’s cat came slinking back into the room, eyeing each of us suspiciously.  It looked intently in the direction of each of the ghosts and appeared to be studying them, so I assumed it could see them.  Gabriella called to it, “Fury!  Fury!  Come here, girl!  I have someone I want you to meet.”  To Neil she said, “Do you like cats?”

	Neil gave her a big, hopeful smile.

	Gabriella scooped up her cat—a big, fuzzy mass of patchwork fur with eyes—and placed it next to Neil.  She said, “You two will be great friends, I just know it.  Neil, meet Fury.  Fury, meet Neil.”  The cat meowed.  Neil pulled some string that looked a lot more real than he himself did from out of his pocket.  As he made circles on the floor with it, Fury took off, trying to catch it with her paws.

	Gabriella turned back to the rest of us.  “OK.  Now, the girl with the suicide notes and the hair in the hairbrush...”

	I trembled inwardly.  My hands started to shake.  I thought I might pass out.  Those items were Annie’s!  I tried not to miss anything Gabriella was saying about them, although part of me wanted to hear absolutely nothing.

	Gabriella said, “This girl is in grave danger.”  My heart sank.  The hope I had been clinging to just kind of dropped out of me.  I felt exhausted.  Tears started running from my eyes.  Numbed by shock, I only realized I had been crying when I felt water on my lips and tasted salt.

	Neil stopped playing with Fury.  Fury rubbed her back against Neil, which caused cloudy edges of him to float up into the air, much like dust motes in sunshine.  Then she hopped into his lap and curled up there, waiting until he’d once more pay attention to her.

	Gabriella continued, “This girl ... Annie Green you called her ... is the one I had sensed wandering off into places she shouldn’t have gone.  There was danger where she went; she just didn’t know that until it was too late.  The truck I had seen before, and the dusty road with a serpent uncoiling itself and rattling its tail—I’m pretty sure this is a real truck taking Annie into a desert somewhere.  The skull and crossbones I saw hanging above her head ... I don’t believe she’s dead yet, but she is very close.”

	I lost it.  I started sobbing openly.  Kailee came over and put her arm around me.  We sat together then, holding each other, while Gabriella described what she saw of Ursula Wooten.

	Gabriella said, “My visions are clearer now.  Earlier I had told you that I saw a basement, a babbling stream, a pine tree with the number four on it, a pirate on a boat and darkness all connected to the girl with the diary.  As you’ve informed me today, the girl with the diary is Misty Perkins.  But right now at this point in time, I only see her as connected to the basement and darkness.  The other images appear to come from Misty’s future if we don’t rescue her.”  Gabriella paused.  She took a breath.  Then she said, “I do not have such hopeful news regarding the final girl, Ursula Wooten.  She’s connected to everything that Misty and Annie are connected to, but her situation is different.  She’s the girl with the pregnancy test sticks indicating a developing pregnancy, is that correct?”

	Too frightened to speak, superstitiously feeling as though anything we put into words might make bad things come true, Kailee, George and I just nodded our heads yes.

	Gabriella continued, “Well, I sense both life and death in the visions I see for Ursula.  The earlier images I had experienced before of teenaged girls and babies, chains and a dirty hospital room and surgical equipment—I believe now that those are most strongly connected to Ursula.”  Gabriella paused.  Her face looked old and strained.  She said, “Ursula was definitely pregnant.  The pregnancy test sticks you found were hers, I’m sure of it.  I believe that either Ursula or her baby have died.  I don’t think that both have died, but I’m not sure.  Pregnancies carry such strong signals of life renewing itself that it’s not always possible for psychics to decipher whether or not an infant in a vision is still alive ... or has passed away.”

	Gabriella took a sip of tea.  Then picking up a ledger from the coffee table and hugging it tightly against her breasts, she said, “Now, these ledgers ... I think they’re extremely important.”  Gesturing with a hand toward all the items on the coffee table, she added, “I think all these items are related to the ledgers and to the missing girls.  And I think that all three of your missing girls are connected in their circumstances.”  She then talked about the photographs I had found retweeted on Annie’s Twitter feed: “I’m not sure how the pictures on Annie’s Twitter feed are related to the missing girls, but I know beyond any shadow of a doubt that they’re important, especially the one of the water and the pine tree bent into the letter four.  What I can’t see ... and it frustrates me no end that I have absolutely no vision related to it ... is exactly who retweeted those pictures and how they relate to the girls.”  She then went back to discussing the ledgers: “I think that if you can find the ledger or ledgers from this year, you’ll see notations about all of these girls.  I suspect the ledgers are records of human trafficking.”

	George asked, “What?  What do you mean?”

	Gabriella’s eyes filled with kindness, with emotional support and warmth.  “Human trafficking.  I believe your friends have been sold for whatever reason or are in the process of being sold.  It’s important to find them as quickly as possible.”

	By the time Gabriella had shared all the information she had figured out, it was midnight.  Gabriella and Harper conferred with each other.  They concluded there was too great a sense of imminent danger around house number 1044 right then, but that we should go with Brandon to investigate it tomorrow evening at dusk.

	The next day was Black Friday.

	When I got home, I assumed my mother would be home, most likely sleeping, after all the work she had done this Thanksgiving.  Not only was she not asleep, she was nowhere to be found.  Scared to death that she was home in some room I had overlooked, I tiptoed into her bedroom as quietly as I could.  I wanted to see that box that had been delivered to her.

	It was sitting right there in the open, right on her bed.

	I opened the box flaps.  The purple maternity dress with yellow ducks all over it was gone.  I realized I needed to move fast and keep my wits about me if I didn’t want to get caught.  One by one, I pulled all the items out of the box, piling them up on the bed in reverse order, so that I could put them back in the same order in which I had found them as quickly as possible.  After removing adult clothes from the top half of the box, I was shocked to find baby clothes and other baby items at the bottom of the box.

	My hands shook so bad, I ended up dropping a whole bunch of baby pacifiers all over the floor.  They went bouncing all over the place, several different colors of pacifiers: pink, blue, yellow, green.  I felt horrified.  I had no idea how many there had been.  When I thought I had found them all, I found a pink one under the bed.  Shit.  Shit.  Shit.  This was not good.

	I heard my blood pumping in my ears so loudly, I was afraid I wouldn’t hear my mom if she came back home.  I made my heart slow down.  I went back to inspecting the box.

	Every item of clothing had two or three letters printed on the tag with black permanent marker.  I assumed they were people’s initials, the way moms print their kids’ initials inside stuff like school jackets and camp clothes.  My mom had printed my own initials inside everything, even my underwear, when she sent me off to summer camp when I was a kid.

	I noticed there were a number of baby outfits and blankets and a bunch of maternity clothes marked with the initials U.W.  Did that mean Ursula Wooten?  My hands started shaking again at that thought.  Was my mother somehow involved in Ursula’s disappearance?

	Then I had one positive thought: If U.W. did stand for Ursula Wooten and if those items were for her, did that mean she was still alive?

	I packed everything back in the box and hoped it looked exactly as I had found it.  Then I went upstairs to my bedroom.

	In order to keep my mind off what I had just done and what we’d be doing the next day, I finished designing the Christmas version of The Tiger’s Den.  I became so obsessively immersed in this project that the end result had a rather busy-looking format.  There were Christmas and winter symbols everywhere.  I kept in mind what Mr. Lafferty had told me about keeping the separation of Church and State and adding lots of secular stuff.  And boy, did I add secular stuff.  I’m not sure I missed a single winter image.  The Tiger’s Den became alive with children building snowmen, snowwomen, snowchildren, snowbabies, and even making snow angels in the snow itself.  There were skiers and snowboarders and sled riders.  There were Christmas trees and fires in fireplaces.

	I added Easter eggs of Leotard Girl everywhere.  Lots of girls in my new Christmas-themed forum design were wearing red leotards.

	Then it struck me.  This would be kind of devious.  I hoped it wasn’t stupid.  I hoped it wasn’t dangerous.  I had planned, as usual, to invite the students at my school to find as many Easter eggs as possible.  But what if I included an Easter egg of something no one would even know was an Easter egg unless they were already familiar with it?

	I added a stream in front of a hill.  On top of the hill I placed two pine trees, one with branches shaped into the letter four.

	



	


CHAPTER 25

	I woke up early afternoon on Black Friday.  With hours to fill before dusk, I felt completely at loose ends with myself.  I decided to get out of the house and do some Christmas shopping.

	The stores were crazy.  This year more than any other, I realized how disconnected from Christmas I felt.  Everything around me conspired to inform me that shopping and buying should be my highest priorities right now.  And if that wasn’t the case, I must have a major personality flaw that kept me from understanding the true meaning of Christmas and getting into the “Christmas spirit.”  But I had so many other things on my mind.  My best friend was missing.  Two other girls from my high school were also missing.  I knew things I felt too young to handle.  One of the missing girls was most likely pregnant.  Best guess from a psychic analyzing lots of physical clues is that these girls were kidnapped for human trafficking, a term I only became familiar with after we found the ledgers.

	As I tried to find gifts for the people in my life, I felt jarred by the loud music.  Every once in awhile, there was a soothing, peaceful Christmas song, but mostly it was just loud and overly happy.  Rudolph, the red-nosed reindeer had a very shiny nose ... Oh, please!  Just shut up!

	Lights blinked in all kinds of mismatched rhythms, some in time to the music, some not at all.  Purple lights blinked in time to the beat of Rudolph, the red-nosed reindeer while the red lights were completely out of sync.  The red lights seemed to be going much slower, more like: Blink ... Silently count 1-2-3-4 ... Blink ... Silently count 1-2-3-4 ... And there it is once again: Blink!  It distracted me.  I pondered the philosophical/artistic question: shouldn’t the red lights be the ones blinking in time to a song about a red-nosed reindeer?  Just sayin’.  Over-the-top gaudy decorations had been hung everywhere.  Candy canes.  Ugly plastic elves with carrot-orange hair and huge plastic ears.  They reminded me of Pinocchio when he got his donkey ears.  The Christmas trees were gaudy, festooned with Christmas balls, sprayed with fake snow and draped with garland that looked like red and silver aluminum foil.  And everywhere, the main decoration: sales signs.  I started singing to myself with sarcastic religious fervor: Oh, come let us adore it: Only $100! ... Only $5 ... One day only!  OK, that wasn’t right.  But, seriously, Christmas was getting on my nerves.

	Eventually, I managed to drown out a lot of the noise and buy some thoughtful gifts.  I bought Mary Jane, my best friend back in my old neighborhood, cool stickers for her laptop and cell phone.  I bought Kailee a stuffed anime doll.  For George, I bought a couple of graphic novels—ones a lot more tame than the ones we had discovered Annie owned.  In case Annie came home in time for Christmas ... and I really, really hoped she would! ... I bought her a pink cashmere sweater with gold satin stars all over it.  I couldn’t even believe I had found that sweater!  I don’t even know why it seemed like the perfect gift for her. Yeah, it had stars all over it, but not red stars.  Annie’s style would be more like a black sweater with red stars that appeared to be dripping blood.  Her mom’s style would be more like the sweater I bought.  But I guess it felt safe to me, all pink and sunshiny gold like that.  And it felt warm.  I guess that was the main thing.  I wanted to wrap Annie all up in a warm sweater.  I wanted to make sure that she was safe and warm and back from whatever part of the cold December world she had been disappeared to.  I went one step further.  I also bought Annie a pink hat and mittens.  If she hated me for those gifts, we’d have a good laugh.

	I had no idea what to buy my mom.  I wanted to get it over with, though.  I also wanted to get a good sale price on whatever I picked out.  Finally, after wandering around for half an hour, I found the perfect gift: a red Christmas sweater with a green Christmas tree and blinking lights on it.  And it was discounted from $25 to $5.  Perfect!

	By the time I finished shopping, it was 3:00.  Just enough time to dash home, take a shower and get ready for dusk.  Also, I needed to make sure that Brandon knew how to find his way from the afterlife into my life before sunset.

	After I got home, took a shower and got dressed, I grabbed the necklace Brandon had given me.  Speaking into the blue stone, I repeated his name several times.  In what felt like only seconds, Brandon popped into my room.

	Thank God he was there and he would go with us that night!

	I texted George and Kailee.  We decided to meet at my house and then head on over to house number 1044 in the neighborhood of the psychic and our old squatters’ clubhouse.

	When we finally arrived in the neighborhood, we found comfort in the blinking, flashing Christmas lights at the psychic’s house.  I especially liked how the Tree of Life appeared to be just that.

	We had all dressed in black, to be as invisible as possible in the night.  Well, all of us except for Brandon who could actually go invisible at will.

	When we reached the house a couple of addresses down from the one we were looking for, we saw someone come out of number 1044.  We all freaked, jumping behind bushes.  Brandon did something I hadn’t known he could do before then: he became invisible to everyone except us.  To us, he just appeared lighter, slightly pale blue in color and even less substantial than normal, but we could still see him.

	I squinted, trying to decipher the features of the person who had exited the house.  In the darkness, I could see the clothing of the person better than I could make out any of their facial features.  It looked like a man.  At least they were wearing men’s clothing: tan dress coat, brown pants, men’s dress shoes and a brown hat.

	I assumed it was a man.

	He looked up and down the street, then put his fingers in his mouth and let out a whistle.  As he waved for someone else to come out of the house, he unlocked an old beat-up van.

	My heart pounded.  I forgot to breathe until my head went dizzy from lack of oxygen.  I wasn’t totally sure at this distance, but that van sure looked like the one in which I had seen two men and a girl they had been pushing around and yelling at pull away from the curb on Halloween night.

	Then I heard him say, “Come on, come on.  We don’t have all night.”

	That voice!  That was the voice of the guy who had been delivering boxes to my mother, the same one who Brandon had whacked with a tree branch.

	Then I saw what he was doing.

	Three more guys came out of the house, each pulling a teenaged girl by the arm.  And the girls were all handcuffed!  OK, those were definitely not relatives reprimanding kids for playing in an abandoned house.

	Before I could share my observations with Brandon, he took matters into his own hands.  He caused strong winds to kick up in the front yard of the house.  As tree branches bent and shook, he thumped on the roof of the van.

	Despite all that ruckus, the guys managed to load the girls into the van and zip away down the street.

	Brandon started swearing and swooping around.

	I went over to him.  “Can’t you follow them?  See where they’re going?  Maybe rescue those girls?”

	Brandon sighed.  “I think I’m supposed to stay here with you.  We need to search this house right now while those guys are away.  I’m going to slip inside and open the front door.  Hurry up and follow behind me.”

	Kailee, George and I crossed the front lawn.  As soon as Brandon turned the lock and pulled the front door open, we walked inside the house.

	Everything looked OK.  We went from room to room, investigating.  Brandon told us to wait while he searched the basement.  It didn’t look like anything strange or bad or unusual had been happening inside the house.  There were no signs of struggle.  No indication that people had left in a hurry or anything.

	The living room had nice furniture and a big screen TV.  The kitchen had granite countertops and stainless steel appliances.  Even though the house was a Victorian, the inside had been done in a more modern style.

	As we were admiring the dining room—table polished to a high gloss, crystal chandelier, chairs covered in tapestry-style fabric—Brandon came flying into the room.  He appeared troubled.  He said, “We have a problem in the basement.”

	He made sure the front door was locked, then led us downstairs.  The way to the basement involved walking down a long flight of rickety wooden stairs that were more like planks than stairs.  I grabbed onto a metal railing.  The only light for our descent was a lightbulb suspended from the ceiling over the middle of the staircase.  I could see more light pooling out from the basement, so I assumed Brandon had flicked the lights on for us down there.

	Kailee asked Brandon, “What if someone comes back to the house?  I do not want to get trapped down here!”

	Brandon said, “Don’t worry.  You know how you get a feeling about things about to happen—you know, intuition?  Well, for ghosts, we have that feeling multiplied many times over.  If I concentrate ... and, trust me, I’ll be concentrating on this ... I’ll be able to sense anyone approaching this house, even if they’re blocks away.  I can hone in on their intent.”

	We reached the bottom of the stairs.  The basement was nothing like the rest of the house.  Maybe I didn’t have intuition as advanced and finely tuned as Brandon’s, but I could tell beyond any shadow of a doubt that things were seriously wrong with that basement.  The entire level had been divided into tiny bedrooms off a narrow central hallway.

	The bedrooms were highly disturbing.  The walls had been painted an institutional shade of gray.  The beds were narrow and dirty.  Next to every bed, handcuffs hung from a pole.

	We investigated every bedroom.  They were so disgusting, I felt afraid to touch anything.  Most of the time, I just crossed my arms.

	When we reached the end of the hallway, we came to a set of double doors.  Brandon opened them.  I put my hand over my nose and mouth—both from shock and to avoid the smell.  At first, I had no idea what I was looking at.  There were at least a dozen bassinets and several cribs.  The stench of vomit, urine and poop was pretty overwhelming.  The room looked like a nightmare of a baby nursery.

	George said, “You know what?  We need to get photographs of this, and of all the bedrooms.  This looks horrific.  I’m thinking this basement may contain a bunch of holding rooms for people being trafficked.  We need as much evidence as possible ... for whatever’s going on here.  At the very least, I gotta believe there’s some pretty bad child abuse happening in here.”

	God ... Why hadn’t I thought of taking pictures?  Of course we needed to do that!  George, Kailee and I walked from room to room, snapping photographs with our cell phones.

	In the nursery, I looked for specific details to photograph.  Most of the bassinets had baby pacifiers in them, some dirty and disgusting.  There were also baby blankets.  They didn’t look particularly clean; but they were cute, with cats and dogs and cars and trucks and other baby designs on them.  The cribs had a few toys and stuffed animals in them, but they looked old and worn.

	I aimed my cell phone at the inside of one crib and snapped a picture of a stuffed bear lying on its back against a pink sheet.  In the middle of that sheet was a brownish-yellow stain.

	Looking at the crib next to it, I noticed a set of handcuffs latched onto one of the crib bars, tucked in tightly next to the mattress.  I photographed the hell out of that, feeling ill and emotionally disturbed the whole time.  I felt too numb to feel rage, but I knew that would creep up on me later.

	There was a walk-in closet at the end of the room.  Inside, I discovered stacks of baby clothes, unopened boxes of diapers and extra baby blankets.  I photographed it all.  As I was just about to leave, I noticed a green book tucked under a box of diapers on a high shelf.  I pulled it down.  It was this year’s ledger!  Before I had time to think about it, I grabbed a baby blanket and wrapped it around the ledger.  I was taking it with me.  Let the bad guys fight amongst themselves about who might have lost the ledger.  They’d never guess that a bunch of high school kids and a ghost had been inside the house and taken it.

	When we felt we had gotten enough pictures of the basement, we went back upstairs.  Talking quickly in the kitchen, trying to decide what to do next, we came to the conclusion that we should go over to Gabriella’s house immediately to show her what we’d found.

	Brandon locked the front door of the house, then eased out through the keyhole or something.  All I know is: first he was flat as thread, then he was his normal size again out in the front yard.

	It was very dark out on the street.  Gabriella had turned off her Christmas lights, which usually lighted our way.  When we reached her front door, the tiny angels clacked in shadow as they moved their wings.  The dragon, forever vigilant, stared at them.

	We picked up the knocker and banged it a few times against the door.  Gabriella appeared, wearing a white nightgown.

	Kailee asked her, “Oh, have we woken you up?”

	Gabriella said, “No, no, not at all.  I was resting on the couch is all.  I had a premonition that you’d be stopping by tonight.”

	Inside her warm, comforting living room, I placed the ledger still wrapped in a baby blanket on the coffee table.

	Gabriella padded over in slipper socks.  Looking intently at what I had set down, she asked, “Oh, my, what have we here?”  She picked up the ledger and paged through it.

	Looking at us with sadness in her eyes, Gabriella said, “I believe I was absolutely right about human trafficking.  Look at this...”

	She pointed to several lines in the ledger.  I think parts of my brain knew what I was seeing before my conscious mind actually admitted it to myself.

	There were names my emotions told me shouldn’t be in that ledger.  I had feared it all along, but still it seemed too unreal to be true.

	Under the category of Names, three different lines read:

	Green, A.

	Underwood, U.

	Perkins, M.

	Next to the names were ages.  I thought I might be sick.  I put my hand over my mouth as I started to sob.  Tears streamed down my face.  The age next to Green, A. was 17.  Next to Underwood, U.: 16.  Next to Perkins, M.: 16.  These names had to be Annie Green, Ursula Underwood and Misty Perkins.  Those were their exact ages.

	Next to the names, under a column labeled Costs, were all sorts of things.  On the line for Green, A. there were different kinds of food plus sanitary napkins, several over-the-counter medications.  Oh no, was Annie sick?  I looked more closely at the list of medicines.  OK, nothing major—mostly cold and headache stuff, a couple boxes of Pamprin for period cramps, some Neosporin and Band-Aids.  Man, these people were horrible.  They listed stuff used for the very basics of human care under Costs.  Really, they couldn’t spare a Band-Aid without keeping track of it in a ledger?

	Then the column I almost couldn’t bring myself to read: Sold For.  Green, A. had apparently brought in $90.  What?  I read that several times.  It would not sink in.  The price of a human life, quite possibly Annie’s: $90.  That was it?  All the horror of being trafficked and you are only worth $90?

	Perkins, M. brought in more.  Actually, different figures had been penciled in: $150, also $3,000 and $10,000.  I had no idea what that meant.

	Now, Wooten, U. was different.  She had a long list of expenses in the Costs column next to her name, including Midwife.  Then, Sold For read: $90 plus $30,000.

	I looked up at Gabriella.  She put her arms around me.  She gave me a warm, supportive hug.  I asked her what all the information in the ledger meant.

	Gabriella explained.  “Everything seems to be coming together now.  The images I had of teenaged girls and babies, a dirty hospital room, chains and surgical equipment—I’m almost positive this is all related to human trafficking.  I believe that Annie and Misty were sold directly.  I believe that Ursula was pregnant and used for her baby.  The Sold For listing of $30,000 next to her name was probably the price an adoptive person paid for her baby.

	All the rage I had been numbing suddenly poured into my body.  My heart pounded.  My head felt like it was going to explode.  My voice shaking, I asked Gabriella, “Who would do that?  Who would buy a baby?  Who thinks it’s OK to pay cash for a baby, like you’re buying a car or something?”

	Gabriella answered, “Oh, I doubt the adoptive parent knew anything was wrong.  Most likely, it was presented to them as a totally legal adoption.”

	George asked, “So, what would people like this do with Ursula?  Sell her, too?”

	Gabriella answered, “Well, it depends...”

	Very timidly, as though afraid of the answer, Kailee asked, “On what, exactly?”

	Gabriella answered, “It depends on how the birth went.  If Ursula was OK at the end of it, she was probably sold for the other figure next to her name: $90.”

	Gabriella told us to put the ledger in a safe place.  “Whoever owned this ledger will be frantic when they find it missing.  Don’t show it to anyone else right now.  You don’t want anyone in a human trafficking ring coming after you.”  Then she picked up her crystal ball and set it down on the coffee table in front of her.  She waved her hands over it.  After peering inside the orb for a few minutes, she told us, “Next, you are going to need to find the stream and the tree shaped like the number four.  That is the place where you’ll find your next set of clues, I’m sure of it.”

	



	


CHAPTER 26

	We decided to spend the next day just going about our normal lives ... well, as normal as they could be at that point in time ... while brainstorming possible ways to find a stream with a tree shaped like the number four near it.  Even Brandon felt he needed time to think and to consult his grandmother.

	In a stroke of irony, my mother helped me get back to normal.  She took advantage of me.  She insisted I decorate our house, inside and out, for Christmas.  She said she’d help to some degree.  She explained, “I have a bad back.  I can’t bend and twist like you can.  I’ll put the tree together, but I need you to decorate it.  And the lights outside—I could never hang those.  I’ll need you to do that.”  I’m sure I looked less than enthusiastic.  She added, “Now, Shade, I want you to do a good job with the lights.  The neighbors will see them.  I don’t want it to look like we’re sloppy or anything.”

	Seriously?  I had no words.

	I stomped off to the basement.  Finding the box marked Xmas Tree, I hauled it upstairs and dropped it on our living room floor with a thud.  Then I marched off to tell my mother it was there and she could put it together.  I was going to point out that she could help decorate it as well, but then I realized: Be careful what you wish for.  I did not want this to turn into a holiday family event where my mother insisted we hang out together and decorate the tree.

	I clenched and unclenched my fists.  Dammit!  I would be decorating forever.

	As I got into the job, though, it helped me for brief moments at a time to almost forget the intense fear I felt for Annie and Misty and Ursula.

	I started with the outside of our house.  I thought about Gabriella’s Christmas lights.  I decided I’d do something similar to her Tree of Life.  I’d arrange some of the lights into a shape that people could see at night.

	I hung strands of multi-colored lights from the eaves.  I framed our front door and downstairs windows in white lights.  And then I shaped strands of red lights into a train of rover shapes on our front bushes.  Our house would have Mars rovers ... and an Easter egg to Leotard Girl!  That thrilled me no end.

	I knew, of course, that my mother would hate it.

	Delighted with the red rovers, I set to work inside.  I wrapped garland around the banister leading upstairs and then twirled miniature white lights around that.  I placed electric candles in all the windows at the front of our house.

	Becoming totally involved with the artistry of changing a house from bland to interesting, I decided to decorate my own bedroom.  Placing three electric candles in my bay window, I discovered it added charm to the window seat area.  So I decided to string miniature white lights in a canopy shape suspended from the ceiling right above the cushions.  I liked it so much, I wish I had done it sooner.  I wondered if I’d have to fight my mom to keep the decorations up year-round.  She never actually came up to my room, but she’d see the lights from outside.

	The last touch I added were strands of miniature white lights around my desk.  It would make things more cheerful when I worked there.

	Thinking that enough time had gone by for my mother to have finished assembling our fake tree, I tiptoed downstairs to find out what was going on.  She had indeed finished putting the tree together ... and she was nowhere to be seen.

	I sighed the deepest sigh of relief and started decorating the tree.  I wrapped silver garland around it, followed by strings of multi-colored lights.  Then I set about taking decorations out of boxes and hanging them up.

	It was weird seeing the decorations that had special meanings.  My mom actually had a Christmas decoration commemorating my first Christmas.  I could never picture her caring for a newborn baby.  And yet there was the evidence that she had cared: an angel holding a scroll on which were printed my complete name—Galactic Shade Griffin—and my birth date and the words, Baby’s First Christmas.  I hung it on a branch facing the couch.

	After I got through all the special decorations, I finished filling the tree by adding generic shiny Christmas balls in silver, green and red.

	By the time I started putting the empty boxes back in the basement, it was dark outside, so I took a minute to plug in all the lights and check them out.  The Mars rovers looked great!  I was very pleased with that.

	We had take-out pizza for dinner.  My mom commented that she liked the “Christmas train” on our front bushes.  I did not explain that they were Mars rovers.

	After dinner, I was pretty much free to do whatever I wanted.  I decided to spend time online, looking over the forum and Annie’s Twitter feed and searching for pictures of streams and oddly-shaped trees, hoping to find a tree that matched the photograph Annie had posted.

	There were a bunch of discussions taking place in The Tiger’s Den that I ordinarily would have found interesting and important for me to become involved in as a forum administrator.  There was a discussion on anorexia and bulimia and whether or not popular media plays a role in encouraging that.  Hell, yeah, it does!  It might not cause it, but it sure as hell encourages it.  For any female with low self-esteem or any female struggling to repair cracks in her self-esteem—which is basically 99.9 percent of all teenaged girls—encountering dangerously thin but otherwise flawless females in every single form of media makes it extremely difficult not to feel pressure to mimic such godlike creatures.  And those media images are everywhere.  Everywhere!  Magazines in racks as you check out of drugstores and grocery stores, movies you watch, trailers and ads for movies you might watch, video games you play, TV shows you watch, ads during the TV shows you’re watching, billboards when you’re outside.  It’s freakin’ everywhere.  It’s total brainwashing!  Be pretty.  Be thin.  Be pretty.  Be thin.

	So, anyway, like I said, I ordinarily would have jumped right into this discussion.  I quickly scanned the comments to make sure no one was in the kind of trouble I should report to the school counselor.  But everyone seemed to be OK.  I felt completely irked by one of our school’s most flawless mean girls insisting there was no bias toward thin girls in the media, that she personally found being fat an indication of a serious character flaw and why should the media ever encourage that, anyway?  Seriously, she was so mean, if any type of character flaw could turn you fat, she’d be waddling around like a walrus.

	There were also a couple of fun discussions going on about science fiction and fantasy.

	As I read the discussion topic titles, I felt shocked to discover one called Leotard Girl: How Might Her Leotards Affect Her Genetics?  I was thrilled to discover that this was a serious discussion, part science, part science fiction, about whether or not the Martian elements in the leotards might seep into Leotard Girl’s skin and cause her genes to mutate.  Several students expressed the belief that if this happened, she would permanently retain her superhero powers and no longer need to wear the leotards to accomplish superhero feats.  Another student said that this might not happen to Leotard Girl herself, but it could be handed down through her mutated genes to her offspring.

	Pretty darn cool.  Leotard Girl had entered mainstream thought at my high school, enough to lead to debates about her world.

	For two seconds, I felt elated.

	Then a new discussion topic popped up in the forum: This is Annie Green.  Please help me!  With a trembling finger, I clicked on the topic.  The post read:

	I posted here before.  I told you I’ve been kidnapped.  I think the guys who took me want ransom money from my parents.  Please, please find me!  I was blindfolded when I was taken here.  But, please, tell the police!  Get them to find me!

	As I stared at that message, a thunderously loud knock came on our front door.  I jumped and let out a scream.  Then I waited, listening to see if my mother would answer the door.

	When another pounding sounded like it was going to crash in the door, I went downstairs and answered it.  No one was there, just a pile of small boxes.  The illumination from the Mars rovers splashed eerie red light over them every time they blinked.

	The sound of crunching leaves caught my attention.  As I looked up, I saw a man at the edge of our front yard, walking quickly away from our property.  He was dressed exactly like the man I had seen last night: tan dress coat, brown pants, men’s dress shoes and a brown hat.  He had the same build, the same height.

	I pulled my cell phone out of my pants pocket and started snapping photos.  I had no idea if I’d capture any details whatsoever in the dark; but I figured it was worth a try, especially since the police might be able to blow up the photos and find details about the fleeing guy that I couldn’t see.

	I guess at that point I knew: eventually, we’d need the help of the police.

	I picked up the boxes.  Cradling them in my arms, I carried them up to my bedroom.  Afraid my mother would come up any minute, demanding her packages, I took them into my bathroom.  I set them down on the counter.

	I studied them.

	Chills made the hair on my arms stand up and hurt.  Every box was taped shut with plain brown packing tape.  Every box was labeled simply: Griffin, P.  That was the way all the names were listed in the ledgers!  Last name, followed by the initial of the first name.  My mother’s name, Poppy Griffin, would be: Griffin, P.

	I decided I should open the boxes.  I had to find out what was inside them.

	I removed the tape very carefully.  In a couple of places, the tape ripped part of the box away.  I thought I would die.  My hands shook.  I had to take a break to calm down, so that I wouldn’t do any more damage to the cardboard.

	Finally, I had all the boxes opened.  I peeked inside the first one.  It was filled with pregnancy test sticks—nothing but pregnancy test sticks.

	I looked inside the other boxes.  It was the exact same thing: nothing but test sticks.

	I reached inside the linen closet and grabbed a thick towel.  Spreading it out on my sink counter, I spilled a box of pregnancy test sticks onto it.  They seemed to be dry, so I started picking them up one after the other to inspect them.

	Every test stick was positive for pregnancy.  And every one had a name on it, printed in black magic marker.  And every name was recorded as a last name followed by a comma and a single letter.  Alvarez, M.  Novak, L.  Ritter, N.

	There were a lot of sticks, a lot of names.

	How could I possibly deliver these boxes to my mother?  I could not imagine doing that.  But I couldn’t imagine the trouble I’d be in if I didn’t hand them over to my mother either.

	I slowly opened the bathroom door.  No one was around.  And it was still quiet downstairs.  Moving the bookshelf away from the bedroom wall with the hidden closet, I placed all the boxes in a hidden compartment in there, the same compartment where Brandon had once hidden the necklace his grandmother had given him.

	Then I had to get out of my bedroom.  I felt suffocated in there, completely claustrophobic.  I could not share space with those freakish boxes of pregnancy test sticks.

	I grabbed a flashlight and a loud siren I had bought just for fun awhile back on the Internet.  I threw on my jacket and a scarf and gloves.  I left the house through the back door.  I headed on down to the stream with the soothing sound of water that babbled and sang as it flowed around rocks to wherever it was going.

	When I reached the water’s edge, I walked carefully across boulders to get to the other side.  After collapsing onto a wide stretch of grass, I wept.  I couldn’t stop.  Tears poured down my face—water without the happy singing sound of the stream rushing past me.

	Eventually, I quieted.  My sorrow had been released.  All my energy had been spent.  I folded my hands behind my head and looked up at the night sky.  I turned off my flashlight.  The moon was bright.  It illuminated the edges of branches and tree trunks.  Much like Gabriella’s Christmas lights that turned her ordinary tree into the Tree of Life, the moon turned these trees into ghost sentinels guarding the forest creatures at night.

	I studied the stars.  I found several constellations.  A couple of planets burned brightly, like eyes in the heavens.  I imagined those eyes watching over me.

	And then I saw it.  Like in a nightmare when your limbs become paralyzed, I couldn’t move.  I could barely breathe.

	Right smack in front of me, suddenly so obvious I couldn’t believe I hadn’t always known it, was an enormous evergreen tree with branches thick as tree trunks bent into the number four.

	The stream sang louder.  Bats even darker than the night swooped down through the forest, their wings whoosh-whooshing.

	I picked myself up.  I headed back to the house.  I knew what I needed to do.

	I called Kailee and George.  I told them we needed to meet with Gabriella right away.  I asked George if he could pick Kailee and me up and drive us to her house.  They must have heard the panic in my voice.  No one questioned me or suggested we wait until morning.

	At Gabriella’s house, only the Tree of Life was still lit.  The moon bathed Gabriella’s front lawn in eerie stillness.

	When Gabriella answered her door, she was wearing a dark purple dress with a white shawl.  As soon as she invited us in and shut the door behind her, I blurted everything out.  I hadn’t told Kailee or George until just that moment about the boxes of pregnancy tests or the tree shaped like the number four.  I had told them in George’s truck that I had some serious shit to tell them, but we’d need Gabriella’s opinion before we could take any action, and I just couldn’t go through telling this story twice.

	I must have looked very upset because they never tried to get me to share.

	Gabriella told us to sit down.  She stoked the fire in the fireplace.  Then she sat before her crystal ball.  She began singing some ancient song.  Fury the cat came into the room and crawled up onto her shoulders.  She continued to sing.  The song turned into chanting.  Soon I felt as though we were in a monastery where the walls reverberated with the prayers of a solitary monk.

	Could women be monks?

	Gabriella waved her hands over the crystal orb.  Shadows moved within its serene surface like clouds responding to wind.

	Finally, Gabriella looked up.  She turned to me and said, “I need your mother out of your house tomorrow.  I need to come over there and to the tree shaped like the number four next to the stream behind your house.  I need to see and feel things in the daylight there.  If it is as I suspect, our next step will be to contact the police.”

	I had expected this.  I had known deep in my heart from the moment I had discovered the tree deformed into the number four that we would be going to the police.

	



	


CHAPTER 27

	The next day was a complete blur.  Nightmares and reality collided.  Most of the day, I could not sort out what was real and what was nightmare.

	I wasn’t able to get my mother out of the house.  She was asleep with a hangover.  I couldn’t even wake her to suggest she leave.  I explained this to Gabriella.  The psychic decided not to risk coming to my house.  She told me to meet her by the four-shaped tree.  George and Kailee were to meet us there as well.

	When the time came, I snuck out of my house and went down to the stream.  Everyone else arrived moments later.

	Gabriella started out by hugging the tree’s trunk.  I thought she had gone mad, become a tree hugger or something.  For one second, I imagined her a fraud.

	Gabriella then put her ear against the tree trunk, as though listening to it.  Hoo-boy, we are in serious trouble is what I thought.

	Gabriella sat down on a boulder beside the stream and invited us to do the same.  She told us in words that hit with the impact of boulders raining down from heaven: “Everything comes together here.  The beginning of the solution to all our puzzles will be found here.  I’m sure of it.  Beneath this mighty tree are buried the tiny bones of several newborns.  From their burial place the path will lead outward to solve the mystery of the girls who went missing from your school.”  Her eyes filled with tears.  She continued, “I’m sorry.  I’m very, very sorry.”  She hugged each of us in turn.  Then she pulled out her cell phone and called the police.

	The next thing I knew the police were there.  No sirens, nothing.  They snuck quietly into our neighborhood and joined us at the stream.  After speaking with Gabriella, several detectives began digging around the tree.  And there in the dirt a few feet down—exactly as Gabriella had predicted—were tiny, fragile bones, three tiny skulls.

	My mother was immediately arrested.  The police practically bashed in our front door, trying to wake her up.  I excused myself, walked right past them and opened the door.  The police stormed into the house.  When they found my mother, she was lying in bed, snoring, makeup smeared across her face.  It was not a pretty sight.  The police woke her up by shouting and having one police officer bang his billy club against the headboard of her bed.  Ouch.  I almost felt sorry for her.  My mother sat up, a dazed and vacant look on her face.  She seemed unable to focus.  Her bright red lipstick was smeared in such a way that she appeared to be sneering at the police.  It was just an optical illusion.  Her eyes suggested she was scared to death.  The police read her Miranda rights to her.  Then they handcuffed her and dragged her into a police car.  Turning on their blaring sirens and flashing lights, they sped away out of our driveway.  A police detective stayed behind to question us—all of us, including Gabriella.  He was tall, the tallest person I had ever seen except maybe professional basketball players on TV.  He had a bald head and blue eyes so intense, they just kind of stared right through you.  We told him everything we knew.  It turned out that the police detective had worked with Gabriella before.  He had great respect for her insight.  That helped us a lot.  I felt so scared, I thought I might wet myself; but the detective treated us with a great deal of respect and that seriously helped me to calm down.  George had on a poker face from the very beginning.  But Kailee’s face had tension lines causing her mouth to twitch at one corner and that stopped after the detective started treating us more like colleagues than criminals.

	Sadly, I realized that the police must have suspected my mother all along of some type of crime because they arrested her so quickly.  I had apparently given them the evidence they needed to pounce.  On my cell phone, I kept scrolling through my emails, forum discussions and Facebook updates to see if the news about my mother’s arrest had gone public.  I thought I’d die a million deaths of shame every time I even thought about returning to school.  It took about fifteen minutes.  Then The Tiger’s Den went ablaze with gossip.  Turned out that several other people in town were also arrested for their involvement with ... I could hardly say it in connection to my own mother ... the dead babies.  I was able to verify their arrests by looking at the Twitter feed from a local news source.  But the other rumors, oh my God!  There were rumors that my mother had been drowning babies in the stream behind our house.  I was horrified by such a bold-faced lie.  Then I hoped to God that wasn’t true.  I found myself actually praying to God that it wasn’t true.  A few minutes later, the Twitter feed of the news source I was checking announced that the Assistant Principal of our school had been arrested!

	I got off my cell phone, stuck it in my jeans pocket.

	Gabriella, Kailee, George and I were asked to go the police station in the detective’s car, to officially answer questions and provide evidence.  I thought briefly about getting a lawyer, to protect my mom.  But I made a decision: It was more important that Annie and the other missing girls be found.  Gabriella was so good at figuring out cases, the police actually respected her and she had told us that we needed to find the girls as soon as possible.  In the end, I decided that my mother was a grown-up, even though I watched over her as though she were a child, and it was time she took responsibility for herself.  She could get her own lawyer if she wanted one.  Also, I had watched a number of crime shows, even though that wasn’t my favorite genre, and didn’t the state always provide a lawyer, even if you couldn’t afford one?  And what if my mother actually was guilty of something horrible?  Wouldn’t I want her to get locked up then?

	I didn’t have time to think about it.  The detective said the information we had already found would be incredibly helpful in solving the case and in locating the three missing girls we had been searching for.  He went with us to get the ledgers, the boxes of pregnancy test sticks, and all the things we had taken out of the missing girls’ bedrooms, and he asked us to send him the photos we had taken of the creepy basement with the bedrooms and baby nursery.  We cooperated completely.  He told us we had done such a thorough job, his bet was that the police were about to find a whole lot of missing girls, not just the ones we were searching for.

	As we walked through the police station, I saw my mother sitting at an officer’s desk.  She still had handcuffs around her wrists.  She was crying and talking very loudly.  When she saw me, she started shouting to me, “Hey, Shade!  Shade!  Come talk to this police officer.  Let him know I’m innocent of whatever was found back behind our house.”  I looked away.  She continued to yell after me.

	The detective ushered us into his office.  I think he felt sorry for me.  His eyes and his voice kind of softened whenever he talked to me.

	A few hours later, we were free to go.  There was nothing for us to do except wait.  The detective dropped Gabriella off at her house.  George, Kailee and I decided to go back to my house.  I’m not sure why we chose that location.  It was basically the scene of the crime.  Maybe we just wanted to be around my backyard, in case the cops showed up again, looking for evidence.  We wanted to do everything we could to help in getting back the missing girls.  Or maybe we hoped Brandon would show up.  I don’t really know.

	For the first time since we met, we were lost for things to do.  We studied The Tiger’s Den for awhile.  That was upsetting.  As in all Internet forums, the trolls eventually come out to play.  And they were playing hard that day, let me tell you.  Some of the nastiest and grossest comments were personal.  Extremely personal.  The worst one ... and I find this awful to repeat ... was: Shade’s nothing but a two-bit whore.  I bet those were her babies back in that stream.  And then, as if that statement was true, the discussion thread—that exact same discussion thread, mind you—turned to whether or not high school girls should have access to birth control or abortions.  The assumption was that I was having serial abortions and then dumping the babies back in the stream.

	God.  We stopped looking at The Tiger’s Den.  As administrators, we realized we should go in and monitor the discussions, but we just didn’t have it in us that day.  We figured maybe we should just let the discussions go on.  Maybe someone connected to the kidnappings, to Ursula, and/or to the creepy baby nursery would start spilling information after the discussions got weirder and weirder.  And eventually, if the trolls kept at it, someone would report it to Principal Lafferty and he’d take care of it.  He’d have to take care of it.  He was the Principal, after all, and trolls made the school look bad.  Maybe we could just take a brief respite from our responsibilities and try to recover from all the shocks we had suffered that day.

	We played chess for awhile.  We had difficulty keeping our minds on it, but it did distract us a bit from our troubles.  At one point, some unseen force moved the King across the board.  I shouted for Brandon to stop it.  He never answered, but the King moved back to its original spot.

	Around 6:00, we realized we were hungry.  We decided to search my kitchen cupboards and refrigerator for food.  We found enough stuff to eat: cheese and crackers, soup, potato chips and a bunch of sodas.  While we were eating, the kitchen door opened.  I almost choked on the potato chips I had been crunching.  Who the hell was coming into my house?  I could not believe I hadn’t locked the door!

	And then, there stood my mother.  For a split-second my mind didn’t recognize her.  I didn’t expect her to be there.  I expected her to be in prison.

	My mother stared at us.  She looked terrible.  Her clothes were wrinkled.  Her makeup looked like it had melted on her face.  She looked old.  Finally, she spoke, “Oh, so you can eat my food, but you couldn’t help me out with the police?”

	I didn’t know what to say.  If she had killed those infants…

	Her shoulders sagged.  She looked completely defeated by life itself.  She said to me, “You wait.  You just wait.  I did nothing wrong.  You just wait until my name is cleared.  Then you can come to me on your hands and knees and apologize.”  Then she kicked off her shoes and headed upstairs.

	



	


CHAPTER 28

	The next week was the most horrendous week of my life.  I lived in the same house as my mother, but I decided to completely ignore her.  I refused even to acknowledge her presence unless I heard from the police—not from my mother, but from the police—that she had nothing to do with those dead babies or the missing girls.  She sure as hell had something to do with the creepy guy connected to the house with the basement of horrors.

	At school, kids made fun of me and stared at me and whispered behind my back.  Sometimes they didn’t whisper and sometimes they said the most hurtful stuff right to my face.  I found myself wishing for the good ol’ days of innocence when kids just made fun of my name.

	I couldn’t even deal with The Tiger’s Den, once such a source of pride for me.  People could be so hurtful, especially in high school.  The mean girls started posting comments using that typical mean girl trick of saying things that were right on the border between stabbing you in the back and being socially acceptable.  So the forum administrators couldn’t delete the comments or even respond to them in anger.  But the hurt was there to swallow all the same.  I swallowed a lot of hurt that week, as I scanned the forum looking for comments about Annie or the other missing girls.

	Sometimes I just wanted to die.

	Then on the last day of the week, I was called into Principal Lafferty’s office.  When I got there, the secretary ushered me right into his office.  As I entered, I saw the tall, blue-eyed police detective and two other police officers talking with the principal.

	He jumped up to greet me.  He said, “Shade ... Shade, come right on in.  Have a seat.  These police officers want to talk to you.  They have some news to tell you.”

	He gave me the most comfortable seat in the room.  He asked me if I wanted a soda.  I asked for Coke.  He had his secretary bring me Coke poured over ice in a glass.

	From that point on, things got a little blurry.  I actually had to ask the police officers to explain things to me twice, and the next day I used the business card the detective had given me to call him and ask him if I had understood everything correctly.  Turns out I had.

	The first time things were explained to me in Principal Lafferty’s office, the detective—whose name turned out to be Detective Mason Reynolds—started out by telling me, “Shade, we want you to know that you and your friends, Kailee Knight and George Williams, and also Gabriella Underwood are true heroes.”

	I looked at him blankly.  What?  The world was surreal.

	He continued, “We’ve been trying to crack the case of a human trafficking ring for over two years now.  Every time we got close, they shut down operations and moved somewhere else.  With all the information you gave us, we finally caught the bastards and locked them up behind bars.”

	I asked one question, very timidly: “What about my mom?”

	The detective laughed, then caught himself and answered more seriously, “Shade, your mother means well, but she’s pretty clueless.  My understanding is that she went into counseling for drug and alcohol dependency.  It was recommended to her that she do some kind of community service as part of her rehabilitation.  During several stints with drugs after she fell off the wagon here in town, she bought drugs from a guy who’s turned out to be the ringleader of a human trafficking ring.  She had no idea that he was involved in trafficking; she thought he was just a small-time drug dealer.”

	The detective paused.  He looked at me intently, probably trying to evaluate if I understood everything he was telling me.  I felt numb.  I just stared back.  Finally, the detective cleared his throat and continued, “The last time this guy approached your mom to try selling her drugs, she told him she was in recovery, that she was turning over a new leaf, that she had a job at the local high school but was still in need of finding some community service work.  She apparently shared a lot of information with him about her personal life.  Too much information, if you ask me.  Realizing her connection to high school girls, the guy told her that he runs a legitimate adoption agency and just sells drugs on the side to make extra money.  He offered to pay your mother for reporting the names of pregnant girls to him—so that he can ‘help them,’ he says—and for collecting used maternity clothes for the pregnant girls signed up with his adoption agency who can’t afford new clothes and baby items.  Your mom accepted the job.  She actually thought she was doing community service work for a legitimate adoption agency while earning extra money to boot.  Unknowingly, she was working for some very creepy guys who posed as an adoption agency when in fact they were trafficking girls and babies.  The babies were being sold for cash, mostly to people who thought they were adopting them legally.  The girls were being sold as slaves—for sex and other services, such as forced housekeeping.”

	Then he stopped, became lost in thought, as though trying to decide how to proceed.

	Another police officer said, “We found Annie Green...”

	Before he could say anything else, I jumped out of my seat.  I let out a shriek.  I dropped my glass of Coke all over the floor.  I screamed, “Oh my God!  Oh my God!  Oh my God!  Where is she?”

	The police officer gently put a hand on my shoulder.  He asked me to sit back down.  Principal Lafferty unrolled a bunch of paper towels and dropped them over the spilled ice and Coke.  He picked up the glass and set it on a table.  The policeman told me, “Annie’s fine.  She’ll be able to see you soon.  She’s in the hospital.”

	I started to sob.  In between stomach-wrenching spasms, I asked, “Hospital?  Why?  What happened to her?”

	The police officer sat on the edge of Principal Lafferty’s desk.  He looked me straight in the eye.  In a calm, matter-of-fact voice, he said, “Annie was sold for sex.  She became pregnant once.  She had a forced abortion.  She’s been gang-raped once.  She’s been through a lot of abuse.  She seems strong, though.  The doctors expect her physical health to return.  She’s going to need a lot of support and a lot of counseling, though, to get through all the emotional trauma.”

	He waited for the information to sink in, for me to understand it.  Then he said, “Misty Perkins was also sold into slavery.  But...”  He paused a moment, then continued, “We don’t know where she is right now.  The ledgers suggest that she was sold to someone in Romania.  We’re going to work with Gabriella to see if she can sense the best way to start searching for her and we’re going to try to work with the Romanian authorities to bring her back.”

	I shook my head.  Then I asked, “And Ursula?”

	The police officer leaned in closer.  He said, “I’m sorry.  Ursula Wooten is dead.  Those creeps who had her tried to deliver her baby themselves.  They wanted the baby much more than they wanted her.  The baby brought them $30,000.  Ursula would have brought them maybe $90.  They botched the delivery very badly, ended up giving her a homemade C-section.  She bled out and died on the table.”

	I was a total mess for the entire next week.  I mean it took a lot longer than a week for me to get back to anywhere even resembling normal; but for that week, I actually had to be medicated.  I had horrible nightmares.  I couldn’t concentrate on anything.

	Ms. Sims from The Daily Buzz called.  She congratulated me for being a hero.  She told me to take as much time off from work as I needed.  She said, “I can’t even imagine what you’ve been through, all the courage it took to do what you did.”  She told me The Daily Buzz would be publishing a front-page article about me and my friends the next day.  The title was: Hometown High School Heroes Bring Down Human Trafficking Ring.  She also told me that the local business community would be presenting Kailee, George and me with checks to cover our first-year tuition wherever we decided to go to college.  She added that she was certain they’d continue to cover our tuition every year for our entire college careers.

	Somewhere in the murkiness of my traumatized brain, I decided that I would go to college to study Journalism.  I decided that that would be my ticket back to sanity.  By solving the riddles of unjust human tragedy throughout the world and reporting on it, I would glue back together my own shattered soul.

	



	


CHAPTER 29

	As I flitted in and out of episodes of drugged sleep, Brandon and his grandmother and Brandon’s little brother Neil appeared by my bedside.  Whether or not they were really there or just hallucinations, I couldn’t be sure.  But they seemed real enough.

	At the end of the week, when I stopped taking the strongest medications and became more lucid, Brandon and his entire family appeared up in my attic bedroom.  Brandon and Neil handed me flowers.  Brandon gave me back the cell phone and stylus I had given him.  He said to me, “Shade, our journey together has come to an end.  I’m so sorry to leave you.  Perhaps we’ll meet again.  My grandmother says most likely we will.  She told me I’ll be allowed to visit you at least one more time to check on you, to make sure you’re OK.  She says you might not be able to see or hear me, but you may be able to sense that I’m with you.  You’ll always be a part of me, though.  You helped me accomplish what I needed to do in order to get out of the prison where I was stuck somewhere between death and moving forward into eternity.”

	With that, a tunnel of brilliant white light appeared in my bay window.  One by one, Brandon and his family hugged me, then flew into that light.

	When the hole closed up and my window returned to normal, the silence was deafening.  Needing to keep my hands and mind busy, I returned to working on Leotard Girl.  I drew her wearing red tights and a red sweater.  Then I drew a hospital room around her.  She was standing at the bedside of her best friend.  I created a thought bubble above her head.  She was thinking: I can cure you.  I know the secret.  It was in the Martian soil.  Now the ability to heal is within me.  I will help to make you better if it’s the last thing I ever do.

	I sketched a rip in her leotards.  I made the tear longer.  I drew a scene in which she looks down at the leotard.  A new thought bubble appears: Darn!  I need to make time to repair my own damage.  I must restore my own personal power.  Then I will heal those I love.

	And up on Mars, Curiosity continued to zip around, blasting rocks, unleashing the power to save the human race.
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