R L. Stine: Wl cone to Dead House (Goosebunps #1)
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Josh and | hated our new house.

Sure, it was big. It |ooked |ike a mansi on conpare

d to our old house. It was a tall redbrick house w
ith a sloping black roof and rows of w ndows frane

d by black shutters.

It's so dark, | thought, studying it fromthe stre

et. The whol e house was covered in darkness, as if
it were hiding in the shadows of the gnarled, old
trees that bent over it.

It was the mddle of July, but dead brown | eaves b
| anketed the front yard. Qur sneakers crunched ove
r themas we trudged up the gravel driveway.

Tal | weeds poked up everywhere through the dead |e

aves. Thick clunps of weeds had conpletely overgro

wn an old flower bed beside the front porch.

This house is creepy, | thought unhappily.

Josh nust have been thinking the sane thing. Looki
ng up at the old house, we both groaned | oudly.

M. Dawes, the friendly young man fromthe |ocal r
eal estate office, stopped near the front wal k and
t urned around.

"Everythi ng okay?" he asked, staring first at Josh,
then at ne, with his crinkly blue eyes.

"Josh and Amanda aren't happy about noving," Dad e

xpl ai ned, tucking his shirttail in. Dad is a littl
e overweight, and his shirts always seemto be com
I ng unt ucked.

"I't's hard for kids," ny nother added, smling at
M. Dawes, her hands shoved into her jeans pockets
as she continued up to the front door. "You know.
Leaving all of their friends behind. Mwving to a
strange new pl ace."

"Strange is right," Josh said, shaking his head. "T
his house is gross."

M. Dawes chuckled. "It's an old house, that's for
sure," he said, patting Josh on the shoul der.

"I't just needs sone work, Josh," Dad said, smling



at M. Dawes. "No one has lived init for a while
, soit'll take sone fixing up."
"Look how big it is,"” Mm added, snoothing back he
r straight black hair and smling at Josh. "W']||
have room for a den and maybe a rec room too. You
‘d like that -- wouldn't you, Amanda?"
| shrugged. A cold breeze made ne shiver. It was a
ctually a beautiful, hot sumrer day. But the cl ose
r we got to the house, the colder | felt.
| guessed it was because of all the tall, old trees

| was wearing white tennis shorts and a sl eevel ess
blue T-shirt. It had been hot in the car. But now
| was freezing. Maybe it'll be warnmer in the hous

e, | thought.

"How ol d are they?" M. Dawes asked Mom stepping o

nto the front porch.

"Amanda is twelve," Mom answered. "And Josh turned

el even |l ast nonth."

"They | ook so much alike," M. Dawes told Mom

| couldn't decide if that was a conplinent or not.
| guess it's true. Josh and | are both tall and t
hin and have curly brown hair |ike Dad's, and dark
brown eyes. Everyone says we have "serious" faces.

"I really want to go hone," Josh said, his voice cr

acking. "l hate this place."

My brother is the nost inpatient kid in the world.
And when he nakes up his m nd about sonething, th

at's it. He's a little spoiled. At least, | think

so. Whenever he makes a big fuss about sonething,
he usually gets his way.

W may | ook alike, but we're really not that sim|l

ar. I'ma lot nore patient than Josh is. A lot nor
e sensi ble. Probably because |I'm ol der and because
|"'ma girl.

Josh had hold of Dad's hand and was trying to pull

hi m back to the car. "Let's go. Cone on, Dad. Let

s go."

| knew this was one tine Josh wouldn't get his way
W were noving to this house. No doubt about it.
After all, the house was absolutely free. A great

-uncle of Dad's, a man we didn't even know, had di



ed and left the house to Dad in his will.

"Il never forget the I ook on Dad's face when he g
ot the letter fromthe lawer. He let out a |oud w
hoop and began dancing around the living room Jos
h and | thought he'd flipped or sonething.

My Great-Uncle Charles has left us a house in his
will," Dad expl ained, reading and rereading the |
etter. "lIt's in atow called Dark Falls."
"Huh?" Josh and | cried. "Were's Dark Falls?"

Dad shrugged.
"I don't renenber your Uncle Charles,"” Momsaid, m
oving behind Dad to read the letter over his shoul
der.

"Neither do I," admtted Dad. "But he nust've been
a great guy! Ww This sounds |ike an incredible
house! " He grabbed Momi s hands and began dancing h

appily with her across the living room
Dad sure was excited. He'd been | ooking for an exc
use to quit his boring office job and devote all o

f his tine to his witing career. This house -- ab
solutely free -- would be just the excuse he neede
d

And now, a week later, here we were in Dark Falls,
a four-hour drive fromour hone, seeing our new h
ouse for the first tine. W hadn't even gone insid
e, and Josh was trying to drag Dad back to the car.
"Josh -- stop pulling ne," Dad snapped inpatiently
, trying to tug his hand out of Josh's grasp.

Dad gl anced hel plessly at M. Dawes. | could see t
hat he was enbarrassed by how Josh was carrying on
. | decided maybe | coul d hel p.

"Let go, Josh," | said quietly, grabbing Josh by t
he shoul der. "W prom sed we'd give Dark Falls a c
hance -- renenber?"

"I already gave it a chance,"” Josh whined, not |et

ting go of Dad's hand. "This house is old and ugly
and | hate it."

"You haven't even gone inside," Dad said angrily.
"Yes. Let's go in," M. Dawes urged, staring at Jos
h.

"I"'m stayi ng outside," Josh insisted.

He can be really stubborn sonetines. | felt just a



s unhappy as Josh | ooking at this dark, old house.
But 1'd never carry on the way Josh was.

"Josh, don't you want to pick out your own roon?" M

om asked.

"No," Josh nuttered.

He and | both glanced up to the second floor. Ther

e were two | arge bay wi ndows side by side up there
They | ooked |ike two dark eyes staring back at u

S.

"How | ong have you lived in your present house?" M

. Dawes asked Dad.

Dad had to think for a second. "About fourteen yea

rs," he answered. "The kids have lived there for t

heir whole lives."

"Moving is always hard," M. Dawes said synpatheti

cally, turning his gaze on ne. "You know, Amanda,

| noved here to Dark Falls just a few nonths ago.

| didn't like it nmuch either, at first. But now |

woul dn't live anywhere else." He w nked at nme. He

had a cute dinple in his chin when he smled. "Let

's go inside. It's really quite nice. You'll be su

rprised.”

Al of us followed M. Dawes, except Josh. "Are th

ere other kids on this block?" Josh demanded. He m

ade it sound nore |ike a challenge than a questi on.

M. Dawes nodded. "The school's just two bl ocks awa

y," he said, pointing up the street.

"See?" Mom quickly cut in. "A short walk to school

. No nore long bus rides every norning."

"I liked the bus," Josh insisted.

H s mnd was nade up. He wasn't going to give ny p

arents a break, even though we'd both prom sed to

be open-m nded about this nove.

| don't know what Josh thought he had to gain by b

eing such a pain. | nean, Dad already had plenty t

o worry about. For one thing, he hadn't been able

to sell our old house yet.

| didn't like the idea of noving. But | knew that

i nheriting this big house was a great opportunity

for us. W were so cranped in our little house. An

d once Dad nmanaged to sell the old place, we would

n't have to worry at all about nobney anynore.



Josh should at least give it a chance. That's what

| thought.

Suddenly, fromour car at the foot of the driveway
, we heard Petey barking and how ing and nmaki ng a

fuss.

Petey is our dog, a white, curly-haired terrier, c
ute as a button, and usually well-behaved. He neve
r mnded being left in the car. But now he was yow
| ing and yapping at full volune and scratching at

the car wi ndow, desperate to get out.

"Petey -- quiet! Quiet!" | shouted. Petey usually I
| stened to ne.

But not this tine.

"I"'mgoing to let himout!" Josh declared, and took
of f down the driveway toward the car.

"No. Wait -- " Dad call ed.

But | don't think Josh could hear himover Petey's

wai | s.

"Mght as well |let the dog explore," M. Dawes said
. "lIt's going to be his house, too."

A few seconds |l ater, Petey cane charging across th
e | awn, kicking up brown | eaves, yipping excitedly
as he ran up to us. He junped on all of us as if
he hadn't seen us in weeks and then, to our surpri

se, he started grow ing nenacingly and barking at
M. Dawes.

"Petey -- stop!" Mmyell ed.

"He's never done this," Dad said apologetically. "R
eally. He's usually very friendly."

"He probably snells sonething on ne. Another dog,
maybe," M. Dawes said, |oosening his striped tie,
| ooki ng warily at our grow i ng dog.

Finally, Josh grabbed Petey around the m ddl e and
lifted hi maway from M. Dawes. "Stop it, Petey,"
Josh scol ded, holding the dog up close to his face
so that they were nose-to-nose. "M . Dawes is our
friend."

Pet ey whi npered and |icked Josh's face. After a sh
ort while, Josh set him back down on the ground. P
etey | ooked up at M. Dawes, then at ne, then deci
ded to go sniffing around the yard, letting his no
se | ead the way.



"Let's go inside," M. Dawes urged, noving a hand
t hrough his short blond hair. He unlocked the fron
t door and pushed it open.

M. Dawes held the screen door open for us. | star
ted to follow ny parents into the house.

"I"lIl stay out here wth Petey," Josh insisted from
t he wal k.

Dad started to protest, but changed his mnd. "Cka

y. Fine," he said, sighing and shaking his head. "
|"m not going to argue with you. Don't cone in. Yo
u can live outside if you want." He sounded really
exasper at ed.

"I want to stay with Petey," Josh said again, watc
hi ng Petey nose his way through the dead fl ower be

M. Dawes fol l oned us into the hal | way, gently clo
sing the screen door behind him giving Josh a fin
in

al glance. "He'll be fine," he said softly, sml

g at Mom

"He can be so stubborn sonetines,” Mdym said apol og
etically. She peeked into the l[iving room "lI'mre
ally sorry about Petey. | don't know what got into
t hat dog."

"No problem Let's start in the living room" M.
Dawes said, |eading the way. "I think you'll be pl

easantly surprised by how spacious it is. O cours
e, it needs work."

He took us on a tour of every roomin the house. |
was beginning to get excited. The house was reall
y kind of neat. There were so many roons and so na
ny closets. And ny roomwas huge and had its own b
at hroom and an ol d-fashi oned wi ndow seat where | c
ould sit at the wi ndow and | ook down at the street.
| wi shed Josh had cone inside with us. If he could
see how great the house was inside, | knew he'd s

tart to cheer up.

| couldn't believe how many roons there were. Even
a finished attic filled with old furniture and st
acks of old, nmysterious cartons we could expl ore.

We nust have been inside for at |east half an hour
. I didn't really keep track of the tine. | think
all three of us were feeling cheered up.



"Well, | think I've shown you everything," M. Daw

es said, glancing at his watch. He led the way to

the front door.

"Wait -- | want to take one nore | ook at ny room"™
| told themexcitedly. | started up the stairs, t

aking themtwo at a tine. "I'Il be down in a secon

d."

"Hurry, dear. |'msure M. Dawes has ot her appointm

ents," Momcalled after ne.

| reached the second-floor |anding and hurried dow

n the narrow hallway and into ny new room "Ww "

| said aloud, and the word echoed faintly agai nst

the enpty wal |l s.

It was so big. And I loved the bay wi ndow with the
wi ndow seat. | wal ked over to it and peered out.
Through the trees, | could see our car in the driv
eway and, beyond it, a house that |ooked a ot lik

e ours across the street.

|"mgoing to put ny bed against that wall across f

romthe wi ndow, | thought happily. And ny desk can
go over there. |I'Il have roomfor a conputer now

| took one nore |look at ny closet, a long, wal k-in
closet with a light in the ceiling, and w de shel

ves agai nst the back wall.

| was heading to the door, thinking about which of
my posters | wanted to bring wiwth ne, when | saw

t he boy.

He stood in the doorway for just a second. And the

n he turned and di sappeared down the hall.

"Josh?" | cried. "Hey -- cone | ook!"

Wth a shock, | realized it wasn't Josh.

For one thing, the boy had bl ond hair.

"Hey!" | called and ran to the hallway, stopping |

ust outside ny bedroom door, | ooking both ways. "W
ho's here?"

But the long hall was enpty. Al of the doors were
cl osed.

"Whoa, Amanda," | said al oud.
Was | seeing things?
Mom and Dad were calling fromdownstairs. | took o

ne | ast | ook down the dark corridor, then hurried
to rejoin them



"Hey, M. Dawes," | called as | ran down the stairs
, "1s this house haunted?"

He chuckl ed. The question seened to strike himfun
ny. "No. Sorry," he said, looking at ne with those
crinkly blue eyes. "No ghost included. Alot of o
| d houses around here are said to be haunted. But
|"'mafraid this isn't one of them"

"I -- | thought | saw sonething," | said, feeling a
little foolish.

"Probably just shadows,"” Momsaid. "Wth all the tr

ees, this house is so dark."

"Why don't you run outside and tell Josh about the
house," Dad suggested, tucking in the front of hi

s shirt. "Your Momand | have sone things to talk

over wwth M. Dawes."

"Yes, master," | said with a little bow, and obedi
ently ran out to tell Josh all about what he had m
| ssed. "Hey, Josh," | called, eagerly searching th

e yard. "Josh?"
My heart sank.
Josh and Petey were gone.
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"Josh! Josh!™

First | called Josh. Then | called Petey. But there

was no sign of either of them

| ran down to the bottom of the driveway and peere

dinto the car, but they weren't there. Mom and Da

d were still inside talking with M. Dawes. | | ook

ed along the street in both directions, but there

was no sign of them

"Josh! Hey, Josh!"

Finally, Mom and Dad canme hurrying out the front d

oor, looking alarnmed. | guess they heard ny shouts
"I can't find Josh or Petey!" | yelled up to the

mfromthe street.

"Maybe they're around back," Dad shouted down to ne

| headed up the driveway, kicking away dead | eaves
as | ran. It was sunny down on the street, but as



soon as | entered our yard, | was back in the sha
de, and it was i medi ately cool again.
"Hey, Josh! Josh -- where are you?"
Wiy did | feel so scared? It was perfectly natural
for Josh to wander off. He did it all the tine.
| ran full speed along the side of the house. Tall
trees | eaned over the house on this side, blockin
g out nearly all of the sunlight.
The backyard was bigger than |'d expected, a |ong
rectangl e that sloped gradually down to a wooden f
ence at the back. Just like the front, this yard w
as a nmass of tall weeds, poking up through a thick
covering of brown | eaves. A stone birdbath had to
ppled onto its side. Beyond it, | could see the si
de of the garage, a dark, brick building that matc
hed t he house.
"Hey -- Josh!™
He wasn't back here. | stopped and searched the gr
ound for footprints or a sign that he had run thro
ugh the thick | eaves.
"Wel | ?" Qut of breath, Dad cane jogging up to ne.
"No sign of him" | said, surprised at how worried
| felt,
"Did you check the car?" He sounded nore angry than
wor ri ed.
"Yes. It's the first place | |ooked." | gave the b
ackyard a | ast quick search. "I don't believe Josh
woul d just take off."
"I do," Dad said, rolling his eyes. "You know your
br ot her when he doesn't get his way. Maybe he wan
ts us to think he's run away from hone." He frowne
d.
"Where is he?" Mom asked as we returned to the fron
t of the house.
Dad and | both shrugged. "Maybe he nmde a friend a
nd wandered off," Dad said. He raised a hand and s
cratched his curly brown hair. | could tell that h
e was starting to worry, too.
"We've got to find him" Mmsaid, gazing down to
the street. "He doesn't know this nei ghborhood at
all. He probably wandered off and got | ost."
M. Dawes | ocked the front door and stepped down o



ff the porch, pocketing the keys. "He couldn't hav
e gotten far," he said, giving Moma reassuring sm
ile. "Let's drive around the block. I'msure we'l|
find him"

Mom shook her head and gl anced nervously at Dad. "
"Il kill him" she nuttered. Dad patted her on th
e shoul der.

M. Dawes opened the trunk of the small Honda, pul
| ed off his dark blazer, and tossed it inside. The
n he took out a w de-brinmmed, black cowboy hat and
put it on his head.

"Hey -- that's quite a hat," Dad said, clinbing int
o the front passenger seat.

"Keeps the sun away," M. Dawes said, sliding behin
d the wheel and slamm ng the car door.

Mom and | got in back. d ancing over at her, | saw

that Momwas as worried as | was.

We headed down the block in silence, all four of u

s staring out the car w ndows. The houses we passe

d all seened old. Mst of them were even bigger th

an our house. Al of them seened to be in better c

ondition, nicely painted with neat, well-trinmmed |

awns.

| didn't see any people in the houses or yards, and
there was no one on the street.

It certainly is a quiet neighborhood, | thought. A
nd shady. The houses all seened to be surrounded b

y tall, leafy trees. The front yards we drove sl ow
|y past all seened to be bathed in shade. The stre

et was the only sunny place, a narrow gold ribbon

that ran through the shadows on both sides.

Maybe that's why it's called Dark Falls, | thought.

"Where is that son of m ne?" Dad asked, staring har
d out the w ndshield.

"I kill him | really wwll,” Momnuttered. It w
asn't the first tinme she had said that about Josh.
We had gone around the block twice. No sign of him

M. Dawes suggested we drive around the next fewb
| ocks, and Dad quickly agreed. "Hope | don't get |
ost. I'"'mnew here, too," M. Dawes said, turning a



corner. "Hey, there's the school," he announced,
poi nting out the window at a tall redbrick buildin
g. It looked very ol d-fashioned, with white col um
s on both sides of the double front doors. "OF cou
rse, it's closed now," M. Dawes added.

My eyes searched the fenced-in playground behind th
e school. It was enpty. No one there.

"Coul d Josh have wal ked this far?" Mm asked, her v
oi ce tight and hi gher than usual.

"Josh doesn't walk," Dad said, rolling his eyes. "H
e runs.”

"We'll find him" M. Dawes said confidently, tappi
ng his fingers on the wheel as he steered.

We turned a corner onto anot her shady bl ock. A str
eet sign read "Cenetery Drive," and sure enough, a
| arge cenetery rose up in front of us. Ganite gr
avestones rolled along a low hill, which sloped do
wn and then up again onto a |large flat stretch, al
so marked with rows of | ow grave markers and nonum

ent s.

A few shrubs dotted the cenetery, but there weren’

t many trees. As we drove slowy past, the gravest
ones passing by in a blur on the left, | realized

that this was the sunniest spot | had seen in the

whol e t own,

"There's your son." M. Dawes, pointing out the win
dow, stopped the car suddenly.

"Oh, thank goodness!" ©Mm excl ai ned, | eani ng down

to see out the wi ndow on ny side of the car.

Sure enough, there was Josh, running wildly al ong
a crooked row of |ow, white gravestones. "What's h
e doing here?" | asked, pushing open ny car door.

| stepped down fromthe car, took a few steps onto
the grass, and called to him At first, he didn't
react to ny shouts. He seened to be ducking and d
odgi ng through the tonbstones. He would run in one
direction, then cut to the side, then head in ano

ther direction,

Wiy was he doing that?

| took another few steps -- and then stopped, gripp
ed with fear.

| suddenly realized why Josh was darting and ducki



ng like that, running so wldly through the tonbst
ones. He was bei ng chased.
Sonmeone -- or sonething -- was after him
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Then, as | took a few reluctant steps toward Josh,
wat chi ng him bend | ow, then change directions, hi

s arns outstretched as he ran, | realized | had it
conpl etely backward.

Josh wasn't being chased. Josh was chasi ng.

He was chasing after Petey.

Ckay, okay. So sonetines ny inmagination runs away

with nme. Running through an old graveyard like thi
S -- even in bright daylight -- it's only natural
that a person mght start to have weird thoughts.
| called to Josh again, and this tine he heard ne

and turned around. He | ooked worried. "Anmanda -- ¢
one help ne!" he cried.
"Josh, what's the matter?" | ran as fast as | coul

d to catch up with him but he kept darting throug
h the gravestones, noving fromrow to row.

"Hel p!"

"Josh -- what's wong?" | turned and saw that Mom a
nd Dad were right behind ne.

"It's Petey," Josh expl ained, out of breath. "I ca
n't get himto stop. | caught himonce, but he pul

| ed away from ne."

"Petey! Petey!" Dad started calling the dog. But P
etey was noving fromstone to stone, sniffing each
one, then running to the next.

"How did you get all the way over here?" Dad asked
as he caught up with ny brother.

"I had to follow Petey," Josh explained, still |oo0
king very worried. "He just took off. One second h
e was sniffing around that dead flower bed in our
front yard. The next second, he just started to ru
n. He wouldn't stop when | called. Wuldn't even |
ook back. He kept running till he got here. | had
to follow | was afraid he'd get lost."

Josh stopped and gratefully |let Dad take over the



chase. "I don't know what that dunb dog's problem

Is," he said to ne. "He's just weird."

It took Dad a fewtries, but he finally nmanaged to
grab Petey and pick himup off the ground. CQur I|i

ttle terrier gave a halfhearted yelp of protest, t

hen all owed hinself to be carried away.

We all trooped back to the car on the side of the

road. M. Dawes was waiting by the car. "Maybe you

'd better get a leash for that dog," he said, |ook

I ng very concer ned.

"Petey's never been on a | eash,

arily clinmbing into the backseat.

"Well, we mght have to try one for a while," Dad

said quietly. "Especially if he keeps running away

." Dad tossed Petey into the backseat. The dog eag

erly curled up in Josh's arns.

The rest of us piled into the car, and M. Dawes d

rove us back to his office, a tiny, white, flat-ro

ofed building at the end of a row of snmall offices

. As we rode, | reached over and stroked the back

of Petey's head.

Wiy did the dog run away |ike that? | wondered. Pet

ey had never done that before.

| guessed that Petey was al so upset about our novi

ng. After all, Petey had spent his whole life in o

ur old house. He probably felt a lot |ike Josh and
| did about having to pack up and nove and never

see the ol d nei ghborhood agai n.

The new house, the new streets, and all the new sm

ells must have freaked the poor dog out. Josh want

ed to run away fromthe whole idea. And so did Pet

ey.

Anyway, that was ny theory.

M. Dawes parked the car in front of his tiny offi

ce, shook Dad's hand, and gave hi ma busi ness card
"You can cone by next week," he told Mom and Dad
"I'"l'l have all the legal work done by then. Afte

r you sign the papers, you can nove in anytine."

He pushed open the car door and, giving us all a fi

nal smle, prepared to clinb out.

"Conpton Dawes," Mom said, reading the white busin

ess card over Dad's shoulder. "That's an unusual n

Josh protested, we



ane. |Is Conpton an old famly nanme?"

M. Dawes shook his head. "No," he said, "lI'mthe
only Conpton in ny famly. | have no idea where th
e nane cones from No idea at all. Maybe ny parent

s didn't know how to spell Charlie!"

Chuckling at his terrible joke, he clinbed out of

the car, lowered the wide black Stetson hat on his
head, pulled his blazer fromthe trunk, and disap
peared into the small white building.

Dad clinbed behind the wheel, noving the seat back
to make roomfor his big stomach. Mom got up fron

t, and we started the long drive hone. "I guess yo
u and Petey had quite an adventure today," Mm sai

d to Josh, rolling up her wi ndow because Dad had t
urned on the air conditioner.

"I guess," Josh said wthout enthusiasm Petey was
sound asleep in his lap, snoring quietly.

"You're going to | ove your room" | told Josh. "The
whol e house is great. Really."

Josh stared at ne thoughtfully, but didn't answer.

| poked himin the ribs with ny el bow "Say sonet hi
ng. Did you hear what | said?"

But the weird, thoughtful |ook didn't fade from Jos
h's face.

The next couple of weeks seened to craw by. | wal
ked around the house thinking about how I'd never
see ny roomagain, how |l'd never eat breakfast in
this kitchen again, how |l'd never watch TV in the
| iving roomagain. Mrbid stuff |ike that.

| had this sick feeling when the novers cane one a
fternoon and delivered a tall stack of cartons. Ti
me to pack up. It was really happening. Even thoug

h it was the mddle of the afternoon, | went up to
my room and fl opped down on ny bed. | didn't nap
or anything. | just stared at the ceiling for nore

than an hour, and all these wild, unconnected tho
ughts ran through ny head, |like a dream only | wa
s awake.

| wasn't the only one who was nervous about the no
ve. Mom and Dad were snapping at each other over n
othing at all. One norning they had a big fight ov



er whet her the bacon was too crispy or not.

In a way, it was funny to see them being so childi
sh. Josh was acting really sullen all the tine. He
hardly spoke a word to anyone. And Petey sul ked,
too. That dunb dog woul dn't even pick hinself up a
nd cone over to ne when | had sone table scraps fo

r him

| guess the hardest part about noving was saying g
ood-bye to ny friends. Carol and Any were away at
canp, so | had to wite to them But Kathy was hom
e, and she was ny ol dest and best friend, and the
har dest to say good-bye to.

| think sone people were surprised that Kathy and

| had stayed such good friends. For one thing, we

| ook so different. I'"'mtall and thin and dark, and
she's fair-skinned, with long blonde hair, and a
little chubby. But we've been friends since presch
ool, and best best friends since fourth grade.

When she cane over the night before the nove, we w
ere both terribly awkward. "Kathy, you shouldn't b
e nervous," | told her. "You're not the one who's
novi ng away forever."

"I't's not like you're noving to China or sonething
, " she answered, chewi ng hard on her bubble gum
Dark Falls is only four hours away, Amanda. W'l |
see each other a lot."

"Yeah, | guess,"” | said. But | didn't believe it.

Four hours away was as bad as being in China, as f
ar as | was concerned. "I guess we can still talk
on the phone," | said gluny.

She blew a small green bubble, then sucked it back

i nto her nouth. "Yeah. Sure," she said, pretendin
g to be enthusiastic. "You're |ucky, you know Mov
i ng out of this crummy nei ghborhood to a big house

"I't'"s not a crumy nei ghborhood,"” | insisted. | do
n't know why | was defendi ng the nei ghborhood. | n
ever had before. One of our favorite pastines was
t hi nki ng of places we'd rather be grow ng up.
"School won't be the sane w thout you," she sighed
, curling her |legs under her on the chair. "Wo's
going to slip ne the answers in math?"



| |aughed. "I always slipped you the wong answers.

"But it was the thought that counted," Kathy said.
And then she groaned. "Ugh. Junior high. Is your

new j uni or high part of the high school or part of
t he el enentary school ?"

| made a disgusted face. "Everything's in one buil

ding. It's a small town, renenber? There's no sepa

rate high school. At least, | didn't see one."

"Bummer," she sai d.

Bumrer was right.

We chatted for hours. Until Kathy's nom called and

said it was tine for her to cone hone.

Then we hugged. | had nmade up ny mnd that | would

nt cry, but | could feel the big, hot tears form

ng in the corners of ny eyes. And then they were r

unni ng down ny cheeks.

"I"'mso mserable!" | wail ed.

| had planned to be really controlled and mature.
But Kathy was ny best friend, after all, and what

could | do?

W nmade a pronmise that we'd always be together on

our birthdays -- no matter what. We'd force our pa
rents to nake sure we didn't m ss each other's bir

t hdays.

And then we hugged again. And Kathy said, "Don't w

orry. We'll see each other a lot. Really." And she
had tears in her eyes, too.

She turned and ran out the door. The screen door s
| ammed hard behind her. | stood there staring out
into the darkness until Petey came scanpering in,
his toenails clicking across the linoleum and sta
rted to |ick ny hand.

The next norning, noving day, was a rainy Saturday
. Not a downpour. No thunder or |ightning. But jus
t enough rain and wind to nake the |ong drive sl ow
and unpl easant .

The sky seened to get darker as we neared the new

nei ghbor hood. The heavy trees bent |ow over the st
reet. "Slow down, Jack," Mom warned shrilly. "The

street is really slick."



But Dad was in a hurry to get to the house before
the nmoving van did. "They'I|l just put the stuff an
ywhere if we're not there to supervise," he explai
ned.

Josh, beside ne in the backseat, was being a real
pain, as usual. He kept conplaining that he was th
irsty. When that didn't get results, he started wh
i ning that he was starving. But we had all had a b
I g breakfast, so that didn't get any reaction, eit
her .

He just wanted attention, of course. | kept trying
to cheer himup by telling hi mhow great the hous
e was inside and how big his roomwas. He still ha

dn't seen it.

But he didn't want to be cheered up. He started w

estling wth Petey, getting the poor dog all worke

d up, until Dad had to shout at himto stop.

"Let's all try really hard not to get on each ot her

's nerves," Mm suggest ed.

Dad | aughed. "Good idea, dear.”

"Don't make fun of ne," she snapped.

They started to argue about who was nore exhausted
fromall the packing. Petey stood up on his hind
| egs and started to howl at the back w ndow.

"Can't you shut hi mup?" Mm screaned.

| pulled Petey down, but he struggled back up and

started howing again. "He's never done this befor

e," | said.

"Just get himquiet!" Mominsisted.

| pulled Petey down by his hind | egs, and Josh sta
rted to howl. Mom turned around and gave hima dir

ty look. Josh didn't stop howing, though. He thou

ght he was a riot.

Finally, Dad pulled the car up the driveway of the
new house. The tires crunched over the wet gravel
. Rai n pounded on the roof.

"Hone sweet hone," Momsaid. | couldn't tell if sh

e was being sarcastic or not. | think she was real
|y glad the | ong car ride was over.

"At | east we beat the novers," Dad said, glancing

at his watch. Then his expressi on changed. "Hope t
hey're not |ost."



"It's as dark as night out there,"” Josh conpl ai ned.

Petey was junping up and down in ny |ap, desperate
to get out of the car. He was usually a good trav
el er. But once the car stopped, he wanted out inme
di ately.

| opened ny car door and he | eaped onto the drivew
ay wth a splash and started to run in a wld zigz
ag across the front yard.

"At | east sonmeone's glad to be here,"” Josh said qui
etly.

Dad ran up to the porch and, funbling with the unf
am | iar keys, managed to get the front door open.
Then he notioned for us to cone into the house.

Mom and Josh ran across the wal k, eager to get in
out of the rain. | closed the car door behind ne a
nd started to jog after them

But sonet hi ng caught ny eye. | stopped and | ooked u
p to the twin bay wi ndows above the porch.

| held a hand over ny eyebrows to shield ny eyes an
d squinted through the rain.

Yes. | saw it.
A face. In the wi ndow on the |eft.
The boy.

The sane boy was up there, staring down at ne.
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"W pe your feet! Don't track nmud on the nice clean
floors!"™ Momcalled. Her voice echoed against the
bare walls of the enpty living room

| stepped into the hallway. The house snelled of p

aint. The painters had just finished on Thursday.

It was hot in the house, nmuch hotter than outside.

"This kitchen light won't go on," Dad called from

the back. "Did the painters turn off the electrici

ty or sonething?"

"How shoul d I know?" Mom shout ed back.

Their voices sounded so loud in the big, enpty hous

e.

"Mom -- there's soneone upstairs!™ | cried, w ping



ny feet on the new wel cone mat and hurrying into
the living room
She was at the wi ndow, staring out at the rain, |lo
oking for the novers probably. She spun around as
| canme in. "Wat?"
"There's a boy upstairs. | saw himin the w ndow, "
| said, struggling to catch ny breath.
Josh entered the roomfromthe back hallway. He'd
probably been with Dad. He | aughed. "Is soneone al
ready living here?"
"There's no one upstairs,”" Momsaid, rolling her e
yes. "Are you two going to give ne a break today,
or what ?"
"What did | do?" Josh whi ned.
"Listen, Amanda, we're all a little on edge today -

- " Mom start ed.
But | interrupted her. "I saw his face, Mom In the
wi ndow. |'m not crazy, you know. "

"Says who?" Josh cracked.

"Amanda!" Mom bit her lower lip, the way she al way
s did when she was really exasperated. "You saw a
reflection of sonething. O a tree probably." She
turned back to the window The rain was com ng dow
nin sheets now, the wind driving it noisily again
st the large picture w ndow.

| ran to the stairway, cupped ny hands over ny nou
th, and shouted up to the second floor, "Who's up
t her e?"

No answer.
"Who's up there?" | called, a little | ouder.
Mom had her hands over her ears. "Amanda -- pl ease!

Josh had di sappeared through the dining room He wa
s finally exploring the house.

"There's soneone up there," | insisted and, inpuls
ively, | started up the wooden stairway, ny sneake
rs thudding loudly on the bare steps.

"Amanda -- " | heard Momcall after ne.

But | was too angry to stop. Wiy didn't she believ
e ne? Why did she have to say it was a reflection
of atree | saw up there?

| was curious. | had to know who was upstairs. | h



ad to prove Momwong. | had to show her | hadn't
seen a stupid reflection. | guess | can be pretty
stubborn, too. Maybe it's a famly trait.

The stairs squeaked and creaked under ne as | clim
bed. | didn't feel at all scared until | reached t
he second-fl oor |anding. Then | suddenly had this
heavy feeling in the pit of ny stonach.

| stopped, breathing hard, |eaning on the banister.

Who could it be? A burglar? A bored nei ghborhood k

i d who had broken into an enpty house for a thrill

?

Maybe | shouldn't be up here alone, | realized.
Maybe the boy in the w ndow was danger ous.

"Anybody up here?" | called, ny voice suddenly trem
bly and weak.

Still |eaning against the banister, | |istened,

And | could hear footsteps scanpering across the ha
| 1 way.

No

Not f oot st eps.

The rain. That's what it was. The patter of rain ag
ai nst the slate-shingled roof.

For sone reason, the sound nmade ne feel a little c
almer. | let go of the banister and stepped into t
he I ong, narrow hallway. It was dark up here, exce
pt for a rectangle of gray light froma snmall w nd
ow at the other end.

| took a few steps, the old wooden fl oorboards cre
aking noisily beneath ne. "Anybody up here?"

Agai n no answer.

| stepped up to the first doorway on ny left. The
door was closed. The snell of fresh paint was suff
ocating. There was a light swtch on the wall near
t he door. Maybe it's for the hall light, | though
t. I clicked it on. But nothing happened.

" Anybody here?"

My hand was trenbling as | grabbed the doorknob. It
felt warmin ny hand. And danp.

| turned it and, taking a deep breath, pushed open

t he door.

| peered into the room Guay light filtered in thr



ough the bay wi ndow. A flash of |ightning nade ne

junp back. The thunder that followed was a dull, d
| stant roar.

Slowy, carefully, | took a step into the room The
n anot her.

No sign of anyone.

This was a guest bedroom O it could be Josh's roo
mif he decided he liked it.

Anot her flash of lightning. The sky seened to be d

arkening. It was pitch-black out there even though
It was just after lunchtine.

| backed into the hall. The next room down was goi
ng to be mne. It also had a bay w ndow t hat | ooke

d down on the front yard.

Was the boy | saw staring down at nme in ny roonf

| crept down the hall, letting nmy hand run along t
he wal |l for sone reason, and stopped outside ny do

or, which was al so cl osed.

Taking a deep breath, | knocked on the door. "Who's
in there?" | called.

| |1 stened.
Si | ence.
Then a clap of thunder, closer than the last. | fr

oze as if | were paralyzed, holding ny breath. It

was so hot up here, hot and danp. And the snell of
pai nt was maki ng ne di zzy.

| grabbed the doorknob. "Anybody in there?"

| started to turn the knob -- when the boy crept up
from behi nd and grabbed ny shoul der.
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| couldn't breathe. | couldn't cry out.
My heart seened to stop. My chest felt as if it wer
e about to expl ode.

Wth a desperate, terrified effort, |I spun a-round.
"Josh!" | shrieked. "You scared ne to death! | thou
ght -- "

He et go of ne and took a step back. "Gotcha!" he
decl ared, and then started to laugh, a high-pitch



ed |l augh that echoed down the [ ong, bare hallway.
My heart was poundi ng hard now. My forehead throbb
ed. "You're not funny," | said angrily. | shoved h
I magainst the wall. "You really scared ne."

He | aughed and rolled around on the floor. He's re
ally a sicko. |I tried to shove himagain but m sse
d.

Angrily, | turned away fromhim-- just intine to
see ny bedroom door slowy sw nging open.

| gasped in disbelief. And froze, gaping at the nov
| ng door.

Josh stopped | aughi ng and stood up, imediately ser
i ous, his dark eyes wide with fright.

| coul d hear someone novi ng i nside the room

| coul d hear whispering.

Excited giggl es.

"Who -- who's there?" 1 nmanaged to stammer in a hig
h little voice | didn't recognize.

The door, creaking |oudly, opened a hit nore, then
started to cl ose.

"Who's there?" | demanded, a bit nore forcefully.

Agai n, | could hear whispering, soneone noving abou

t.

Josh had backed up against the wall and was edgi ng
away, toward the stairs. He had an expression on
his face |I'd never seen before -- sheer terror.

The door, creaking like a door in a novie haunted h
ouse, closed a little nore.

Josh was nearly to the stairway. He was staring at
me, violently notioning wwth his hand for ne to f
ol | ow.

But instead, | stepped forward, grabbed the doorkno
b, and pushed the door open hard.

It didn't resist.

| et go of the doorknob and stood bl ocki ng the doo
rway. "Who's there?"

The room was enpty.

Thunder crashed.

It took ne a few seconds to realize what was nakin
g the door nove. The wi ndow on the opposite wall h
ad been left open several inches. The gusting w nd
t hrough the open w ndow nust have been openi ng an



d closing the door. | guessed that al so expl ai ned
the other sounds | heard inside the room the soun
ds | thought were whi spers.

Who had |l eft the wi ndow open? The pai nters, probabl

y.
| took a deep breath and let it out slowy, waitin
g for ny pounding heart to settle down to nornal.
Feeling a little foolish, | walked quickly to the w
| ndow and pushed it shut.

"Amanda -- are you all right?" Josh whi spered from

t he hal | way.

| started to answer him But then | had a better id

ea.

He had practically scared ne to death a few m nute

s before. Why not give hima little scare? He dese

rved it.

So | didn't answer him

| could hear himtake a fewtimd steps closer to m

y room "Amanda? Amanda? You okay?"

| tiptoed over to ny closet, pulled the door open

a third of the way. Then | laid down flat on the f

| oor, on ny back, with ny head and shoul ders hi dde

n inside the closet and the rest of ne out in the

room

"Amanda?" Josh sounded very scared.

"Ohhhhh," | noaned | oudly.

| knew when he saw ne sprawl ed on the floor like th

Is, he'd totally freak out!

"Amanda -- what's happeni ng?"

He was in the doorway now. He'd see ne any second

now, lying in the dark room ny head hidden fromyv

iew, the lightning flashing inpressively and the t

hunder cracking outside the old w ndow.

| took a deep breath and held it to keep from gi ggl

I ng.

"Amanda?" he whi spered. And then he nust have seen
me, because he uttered a | oud "Huh?!" And | heard
hi m gasp.

And then he screaned at the top of his lungs. | he

ard hi mrunning down the hall to the stairway, shr

i eking, "Mom Dad!" And | heard his sneakers thudd

i ng down the wooden stairs, wth himscreanm ng and



calling all the way down.
| snickered to nyself. Then, before I could pull m
yself up, | felt a rough, warmtongue licking ny f
ace.
"Petey!"
He was |icking nmy cheeks, licking ny eyelids, lick
ing me frantically, as if he were trying to revive
ne, or as if to let nme know that everything was o
kay.
"Oh, Petey! Petey!" | cried, |aughing and throw ng
my arns around the sweet dog. "Stop! You're getti
ng ne all sticky!"
But he wouldn't stop. He kept on licking fiercely.
The poor dog is nervous, too, | thought.
"Cone on, Petey, shape up," | told him holding hi
s panting face away with both ny hands. "There's n
othing to be nervous about. This new place is goin
g to be fun. You'll see.”
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That night, | was smling to nyself as | fluffed u
p ny pillowand slid into bed. | was thinking abou
t howterrified Josh had been that afternoon, how
frightened he | ooked even after | cane prancing do
wn the stairs, perfectly okay. How angry he was th
at 1'd fooled him
O course, Momand Dad didn't think it was funny.
They were both nervous and upset because the novin
g van had just arrived, an hour late. They forced
Josh and ne to call a truce. No nore scaring each
ot her.
"It's hard not to get scared in this creepy old pl
ace," Josh nuttered. But we reluctantly agreed not
to play any nore jokes on each other, if we could
possibly help it.
The nmen, conpl ai ning about the rain, started carry
ing in all of our furniture. Josh and | hel ped sho
w t hem where we wanted stuff in our roons. They dr
opped ny dresser on the stairs, but it only got a
smal | scratch.



The furniture | ooked strange and snmall in this big
house. Josh and | tried to stay out of the way wh
ile Mom and Dad worked all day, arrangi ng things,
enptying cartons, putting clothes away. Mom even m
anaged to get the curtains hung in ny room
What a day!
Now, a little after ten o' clock, trying to get to
sleep for the first tinme in ny new room | turned
onto ny side, then onto ny back. Even though this
was ny old bed, | couldn't get confortable.
Everythi ng seened so different, so wong. The bed
didn't face the sane direction as in ny old bedroo
m The walls were bare. | hadn't had tinme to hang
any of ny posters. The room seened so | arge and em
pty. The shadows seened so nuch darker.
My back started to itch, and then | suddenly felt
itchy all over. The bed is filled with bugs! | tho
ught, sitting up. But of course that was ridicul ou
s. It was ny sane old bed with clean sheets.
| forced nyself to settle back down and cl osed ny
eyes. Sonetinmes when | can't get to sleep, | count
silently by twos, picturing each nunber in ny mn
das | think it. It usually helps to clear ny m nd
so that | can drift off to sleep.
| tried it now, burying ny face in the pillow, pic

turing the nunbers rolling past . . . 4. . . 6.
.. 8. ..

| yawned loudly, still w de awake at two-twenty.
|"'mgoing to be awake forever, | thought. |I'm neve

r going to be able to sleep in this new room

But then | nust have drifted off w thout realizing
it. I don't know how |long | slept. An hour or two
at the nost. It was a |ight, unconfortabl e sleep.
Then sonet hi ng woke ne. | sat straight up, startl

ed.

Despite the heat of the room | felt cold all over
. Looking down to the end of the bed, I saw that |
had ki cked off the sheet and |ight blanket. Wth
a groan, | reached down for them but then froze.

| heard whi spers.
Soneone was whi spering across the room
"Who -- who's there?" My voice was a whi sper, too,



tiny and fri ghtened.

| grabbed ny covers and pulled themup to ny chin.
| heard nore whispers. The room cane into focus as
nmy eyes adjusted to the dimlight.

The curtains. The | ong, sheer curtains fromny old
roomthat ny nother had hung that afternoon were

fluttering at the w ndow.

So. That explained the whispers. The billow ng curt

ai ns nust have woken ne up.

A soft, gray light floated in fromoutside. The cu

rtains cast noving shadows onto the foot of ny bed

Yawni ng, | stretched and clinbed out of bed. | fel
t chilled all over as | crept across the wooden fl
oor to close the w ndow.

As | cane near, the curtains stopped billow ng and

fl oated back into place. |I pushed them asi de and
reached out to close the w ndow.
1 G,]! 1

| uttered a soft cry when | realized that the w ndo
w was cl osed.

But how could the curtains flutter like that wth
the w ndow cl osed? | stood there for a while, star
ing out at the grays of the night. There wasn't nu
ch of a draft. The wi ndow seened pretty airtight.

Had | inmagined the curtains billow ng? Wre ny eyes
pl aying tricks on ne?

Yawni ng, | hurried back through the strange shadow

s to ny bed and pulled the covers up as high as th

ey woul d go. "Amanda, stop scaring yourself," | sc

ol ded.

Wien | fell back to sleep a few mnutes |later, | ha

d the ugliest, nost terrifying dream
| dreaned that we were all dead. Mom Dad, Josh, an
d me.

At first, | saw us sitting around the dinner table
in the new dining room The roomwas very bright,
so bright I couldn't see our faces very well. The

y were just a bright, white blur.

But, then, slowy, slowy, everything cane into fo

cus, and | could see that beneath our hair, we had
no faces. Qur skin was gone, and only our gray-gr



een skulls were left. Bits of flesh clung to ny bo
ny cheeks. There were only deep, black sockets whe
re nmy eyes had been.

The four of us, all dead, sat eating in silence. O
ur dinner plates, | saw, were filled with small bo
nes. A big platter in the center of the table was

piled high with gray-green bones, hunman-I| ooki ng bo
nes.

And then, in this dream our disgusting neal was i
nterrupted by a | oud knocking on the door, an insi
stent poundi ng that grew | ouder and |ouder. It was

Kat hy, nmy friend from back hone. | could see her
at our front door, pounding on it with both fists.
| wanted to go answer the door. | wanted to run fr

omthe dining roomand pull open the door and gree

t Kathy. | wanted to talk to Kathy. | wanted to te
|1 her what had happened to ne, to explain that I

was dead and that ny face had fallen away.

| wanted to see Kathy so badly.

But | couldn't get up fromthe table. | tried and t
ried, but | couldn't get up.

The poundi ng on the door grew | ouder and | ouder, u
ntil it was deafening. But | just sat there with m

y gruesone famly, picking up bones from ny di nner
plate and eating them

| woke up with a start, the horror of the dream st

i1l wwth nme. | could still hear the pounding in ny
ears. | shook ny head, trying to chase the dream
away.

It was norning. | could tell fromthe blue of the s
ky outside the w ndow.

"Oh, no."

The curtains. They were billow ng again, flapping n
oisily as they blew into the room

| sat up and stared.

The wi ndow was still cl osed.

v

"I'"l'l take a | ook at the wi ndow. There nust be a d
raft or a leak or sonething," Dad said at breakfas



t. He shovel ed in another nouthful of scranbled eg

gs and ham

"But, Dad -- it's so weird!" | insisted, still fee

| ing scared. "The curtains were blowing |Iike crazy

, and the w ndow was dosed!"

"There m ght be a pane m ssing," Dad suggest ed.

"Amanda is a pain!" Josh cracked. Hi s idea of a rea

1y witty joke.

"Don't start with your sister,” Momsaid, putting

her plate down on the table and dropping into her

chair. She | ooked tired. Her black hair, usually c

arefully pulled back, was di shevel ed. She tugged a

t the belt on her bathrobe. "Whew. | don't think I

slept two hours last night."

"Neither did I," | said, sighing. "I kept thinking

t hat boy would show up in ny room again."

"Amanda -- you've really got to stop this," Mm sa

id sharply. "Boys in your room Curtains bl ow ng.

You have to realize that you're nervous, and your

| magi nation i s working overtine."

"But, Mom-- " | started.

"Maybe a ghost was behind the curtains,” Josh said

, teasing. He raised up his hands and nmade a ghost

| y "oooooooh" wail.

"Whoa." Mom put a hand on Josh's shoul der. "Renenb

er what you prom sed about scaring each other?"

"It'"s going to be hard for all of us to adjust to

this place," Dad said. "You may have dreaned about

the curtains blow ng, Aranda. You said you had ba

d dreans, right?"

The terrifying nightmare flashed back into ny m nd
Once again | saw the big platter of bones on the

table. | shivered.

"It's so danp in here," Mm said.

"Alittle sunshine will help dry the place out," Da

d said.

| peered out the wi ndow. The sky had turned solid

gray. Trees seened to spread darkness over our bac

kyard. "Were's Petey?" | asked.

"Qut back," Momreplied, swallow ng a nouthful of

eggs. "He got up early, too. Couldn't sleep, | gue

ss. So |l let himout."



"What are we doi ng today?" Josh asked. He al ways n

eeded to know the plan for the day. Every detail.
Mai nly so he could argue about it.

"Your father and | still have a |lot of unpacking t

o do," Momsaid, glancing to the back hallway, whi

ch was cluttered wth unopened cartons. "You two C

an explore the nei ghborhood. See what you can find
out. See if there are any other kids your age aro
und. "

"I'n other words, you want us to get lost!" | said.
Mom and Dad both | aughed. "You're very snmart, Amand

q "

"But | want to hel p unpack ny stuff,” Josh whi ned.
| knew he'd argue with the plan, just |ike always

"Go get dressed and take a long walk," Dad said. "
Take Petey with you, okay? And take a |eash for hi
m | left one by the front stairs."

"What about our bi kes? Wiy can't we ride our bikes?
" Josh asked.

"They're buried in the back of the garage," Dad to

ld him "You'll never be able to get to them Besi
des, you have a flat tire."
"If | can't ride ny bike, I'mnot going out," Josh

i nsisted, crossing his arns in front of his chest

Mom and Dad had to argue with him Then threaten h
im Finally, he agreed to go for "a short wal k."

| finished ny breakfast, thinking about Kathy and
ny other friends back hone. | wondered what the Ki

ds were like in Dark Falls. | wondered if |1'd be a
ble to find new friends, real friends.

| volunteered to do the breakfast dishes since Mom
and Dad had so nuch work to do. The warm water fe
|t soothing on ny hands as | sponged the di shes cl

ean. | guess maybe I'mweird. | |ike washing dishe
S.

Behind nme, from sonewhere in the front of the hous
e, | could hear Josh arguing with Dad. | could jus

t barely nmake out the words over the trickle of th
e tap water.
"Your basketball is packed in one of these cartons



," Dad was saying. Then Josh said sonething. Then
Dad said, "How should 7 know which one?" Then Josh
said sonething. Then Dad said, "No, | don't have
tinme to ook now Believe it or not, your basketba

Il isn't at the top of ny list."
| stacked the last dish onto the counter to drain,
and | ooked for a dish towel to dry ny hands. Ther

e was none in sight. | guess they hadn't been unpa
cked yet.

Wping off ny hands on the front of ny robe, | hea
ded for the stairs. "I'll be dressed in five m nut
es," | called to Josh, who was still arguing with

Dad in the living room "Then we can go out."

| started up the front stairs, and then stopped.

Above ne on the | anding stood a strange girl, abou

t nmy age, with short black hair. She was smling d

own at ne, not a warmsmle, not a friendly smle,
but the coldest, nost frightening smle | had eve
r seen.
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A hand touched ny shoul der.
| spun around.

It was Josh. "lI'mnot going for a walk unless | can
take ny basketball," he said.

"Josh -- please!” | |ooked back up to the | anding,
and the girl was gone.

| felt cold all over. My legs were all trenbly. | g
rabbed t he bani ster.

"Dad! Cone here -- please!" | called.

Josh's face filled wwth alarm "Hey, | didn't do an

yt hi ng!" he shout ed.

"No -- it's -- it's not you," | said, and called Da
d agai n.

"Amanda, |'mkind of busy," Dad said, appearing be
| ow at the foot of the stairs, already perspiring
fromuncrating living roomstuff.

"Dad, | saw sonebody," | told him "Up there. A gir
|." | pointed.

"Amanda, please,"” he replied, naking a face. "Stop



seeing things -- okay? There's no one in this hou
se except the four of us . . . . and maybe a few m
| ce."
"M ce?" Josh asked with sudden interest. "Really? W
her e?"
"Dad, | didn't imagine it," | said, ny voice crack
ing. | was really hurt that he didn't believe ne.
"Amanda, | ook up there," Dad said, gazing up to the
| andi ng. "What do you see?"

| followed his gaze. There was a pile of ny clothe
s on the landing. Mom must have just unpacked them

“I't's just clothes," Dad said inpatiently. "It's n

ot agirl. It's clothes." He rolled his eyes.

"Sorry," | said quietly. | repeated it as | started
up the stairs. "Sorry."

But | didn't really feel sorry. | felt confused.

And still scared.

Was it possible that | thought a pile of clothes wa
s asmling girl?

No. | didn't think so.

|' mnot crazy. And | have really good eyesight.

So then, what was goi ng on?

| opened the door to ny room turned on the ceilin
g light, and saw the curtains billowing in front o

f the bay w ndow.

Ch, no. Not again, | thought.

| hurried over to them This tine, the wi ndow was o
pen.

Who opened it?

Mom | guessed.

Warm wet air blewinto the room The sky was heavy
and gray. It snelled |ike rain.

Turning to ny bed, | had anot her shock.

Sonmeone had laid out an outfit for nme. A pair of f
aded jeans and a pale blue, sleeveless T-shirt. Th

ey were spread out side by side at the foot of the
bed.

Who had put themthere? Mnf

| stood at the doorway and called to her. "Mnf Mm
? Dd you pick out clothes for nme?"

| could hear her shout sonething fromdownstairs, b



ut | couldn't make out the words.

Cal m down, Amanda, | told nyself. Calm down.

O course Mom pulled the clothes out. O course Mom
put themthere.

From t he doorway, | heard whispering in ny closet.

Wi speri ng and hushed giggling behind the closet do

or.

This was the last straw. "Wat's goi ng on here?" |

yelled at the top of ny | ungs.

| storned over to the closet and pulled open the do

or.

Frantically, | pushed clothes out of the way. No on

e in there.

Mce? | thought. Had | heard the mce that Dad was

t al ki ng about ?

"I've got to get out of here," | said al oud.
The room | realized, was driving ne crazy.
No. | was driving nyself crazy. Imagining all of th

ese weird things.
There was a | ogi cal explanation for everything. Eve

ryt hi ng.
As | pulled up ny jeans and fastened them | said
the word "l ogical" over and over in ny mnd. | sai

dit so many tines that it didn't sound like a rea
| word anynore.

Cal m down, Amanda. Cal m down.

| took a deep breath and held it to ten.

" Boo! "

"Josh -- cut it out. You didn't scare ne," | told
hi m sounding nore cross than | had neant to.
"Let's get out of here," he said, staring at ne fr
om the doorway. "This place gives nme the creeps.”
"Huh? You, too?" | exclained. "Wat's your problenf

He started to say sonething, then stopped. He sudd
enly | ooked enbarrassed. "Forget it," he nuttered.

"No, tell nme," | insisted. "What were you going to
say?"
He kicked at the floor nolding. "I had a really cr

eepy dreamlast night," he finally adm tted, | ooki
ng past ne to the fluttering curtains at the w ndo
W.



"A dreanf" | renenbered ny horrible dream

"Yeah. There were these two boys in ny room And th
ey were nean."

"What did they do?" | asked.

"I don't renenber," Josh said, avoiding ny eyes. "I
just renenber they were scary."

"And what happened?” | asked, turning to the mrror
to brush ny hair.

"I woke up," he said. And then added inpatiently,
Cone on. Let's go."

"Did the boys say anything to you?" | asked.

"No. | don't think so," he answered thoughtfully.
They just | aughed."

"Laughed?"

"Well, giggled, sort of," Josh said. "I don't want
to talk about it anynore," he snapped. "Are we go
ing for this dunb wal k, or not?"

"Ckay. |'mready," | said, putting down ny brush,
taking one last look in the mrror. "Let's go on t
his dunb wal k. "

| followed himdown the hall. As we passed the sta
ck of clothes on the landing, |I thought about the
girl I had seen standing there. And | thought abou

t the boy in the wi ndow when we first arrived. And
the two boys Josh had seen in his dream

| decided it proved that Josh and | were both real

| y nervous about noving to this new place. Maybe M

omand Dad were right. We were |etting our inagina

tions run away wth us.

It had to be our inmaginations.

| mean, what else could it be?
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A few seconds | ater, we stepped into the backyard

to get Petey. He was as glad to see us as ever, le
aping on us with his nuddy paws, yapping excitedly
, running in frantic circles through the | eaves. |
t cheered ne up just to see him

It was hot and nuggy even though the sky was gray.
There was no wnd at all. The heavy, old trees st



ood as still as statues.

We headed down the gravel driveway toward the stre
et, our sneakers kicking at the dead, brown | eaves
, Petey running in zigzags at our sides, first in

front of us, then behind. "At |east Dad hasn't ask
ed us to rake all these old | eaves," Josh said.

"He will,"” | warned. "I don't think he's unpacked t
he rake yet."

Josh made a face. W stood at the curb, | ooking up
at our house, the two second-fl oor bay w ndows st
aring back at us |ike eyes.

The house next door, | noticed for the first tine,
was about the sane size as ours, except it was sh
ingle instead of brick. The curtains in the living
room were drawn shut. Sone of the upstairs w ndow

s were shuttered. Tall trees cast the neighbors' h

ouse in darkness, too.

"Whi ch way?" Josh asked, tossing a stick for Petey

to chase.

| poi nted up the street. "The school IS up that way
" | said. "Let's check it out.

The road sl oped uphill. Josh picked up a small tre

e branch fromthe side of the road and used it as

a wal king stick. Petey kept trying to chewon it w
hile Josh wal ked.

We didn't see anyone on the street or in any of the
front yards we passed. No cars went by,

| was beginning to think the whole town was desert

ed, until the boy stepped out from behind the | ow

| edge.

He popped out so suddenly, both Josh and | stopped
in our tracks. "Hi," he said shyly, giving us a |
ittl e wave.

"H ," Josh and | answered at the sane tine.

Then, before we could pull him back, Petey ran up

to the boy, sniffed his sneakers, and began snarl i
ng and barking. The boy stepped back and raised hi
s hands as if he were protecting hinself. He | ooke
d really frightened.

"Petey -- stop!" | cried.

Josh grabbed the dog and picked hi mup, but he kept
grow i ng.



"He doesn't bite," | told the boy. "He usually does

n't bark, either. I'"'msorry."

"That's okay," the boy said, staring at Petey, who
was squirmng to get out of Josh's arns. "He prob

ably snells sonething on ne."

"Petey, stop!"™ | shouted. The dog wouldn't stop sq

uirmng. "You don't want the | eash -- do you?"

The boy had short, wavy blond hair and very pale b

| ue eyes. He had a funny turned-up nose that seene

d out of place on his serious-I|ooking face. He was
wearing a nmaroon | ong-sl eeved sweatshirt despite

t he nmuggi ness of the day, and bl ack straight-Iegge

d jeans. He had a blue baseball cap stuffed into t

he back pocket of his jeans.

"I'"'m Amanda Benson," | said. "And this is ny brothe

r Josh."

Josh hesitantly put Petey back on the ground. The

dog yi pped once, stared up at the boy, whinpered s

oftly, then sat down on the street and began to sc

ratch hinsel f.

"I'"'m Ray Thurston," the boy said, stuffing his han

ds into his jeans pockets, still staring warily at
Petey. He seened to relax a little, though, seein

g that the dog had lost interest in barking and gr

owing at him

| suddenly realized that Ray |ooked famliar. Wer

e had | seen himbefore? Were? | stared hard at h

imuntil | renmenbered.

And then | gasped in sudden fright.

Ray was the boy, the boy in ny room The boy in the
wi ndow.

"You -- " | stammered accusingly. "You were in our
house! "

He | ooked confused. "Huh?"

"You were in ny room-- right?" | insisted.

He | aughed. "I don't get it," he said. "In your roo
rrf)ll

Petey raised his head and gave a | ow grow in Ray’

s direction. Then he went back to his serious scra

t chi ng.

"I thought | saw you," | said, beginning to feel a
little doubtful. Maybe it wasn't him WMaybe.



"I haven't been in your house in a long tine,
sai d, |ooking down warily at Petey.

"Along tinme?"

"Yeah. | used to live in your house," he replied.
"Huh?" Josh and | stared at himin surprise. "Qur h
ouse?"

Ray nodded. "Wen we first noved here," he said. H
e picked up a flat pebble and heaved it down the s
treet.

Petey grow ed, started to chase it, changed his m
nd, and pl opped back down on the street, his stub
of a tail waggi ng excitedly.

Heavy cl ouds | owered across the sky. It seened to
grow darker. "Were do you |live now?" | asked.

Ray tossed anot her stone, then pointed up the road.

Ray

"Did you |ike our house?" Josh asked Ray.
"Yeah, it was okay," Ray told him "N ce and shady.

"You liked it?" Josh cried. "I think it's gross. It

's so dark and -- "

Petey interrupted. He decided to start barking at

Ray again, running up till he was a few inches in

front of Ray, then backing away. Ray took a few ca

utious steps back to the edge of the curb.

Josh pulled the |l eash fromthe pocket of his short

s. "Sorry, Petey," he said. | held the growing do

g while Josh attached the | eash to his collar.

"He's never done this before. Really,"” | said, apol

ogi zing to Ray.

The | eash seened to confuse Petey. He tugged again

st it, pulling Josh across the street. But at |eas

t he stopped barking.

"Let's do sonething," Josh said inpatiently.

"Li ke what ?" Ray asked, rel axing again now that Pet

ey was on the |eash.

We all thought for a while.

"Maybe we could go to your house " Josh suggested t

o0 Ray.

Ray shook his head. "No. | don't think so," he said
"Not now anyway. "



"Where is everyone?" | asked, |ooking up and down

the enpty street. "It's really dead around here, h
uh?"
He chuckled. "Yeah. | guess you could say that,"

he said. "Want to go to the playground behind the
school ?"
"Yeah. Ckay," | agreed.
The three of us headed up the street, Ray |eading
the way, ne wal king a few feet behind him Josh ho
| ding his tree branch in one hand, the leash in th
e other, Petey running this way, then that, giving
Josh a really hard tine.
W didn't see the gang of kids till we turned the c
or ner.

There were ten or twelve of them nostly boys but
a fewgirls, too. They were | aughing and shouti ng,
shovi ng each other playfully as they cane toward
us down the center of the street. Sone of them |
saw, were about ny age. The rest were teenagers. T
hey were wearing jeans and dark T-shirts. One of t
he girls stood out because she had |ong, straight
bl onde hair and was wearing green spandex tights.
"Hey, look!" a tall boy with slicked-back bl ack hai

r cried, pointing at us.

Seei ng Ray, Josh, and ne, they grew quiet but didn

't stop noving toward us. A few of themgiggled, a

s if they were enjoying sone kind of private joke.

The three of us stopped and wat ched t hem approach.
| smled and waited to say hi. Petey was pulling

at his leash and barking his head off.

"H, guys," the tall boy with the black hair said,
grinning. The others thought this was very funny
for sone reason. They laughed. The girl in the gre
en tights gave a short, red-haired boy a shove tha

t alnmost sent himsprawing into ne.

"How s it going, Ray?" a girl with short black hair
asked, smling at Ray.

"Not bad. Hi, guys,"” Ray answered. He turned to Jo

sh and ne. "These are sone of ny friends. They're

all fromthe nei ghborhood.™

"H," | said, feeling awkward. | w shed Petey woul

d stop barking and pulling at his leash |like that.



Poor Josh was having a terrible tinme holding onto
hi m
"This is George Carpenter," Ray said, pointing to
t he short, red-haired boy, who nodded. "And Jerry
Franklin, Karen Sonerset, Bill Gegory . . ." Hew
ent around the circle, namng each kid. | tried to
renmenber all the nanes but, of course it was inpo
ssi bl e.
"How do you like Dark Falls?" one of the girls aske
d ne.
"I don't really know," | told her. "It's ny first d
ay here, really. It seens nice."
Sone of the kids |aughed at ny answer, for sone rea
son.
"What kind of dog is that?" CGeorge Carpenter asked
Josh.
Josh, holding tight to the | eash handle, told him
George stared hard at Petey, studying him as if
he had never seen a dog |like Petey before.

Karen Sonerset, a tall, pretty girl with short blo
nde hair, cane up to ne while sone of the other Ki
ds were admring Petey. "You know, | used to |live
I n your house," she said softly.

"What ?" | wasn't sure |'d heard her correctly.

"Let's go to the playground,"” Ray said, interruptin
g.

No one responded to Ray's suggesti on.

They grew qui et. Even Petey stopped barking.

Had Karen really said that she used to live in our
house? | wanted to ask her, but she had stepped b
ack into the circle of Kkids.

The circle.

My nout h dropped open as | realized they had forned
a circle around Josh and ne.

| felt a stab of fear. Was | imagining it? Was sone

t hi ng goi ng on?

They all suddenly | ooked different to ne. They wer

e smling, but their faces were tense, watchful, a

s if they expected trouble.

Two of them | noticed, were carrying baseball bat

s. The girl with the green tights stared at ne, |lo

oki ng nme up and down, checki ng ne out.



No one said a word. The street was silent except f
or Petey, who was now whi npering softly.

| suddenly felt very afraid.

Wiy were they staring at us |like that?

O was ny imagination running away with nme agai n?
| turned to Ray, who was still beside ne. He didn’
t seemat all troubled. But he didn't return ny ga
ze.

"Hey, quys -- " | said. "What's going on?" | tried
to keep it light, but ny voice was a little shaky

| | ooked over at Josh. He was busy soothing Petey a
nd hadn't noticed that things had changed.

The two boys with baseball bats held them up wai st
hi gh and noved forward.

| glanced around the circle, feeling the fear tight
en ny chest.

The circle tightened. The kids were closing in on u
S.
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The bl ack cl ouds overhead seened to |lower. The air

felt heavy and danp.

Josh was fussing wwth Petey's collar and still did
n't see what was happening. | wondered if Ray was
going to say anything, if he was going to do anyth
ing to stop them But he stayed frozen and express
| onl ess besi de ne.

The circle grew snaller as the kids cl osed in.

| realized I'd been holding ny breath. |I took a dee
p breath and opened ny nouth to cry out.

"Hey, kids -- what's going on?"

It was a man's voice, calling fromoutside the circ
| e.

Everyone turned to see M. Dawes conming quickly to

ward us, taking long strides as he crossed the str
eet, his open blazer flapping behind him He had a
friendly smle on his face. "What's goi ng on?" he
asked agai n.

He didn't seemto realize that the gang of kids had



been closing in on Josh and ne.

"We're heading to the playground,” George Carpente
r told him twirling the bat in his hand. "You kno

w. To play softball."”

"Good deal ," M. Dawes said, pulling down his stri
ped tie, which had bl own over his shoulder. He | oo
ked up at the darkening sky. "Hope you don't get r

ai ned out."

Several of the kids had backed up. They were stand
ing in small groups of two and three now. The circ
| e had conpl etely broken up.

"I's that bat for softball or hardball?" M. Dawes a

sked George.

"George doesn't know," another kid replied quickly.
"He's never hit anything with it!"

The kids all |aughed. George playfully nenaced the
kid, pretending to cone at himwth the bat.

M. Dawes gave a little wave and started to | eave.
But then he stopped, and his eyes opened w de wt
h surprise. "Hey," he said, flashing ne a friendly
smle. "Josh. Amanda. | didn't see you there."
"Good norning," | nuttered. | was feeling very con

fused. A nonent ago, |I'd felt terribly scared. Now
everyone was | aughi ng and ki ddi ng ar ound.

Had | inmagi ned that the kids were noving in on us?
Ray and Josh hadn't seened to notice anything pec
uliar. Was it just nme and ny overactive inaginatio
n?

What woul d have happened if M. Dawes hadn't cone a
| ong?

"How are you two getting along in the new house?"
M. Dawes asked, snoothing back his wavy bl ond hai
r.

"Ckay," Josh and | answered together. Looking up a

t M. Dawes, Petey began to bark and pull at the |
eash.

M. Dawes put an exaggerated hurt expression on hi

s face. "I'mcrushed,"” he said. "Your dog still do
esn't like ne." He bent over Petey. "Hey, dog -- |
i ghten up."

Pet ey barked back angrily.
"He doesn't seemto |ike anybody today," | told M.



Dawes apol ogetically.
M. Dawes stood back up and shrugged. "Can't wn
emall." He started back to his car, parked a few
yards down the street. "I'm heading over to your h
ouse," he told Josh and ne. "Just want to see if t
here's anything | can do to hel p your parents. Hav
e fun, kids."
| watched himclinb into his car and drive away.
"He's a nice guy," Ray said.
"Yeah," | agreed. | was still feeling unconfortabl
e, wondering what the kids would do now that M. D
awes was gone.
Wul d they formthat frightening circle again?
No. Everyone started wal ki ng, headi ng down the bl o
ck to the playground behind the school. They were
ki ddi ng each other and tal king normally, and prett
y nmuch ignored Josh and ne.
| was starting to feel a little silly. It was obvi
ous that they hadn't been trying to scare Josh and
me. | nust have nade the whole thing up in ny mn
d.
| must have.
At least, | told nyself, | hadn't screaned or nade
a scene. At least | hadn't nade a total fool of m
ysel f.
The pl ayground was conpletely enpty. | guessed tha
t nost kids had stayed inside because of the threa
teni ng sky. The playground was a large, flat grass
y field, surrounded on all four sides by a tall ne
tal fence. There were swings and slides at the end
nearest the school building. There were two baseb
all dianmonds on the other end. Beyond the fence, |
could see a row of tennis courts, also deserted.
Josh tied Petey to the fence, then cane runni ng ov
er to join the rest of us. The boy naned Jerry Fra
nklin made up the teans. Ray and | were on the sam
e team Josh was on the other.

As our teamtook the field, I felt excited and a |
ittle nervous. I'mnot the best softball player in
the world. | can hit the ball pretty well. But in

the field, I"'ma conplete klutz. Luckily, Jerry s
ent me out to right field where not many balls are



hit.
The clouds began to part a little and the sky got
| ighter. We played two full innings. The other tea
mwas W nning, eight to tw. | was having fun. | h
ad only nessed up on one play. And I hit a double
ny first tine at bat.
It was fun being with a whole new group of kids. T
hey seened really nice, especially the girl naned
Karen Sonerset, who talked with ne while we waited
for our turn at bat. Karen had a great smle, eve
n though she wore braces on all her teeth, up and
down. She seened very eager to be friends.
The sun was comng out as ny teamstarted to take
the field for the beginning of the third inning. S
uddenly, | heard a loud, shrill whistle. | |ooked
around until | saw that it was Jerry Franklin, blo
Wi ng a silver whistle.
Everyone cane running up to him "W'd better quit
," he said, |ooking up at the brightening sky. "W
prom sed our fol ks, renenber, that we'd be hone f
or lunch.™
| glanced at ny watch. It was only eleven-thirty. S
till early.
But to nmy surprise, no one protested.
They all waved to each other and called out farewe
|ls, and then began to run. | couldn't believe how
fast everyone left. It was as if they were racing
or sonet hi ng.
Karen ran past ne |like the others, her head down,
a serious expression on her pretty face. Then she
st opped suddenly and turned around. "N ce neeting
you, Amanda," she called back. "W should get toge
t her sonetine."

"Geat!" | called to her. "Do you know where | live
?II

| couldn't hear her answer very well. She nodded,
and | thought she said, "Yes. | knowit. | used to

live in your house."
But that couldn't have been what she sai d.
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Several days went by. Josh and | were getting used
to our new house and our new friends.
The kids we net every day at the playground weren'
t exactly friends yet. They talked with Josh and m
e, and let us on their teans. But it was really ha
rd to get to know t hem
In my room | kept hearing whispers |late at night,
and soft giggling, but | forced nyself to ignore
it. One night, | thought | saw a girl dressed all
in white at the end of the upstairs hall. But when
| wal ked over to investigate, there was just a pi
| e of dirty sheets and ot her bedcl othes against th
e wall.
Josh and | were adjusting, but Petey was still act
ing really strange. W took himwith us to the pla
yground every day, but we had to | eash himto the
fence. Otherwise, he'd bark and snap at all the ki
ds.
"He's still nervous being in a new place,” | told J
osh. "He'll cal mdown."
But Petey didn't cal mdown. And about two weeks |a
ter, we were finishing up a softball gane with Ray
, and Karen Sonerset, and Jerry Franklin, and CGeor
ge Carpenter, and a bunch of other kids, when | lo
oked over to the fence and saw that Petey was gone.
Sonmehow he had broken out of his | eash and run away

We | ooked for hours, calling "Petey!" wandering fr
om bl ock to bl ock, searching front yards and backy
ards, enpty lots and woods. Then, after circling t
he nei ghborhood tw ce, Josh and | suddenly realize
d we had no idea where we were.

The streets of Dark Falls | ooked the sane. They we
re all lined with sprawling old brick or shingle h
ouses, all filled with shady old trees.

"I don't believe it. We're lost,"” Josh said, |eani
ng against a tree trunk, trying to catch his breat
h.

"That stupid dog," | nmuttered, ny eyes searching u
p the street. "Way did he do this? He's never run

away before."



"I don't know how he got |oose," Josh said, shakin
g his head, then wiping his sweaty forehead with t
he sleeve of his T-shirt. "I tied himup really we
I

"Hey -- maybe he ran hone,"” | said. The idea i medi
ately cheered ne up.

"Yeah!" Josh stepped away fromthe tree and headed
back over to ne. "I'Il bet you're right, Amanda.
He's probably been hone for hours. Ww. W' ve been
stupid. We shoul d've checked hone first. Let's go

|

"Well," | said, |ooking around at the enpty yards,
"we just have to figure out which way is hone."

| | ooked up and down the street, trying to figure

out which way we'd turned when we left the school
pl ayground. | couldn't renmenber, so we just starte

d wal ki ng.

Luckily, as we reached the next corner, the school
cane into sight. We had nade a full circle. It wa

s easy to find our way fromthere.

Passi ng the playground, | stared at the spot on th
e fence where Petey had been tied. That troubl enmak
i ng dog. He'd been acting so badly ever since we c
ane to Dark Falls.

Wul d he be hone when we got there? |I hoped so.

A few mnutes later, Josh and | were running up th
e gravel driveway, calling the dog's nane at the t
op of our lungs. The front door burst open and Mom
, her hair tied in a red bandanna, the knees of he
r jeans covered with dust, |eaned out. She and Dad
had been painting the back porch. "Were have you
two been? Lunchtine was two hours ago!"

Josh and | both answered at the sane tine. "Is Pete

y here?"

"We' ve been | ooking for Petey!"

"I's he here?"

Mom s face filled with confusion. "Petey? | thought
he was with you."

My heart sank. Josh slunped to the driveway with a
| oud sigh, sprawling flat on his back in the grav
el and | eaves.

"You haven't seen hinP" | asked, ny trenbling voic



e showi ng ny di sappointnent. "He was with us. But
he ran away."

"Oh. I'msorry," Momsaid, notioning for Josh to ¢
et up fromthe driveway. "He ran away? | thought y
ou' ve been keeping himon a | eash.™

"You've got to help us find him" Josh pl eaded, no
t budging fromthe ground. "Get the car. W' ve got
to find him-- right now"

"I"'msure he hasn't gotten far," Momsaid. "You nu
st be starving. Cone in and have sone |unch and th
en we'll -- "

"No. Right now" Josh screaned.

"What's going on?" Dad, his face and hair covered

wth tiny flecks of white paint, joined Momon the
front porch. "Josh -- what's all the yelling?"

We expl ai ned to Dad what had happened. He said he

was too busy to drive around |ooking for Petey. M
m said she'd do it, but only after we had sone |un
ch. | pulled Josh up by both arns and dragged him
i nto the house.

We washed up and gul ped down sone peanut butter an
d jelly sandwi ches. Then Momtook the car out of t
he garage, and we drove around and around the neig
hbor hood searching for our |ost pet.

Wth no | uck.

No sign of him

Josh and | were m serable. Heartbroken. Mom and Da
d called the local police. Dad kept saying that Pe

tey had a good sense of direction, that he'd show
up any m nute.

But we didn't really believe it.

Where was he?

The four of us ate dinner in silence. It was the |
ongest, nost horrible evening of ny life. "I tied
himup really good," Josh repeated, close to tears
, his dinner plate still full.

"Dogs are great escape artists,”" Dad said, "Don't w
orry. He'll show up."

"Sonme night for a party,” Momsaid gluny.

|'d conpletely forgotten that they were going out.
Sone nei ghbors on the next block had invited them
to a big potluck dinner party.



"I sure don't feel like partying, either,"” Dad sai
d with a sigh. "I"mbeat frompainting all day. Bu
t | guess we have to be neighborly. Sure you kids

wi Il be okay here?"

"Yeah, | guess," | said, thinking about Petey. | k

ept listening for his bark, listening for scratchi

ng at the door.

But no. The hours dragged by. Petey still hadn't sh

own up by bedti ne.

Josh and | both slinked upstairs. | felt really ti
red, weary fromall the worrying, and the running

around and searching for Petey, | guess. But | kne

w l'd never be able to get to sleep.

In the hall outside ny bedroom door, | heard whisp

ering frominside ny roomand quiet footsteps. The
usual sounds ny room nade. | wasn't at all scared

of themor surprised by them anynore.
Wthout hesitating, | stepped into ny roomand cli
cked on the light. The roomwas enpty, as | knew i
t would be. The nysterious sounds di sappeared. |
| anced at the curtains, which lay straight and sti
| 1.
Then | saw the clothes strewn all over ny bed.
Several pairs of jeans. Several T-shirts. A couple
of sweatshirts. My only dress-up skirt.
That's strange, | thought. Mom was such a neat fre
ak. If she had washed these things, she surely wou
| d have hung themup or put theminto dresser draw
ers.
Sighing wearily, | started to gather up the clothe
s and put themaway. | figured that Mom sinply had
too much to do to be bothered. She had probably w
ashed the stuff and then left it here for ne to pu
t awmay. O she had put it all down, planning to co
me back |ater and put it away, and then got busy w
i th other chores.

Hal f an hour later, | was tucked into ny bed w de
awake, staring at the shadows on the ceiling. Sone
time after that -- | lost track of the tinme -- |
was still w de awake, still thinking about Petey,

t hi nki ng about the new kids |I'd net, thinking abou
t the new nei ghborhood, when | heard ny bedroom do



or creak and sw ng open.

Foot steps on the creaking floorboards.

| sat up in the darkness as sonmeone crept into ny r

oom

"Amanda -- ssshh -- it's ne."

Alarnmed, it took ne a few seconds to recogni ze the
hushed whi sper. "Josh! What do you want? What are
you doi ng in here?"

| gasped as a blinding I[ight forced ne to cover ny
eyes. "Qops. Sorry," Josh said. "My flashlight. |
didn't nean to --

"Ow, that's bright," | said, blinking. He ained th

e powerful beamof white light up at the ceiling.

"Yeah. It's a halogen flashlight," he said.

"Well, what do you want?" | asked irritably. | sti

|1 couldn't see well. | rubbed ny eyes, but it did

n't help.

"I know where Petey is," Josh whispered, "and I'mg

oing to go get him Cone with ne?"

"Huh?" | | ooked at the little clock on ny bed table

. "It's after mdnight, Josh."

"So? It won't take long. Really."”

My eyes were nearly normal by now. Staring at Josh
in the light fromthe hal ogen flashlight, | notic

ed for the first tine that he was fully dressed in
j eans and a | ong-sl eeved T-shirt.

"I don't get it, Josh," | said, sw nging around an

d putting ny feet on the floor. "W | ooked everywh

ere. Where do you think Petey is?"

"In the cenetery," Josh answered. Hi s eyes | ooked

bi g and dark and serious in the white |ight.

"Huh?"

"That's where he ran the first tinme, renenber? We

n we first cane to Dark Falls? He ran to that cene

tery just past the school."

"Now, wait a mnute -- " | started.

"We drove past it this afternoon, but we didn't Io

ok inside. He's there, Amanda. | know he is. And |

'm going to go get himwhether you cone or not."

"Josh, calmdown," | said, putting ny hands on his
narrow shoul ders. | was surprised to discover tha

t he was trenbling. "There's no reason for Petey t



o be in that cenetery."

"That's where he went the first time," Josh insist

ed. "He was | ooking for sonething there that day.

| could tell. I know he's there again, Amanda." He
pull ed away fromne. "Are you com ng or not?"

My brother has to be the stubbornest, nobst headstro

ng person in the world.

"Josh, you're really going to walk into a strange c

enetery so late at night?" | asked.

"I"' mnot afraid,"” he said, shining the bright |ight
around nmy room

For a brief second, | thought the Iight caught som

eone, lurking behind the curtains. | opened ny nou

th to cry out. But there was no one there.

"You com ng or not?" he repeated inpatiently.

| was going to say no. But then, glancing at the c

urtains, | thought, it's probably no nore spooky o

ut there in that cenetery than it is here in ny ow

n bedr oomn

"Yeah. Ckay," | said grudgingly. "Get out of here a

nd et me get dressed.”

"Ckay," he whispered, turning off the flashlight,

pl unging us into blackness. "Meet ne down at the e

nd of the driveway."

"Josh -- one quick look at the cenetery, then we hu

rry home. Got it?" | told him

"Yeah. Right. We'll be hone before Mom and Dad get
back fromthat party." He crept out. | could hear
hi m maki ng his way qui ckly down the stairs.

This is the craziest idea ever, | told nyself as |
searched in the darkness for sone clothes to pull
on.

And it was al so kind of exciting.

Josh was wong. No doubt about it. Petey woul dn't

be hanging around in that cenetery now. Wiy on ear

th should he?

But at least it wasn't a long walk. And it was an

adventure. Sonmething to wite about to Kathy back

hone.

And if Josh happened to be right, and we did manag

e to find poor, lost Petey, well, that would be gr

eat, too.



A few minutes later, dressed in jeans and a sweats
hirt, I crept out of the house and joined Josh at
the bottom of the driveway. The night was still wa
rm A heavy bl anket of clouds covered the noon. |
realized for the first tinme that there were no str
eetlights on our bl ock.

Josh had the hal ogen flashlight on, ainmed down at o

ur feet. "You ready?" he asked.

Dunb question. Would | be standing there if | weren

't ready?

We crunched over dead | eaves as we headed up the b

| ock, toward the school. Fromthere, it was just t

wo bl ocks to the cenetery.

"I't's so dark," | whispered. The houses were bl ack
and silent. There was no breeze at all. It was as
if we were all alone in the world.

"I't'"s too quiet," | said, hurrying to keep up wth
Josh. "No crickets or anything. Are you sure you

really want to go to the cenetery?"

"' msure," he said, his eyes followng the circle
of light fromthe flashlight as it bunped over th

e ground. "I really think Petey is there."

We wal ked in the street, keeping close to the curb

We had gone nearly two bl ocks. The school was ju
st comng into sight on the next block when we hea
rd the scraping steps behind us on the pavenent.

Josh and | both stopped. He |owered the |ight.

We both heard the sounds. | wasn't inagining them

Sonmeone was follow ng us.
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Josh was so startled, the flashlight tunbled from
his hand and clattered onto the street. The |ight
flickered but didn't go out.

By the time Josh had nmanaged to pick it up, our pu
rsuer had caught up to us. | spun around to face h
im ny heart pounding in ny chest.

"Ray! What are you doi ng here?"

Josh ainmed the light at Ray's face, but Ray shot h
is arns up to shield his face and ducked back into



t he darkness. "What are you two doing here?" he c
ried, sounding alnost as startled as | did.

"You -- you scared us," Josh said angrily, aimng t
he flashlight back down at our feet.
"Sorry," Ray said, "I would ve called out, but I wa

sn't sure it was you."

"Josh has this crazy idea about where Petey m ght
be," | told him still struggling to catch ny brea

th. "That's why we're out here."

"What about you?" Josh asked Ray.

"Well, sonetines | have trouble sleeping,” Ray said
softly.

"Don't your parents mnd you being out so late?" |
asked.

In the glow fromthe flashlight, | could see a wc
ked smle cross his face. "They don't know. "

"Are we going to the cenetery or not?" Josh asked

i npatiently. Wthout waiting for an answer, he sta
rted jogging up the road, the |ight bobbing on the
pavenent in front of him | turned and foll owed,

wanting to stay close to the |ight.

"Where are you goi ng?" Ray called, hurrying to catc
h up.

"The cenetery," | called back.

"No," Ray said. "You're not."

Hi s voice was so low, so threatening, that | stoppe
d. "Wat ?"

"You're not going there," Ray repeated. | couldn't
see his face. It was hidden in darkness. But his

wor ds sounded nenaci ng.

"Hurry!" Josh called back to us. He hadn't sl owed
down. He didn't seemto notice the threat in Ray's
wor ds.

"Stop, Josh!" Ray called. It sounded nore like an o
rder than a request. "You can't go there!"

"Why not?" | demanded, suddenly afraid. Was Ray th
reateni ng Josh and ne? Did he know sonet hi ng we di
dn't? O was | nmaking a big deal out of nothing on
ce agai n?

| stared into the darkness, trying to see his face.

"You'd be nuts to go there at night!" he decl ared.



| began to think I had m sjudged him He was afrai
d to go there. That's why he was trying to stop us

"Are you com ng or not?" Josh demanded, getting far

ther and farther ahead of us.

"I don't think we should," Ray warned.

Yes, he's afraid, | decided. | only inmagined that h

e was threatening us.

"You don't have to. But we do," Josh insisted, pick

i ng up his speed.

"No. Really," Ray said. "This is a bad idea." But

now he and | were running side by side to catch up
wi th Josh.

"Petey's there," Josh said, "I know he is."

We passed the dark, silent school. It seened nuch
bi gger at night. Josh's light flashed through the

| ow tree branches as we turned the corner onto Cem

etery Drive.

"Wait -- please,"” Ray pleaded. But Josh didn't slo

w down. Neither did I. | was eager to get there an

d get it over wth.

| wiped ny forehead with ny sleeve. The air was ho

t and still. I wished |I hadn't worn | ong sl eeves.

| felt ny hair. It was dripping wet.

The clouds still covered the noon as we reached th

e cenetery. Wt stepped through a gate in the |ow w

all. I'n the darkness, | could see the crooked rows
of gravestones.

Josh's light traveled from stone to stone, junping
up and down as he wal ked. "Petey!" he called sudd

enly, interrupting the silence.

He's disturbing the sleep of the dead, | thought, f

eeling a sudden chill of fear.

Don't be silly, Amanda. "Petey!" | called, too, for

cing away ny norbid thoughts.

"This is a very bad idea," Ray said, standing very

cl ose to ne.

"Petey! Petey!" Josh call ed.

"I knowit's a bad idea," | admtted to Ray. "But

| didn't want Josh to cone here by hinself."

"But we shouldn't be here,"” Ray insisted.

| was beginning to wish he'd go away. No one had f



orced himto cone. Why was he giving us such a har
dtinme?

"Hey -- look at this!" Josh called from several yar
ds up ahead.

My sneakers crunching over the soft ground, | hurr
| ed between the rows of graves. | hadn't realized

that we had already wal ked the entire length of th

e graveyard.

"Look," Josh said again, his flashlight playing ov

er a strange structure built at the edge of the ce
metery.

It took ne a little while to figure out what it wa

s inthe small circle of light. It was so unexpect

ed. It was sone kind of theater. An anphitheater,

| guess you'd call it, circular rows of bench seat

s dug into the ground, descending like stairs to a
| ow stagelike platformat the bottom

"What on earth!" | exclai ned.

| started forward to get a closer | ook.

"Amanda -- wait. Let's go hone," Ray called. He gr

abbed at my arm but | hurried away, and he grabbe

d only air.

"Weird! Who woul d build an outdoor theater at the e
dge of a cenetery?" | asked.

| | ooked back to see if Josh and Ray were foll ow n
g nme, and ny sneaker caught agai nst sonething. | s

tunbled to the ground, hitting ny knee hard.
"Ow. What was that ?"
Josh shone the light on it as | clinbed slowy, pa

infully, to ny feet. | had tripped over an enornou
S, upraised tree root.
In the flickering light, | followed the gnarled ro

ot over to a wde, old tree several yards away. Th

e huge tree was bent over the strange bel ow ground
theater, leaning at such a |ow angle that it | ook

ed likely to topple over at any second. Big clunps
of roots were raised up fromthe ground. Overhead
, the tree's branches, heavy wth | eaves, seened t

o lean to the ground.

"Tinmberrr!" Josh yell ed.

"How weird!" | exclainmed. "Hey, Ray -- what is this
pl ace?"



"It's a neeting place," Ray said quietly, standing

cl ose beside nme, staring straight ahead at the le
aning tree. "They use it sort of like a town hall.
They have town neetings here.™

"I'n the cenetery?" | cried, finding it hard to beli
eve.
"Let's go," Ray urged, |ooking very nervous.

Al three of us heard the footsteps. They were beh
i nd us, sonmewhere in the rows of graves. W turned
around. Josh's |light swept over the ground.

"Petey!"

There he was, standi ng between the nearest row of

| ow, stone grave markers. | turned happily to Josh
"I don't believe it!" I cried. "You were right!"

"Petey! Petey!" Josh and | both started running tow
ard our dog.

But Petey arched back on his hind legs as if he we

re getting ready to run away. He stared at us, his

eyes red as jewels in the light of the flashlight.

"Petey! We found you!" | cried.
The dog |l owered his head and started to trot away.
"Petey! Hey -- cone back! Don't you recognize us?"

Wth a burst of speed, Josh caught up with himand
grabbed hi mup off the ground. "Hey, Petey, what'
s the matter, fella?"

As | hurried over, Josh dropped Petey back to the
ground and stepped back. "Qoh -- he stinks!"
"What ?" | cri ed.

"Petey -- he stinks. He snells like a dead rat!" Jo
sh held his nose.

Petey started to wal k slowy away.

"Josh, he isn't glad to see us," | wailed. "He doe
sn't even seemto recognize us. Look at him"

It was true. Petey wal ked to the next row of graves
tones, then turned and gl ared at us.

| suddenly felt sick. What had happened to Petey?

Wiy was he acting so differently? Way wasn't he gl
ad to see us?

"I don't get it," Josh said, still making a face f
romthe odor the dog gave off. "Usually, if we |lea
ve the roomfor thirty seconds, he goes nuts when
we cone back."



"We'd better go!" Ray called. He was still at the e

dge of the cenetery near the leaning tree.

"Petey -- what's wong with you?" | called to the

dog. He didn't respond. "Don't you renenber your n

ame? Petey? Petey?"

"Yuck! What a stink!" Josh excl ai ned.

"We've got to get himhone and give hima bath," |
said. My voice was shaking. | felt really sad. An
d frightened.

"Maybe this isn't Petey," Josh said thoughtfully.

The dog's eyes again glared red in the beamof |lig
ht .

"It's himall right," | said quietly. "Look. He's
dragging the leash. Go get him Josh -- and let's
go hone."

"Yow get him" Josh cried. "He snells too bad!"
"Just grab his |leash. You don't have to pick himup

, " | said.

"No. You."

Josh was bei ng stubborn again. |I could see that |
had no choice. "Ckay," | said. "I'lIl get him But
"Il need the light." | grabbed the flashlight fro
m Josh's hand and started to run toward Petey.

"Sit, Petey. Sit!" | ordered. It was the only comma

nd Petey ever obeyed.

But he didn't obey it this tine. Instead, he turne
d and trotted away, holding his head down | ow.
"Petey -- stop! Petey, cone on!" | yelled, exaspera
ted. "Don't make ne chase you."

"Don't let himget away!" Josh yelled, running up b
ehi nd ne.

| noved the flashlight fromside to side along the
ground. "Were is he?"

"Petey! Petey!" Josh called, sounding shrill and de
sper at e.

| couldn't see him

"Oh, no. Don't tell nme we've lost himagain!" | sai
d

We both started to call him "What's wong with tha
t mutt?" | cried.

| noved the beamof |ight down one long row of gra
vestones, then, noving quickly, down the next. No



sign of him W both kept calling his nane.
And then the circle of light cane to rest on the fr
ont of a granite tonbstone.

Readi ng the nane on the stone, | stopped short.
And gasped.

"Josh -- look!" | grabbed Josh's sleeve. | held on
tight.

"Huh? What's wong?" H's face filled wth confusion

"Look! The name on the gravestone."
It was Karen Sonerset.
Josh read the nane. He stared at nme, still confused

"That's nmy new friend Karen. The one | talk to ont
he pl ayground every day," | said.

"Huh? It nust be her grandnother or sonething," Jo

sh said, and then added inpatiently, "Cone on. Loo
k for Petey."

"No. Look at the dates," | said to him

We both read the dates under Karen Sonerset's nane.
1960- 1972.

"It can't be her nother or grandnother,"” | said, k

eepi ng the beam of |light on the stone despite ny t

renbling hand. "This girl died when she was twel ve
. My age. And Karen is twelve, too. She told ne."

"Amanda -- " Josh scow ed and | ooked away.

But | took a few steps and beaned the light onto t

he next gravestone. There was a nane on it |'d nev

er heard before. | noved on to the next stone. Ano

ther nane |I'd never heard.

"Amanda, cone on!" Josh whi ned.

The next gravestone had the nane George Carpenter o

nit. 1975-1988.

"Josh -- look! It's George fromthe playground, " |

cal | ed.

"Amanda, we have to get Petey," he insisted.

But | couldn't pull nyself away fromthe graveston

es. | went fromone to the next, noving the flashl

i ght over the engraved letters.

To nmy grow ng horror, | found Jerry Franklin. And t

hen Bill Gegory.

Al the kids we had played softball with. They all



had gravestones here.

My heart thudding, | noved down the crooked row, m
y sneakers sinking into the soft grass. | felt num
b, nunb with fear. | struggled to hold the light s

teady as | beaned it onto the last stone in the ro
W.
RAY THURSTON. 1977-1988.
"Huh?"
| could hear Josh calling nme, but | couldn't nake o
ut what he was sayi ng.
The rest of the world seened to fall away. | read t
he deeply etched inscription again:
RAY THURSTON. 1977-1988.

| stood there, staring at the letters and nunbers.

| stared at themtill they didn't nmake sense anym
ore, until they were just a gray blur.
Suddenly, | realized that Ray had crept up beside t
he gravestone and was staring at ne.
"Ray -- " | managed to say, noving the |ight over
the nane on the stone. "Ray, this oneis . . . you
|
H s eyes flared, glow ng Iike dying enbers.
"Yes, it's me," he said softly, noving toward ne.
|''mso sorry, Amanda."
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| took a step back, ny sneakers sinking into the s
oft ground. The air was heavy and still. No one nm
de a sound. Not hi ng noved.

Dead.

| "' m surrounded by death, | thought.
Then, frozen to the spot, unable to breathe, the d
arkness swirling around ne, the gravestones spinni

ng in their own black shadows, | thought: Wuat is
he going to do to ne?
"Ray -- " | managed to call out. My voi ce sounded

faint and far away. "Ray, are you really dead?"
"I"'msorry. You weren't supposed to find out yet,"

he said, his voice floating | ow and heavy on the
stifling night air.



"But -- how? | nean . . . | don't understand. . .
." 1 looked past himto the darting white |ight of
the flashlight. Josh was several rows away, al nos

t to the street, still searching for Petey.
"Petey!" | whispered, dread choking ny throat, ny s

tomach tightening in horror.

"Dogs al ways know," Ray said in a low, flat tone.
"Dogs al ways recogni ze the living dead. That's why
they have to go first. They always know. "

"You nean -- Petey's . . . dead?" | choked out the

wor ds.

Ray nodded. "They kill the dogs first."

"No!" | screaned and took anot her step back, nearl

y losing ny balance as | bunped into a | ow nmarbl e
gravestone. | junped away fromit.

"You weren't supposed to see this," Ray said, his
narrow face expressionl ess except for his dark eye
s, which reveal ed real sadness. "You weren't suppo
sed to know. Not for another few weeks, anyway. |’
m the watcher. | was supposed to watch, to nake su
re you didn't see until it was tine."

He took a step toward ne, his eyes lighting up red,
burning into m ne.

"Were you watching nme fromthe wi ndow?" | cried. "W

as that you in ny roonf"

Agai n he nodded yes. "I used to |ive in your house
," he said, taking another step closer, forcing ne
back against the cold nmarble stone. "I'mthe watc
her."

| forced nyself to | ook away, to stop staring into
his glow ng eyes. | wanted to screamto Josh tor

un and get help. But he was too far away. And | wa
s frozen there, frozen wth fear.
"We need fresh blood," Ray said.

"What ?" | cried. "Wat are you sayi ng?"

"The town -- it can't survive wthout fresh bl ood.
None of us can. You'll understand soon, Amanda. Y

ou' Il understand why we had to invite you to the h

ouse, to the . . . Dead House."

In the darting, zigzagging beamof light, | could

see Josh noving cl oser, headi ng our way.
Run, Josh, | thought. Run away. Fast. Get soneone.



Get anyone.

| could think the words. Wiy couldn't | screamthem
?

Ray's eyes gl owed brighter. He was standi ng ri ght
in front of me now, his features set, hard and col
d.

"Ray?" Even through ny jeans, the narble graveston
e felt cold against the back of ny | egs.

"I nmessed up," he whispered. "I was the watcher. Bu
t I messed up.”

"Ray -- what are you going to do?"

H s red eyes flickered. "I'mreally sorry."

He started to raise hinself off the ground, to floa
t over ne.

| could feel nyself start to choke. | couldn't bre
athe. | couldn't nove. | opened ny nouth to call o
ut to Josh, but no sound cane out.

Josh? Where was he?

| | ooked down the rows of gravestones but coul dn't
see his light.

Ray floated up a little higher. He hovered over ne
, choking nme sonehow, blinding ne, suffocating ne.

| ' m dead, | thought. Dead.

Now | ' m dead, too.
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And t hen, suddenly, |ight broke through the darknes
S.
The light shone in Ray's face, the bright white hal
ogen |ight.
"What ' s goi ng on?" Josh asked, in a high-pitched,
nervous voi ce. "Amanda -- what's happeni ng?"

Ray cried out and dropped back to the ground. "Tur
n that off! Turn it off!" he screeched, his voice
a shrill whisper, |ike wind through a broken w ndo
wpane.
But Josh held the bright beamof |ight on Ray. "Wa
t's going on? What are you doi ng?"

| could breathe again. As | stared into the |ight,

| struggled to stop ny heart from poundi ng so har



d.

Ray noved his arns to shield hinmself fromthe |igh

t. But | could see what was happening to him The
| i ght had al ready done its danage.

Ray's skin seened to be nelting. H s whole face sa
gged, then fell, dropping off his skull.

| stared into the circle of white light, unable to
| ook away, as Ray's skin folded and drooped and m
el ted away. As the bone underneath was reveal ed, h
I's eyeballs rolled out of their sockets and fell s
ilently to the ground.

Josh, frozen in horror, sonehow held the bright I|i

ght steady, and we both stared at the grinning sku
|1, its dark craters staring back at us.

"Oh!" | shrieked as Ray took a step toward ne.

But then | realized that Ray wasn't wal ki ng. He was
falling.

| junped aside as he crunpled to the ground. And g

asped as his skull hit the top of the nmarble grave

stone, and cracked open wth a sickening splat.
"Cone on!" Josh shouted. "Amanda -- cone on!" He gr

abbed ny hand and tried to pull ne away.

But | couldn't stop staring down at Ray, now a pil

e of bones inside a puddle of crunpled clothes,
"Amanda, cone on!"

Then, before | even realized it, | was running, ru
nni ng beside Josh as fast as | could down the | ong
row of graves toward the street. The light flashe

d agai nst the blur of gravestones as we ran, slipp
i ng on the soft, dew covered grass, gasping in the
still, hot air.

"We've got to tell Momand Dad. Got to get away fro
m here!" | cried.

"They -- they won't believe it!" Josh said, as we
reached the street. W kept running, our sneakers

t huddi ng hard agai nst the pavenent. "|I'm not sure
| believe it nyself!"”

"They've not to believe us!" I told him "If they

don't, we'll drag them out of that house."

The white beamof |ight pointed the way as we ran

t hrough the dark, silent streets. There were no st
reetlights, no lights on in the w ndows of the hou



ses we passed, no car headlights.
Such a dark world we had entered.
And now it was tine to get out.

W ran the rest of the way honme. | kept | ooking ba
ck to see if we were being followed. But | didn't
see anyone. The nei ghborhood was still and enpty.

| had a sharp pain in ny side as we reached hone.

But | forced nyself to keep running, up the gravel
driveway with its thick blanket of dead |eaves, a

nd onto the front porch.

| pushed open the door and both Josh and | started

to scream "Monl Dad! Where are you?"

Si | ence.

W ran into the living room The lights were all of

f.

"Monf? Dad? Are you here?"

Pl ease be here, | thought, ny heart racing, the pa

inin ny side still sharp. Please be here.

We searched the house. They weren't hone.

"The potluck party,"” Josh suddenly renenbered. "Can
they still be at that party?"

W were standing in the living room both of us br

eat hing hard. The pain in ny side had |let up just

a bit. | had turned on all the lights, but the roo

mstill felt gloony and nenaci ng.

| glanced at the clock on the mantel. Nearly two in
t he nor ni ng.

"They should be honme by now," | said, ny voice shak

y and weak.

"Where did they go? Did they | eave a nunber?" Josh

was al ready on his way to the kitchen.

| followed him turning on lights as we went. W w

ent right to the neno pad on the counter where Mom
and Dad al ways | eave us notes.

Not hi ng. The pad was bl ank.

"We've got to find them " Josh cried. He sounded v

ery frightened. H's wide eyes reflected his fear.

"We have to get away from here."

What i f sonet hing has happened to thenf?

That's what | started to say. But | caught nyself

just in time. | didn't want to scare Josh any nore
t han he was al r eady.



Besi des, he'd probably thought of that, too.
"Should we call the police?" he asked, as we wal ke
d back to the living roomand peered out the front
wi ndow i nto the darkness.

"I don't know," | said, pressing ny hot forehead a
gai nst the cool glass. "I just don't know what to
do. I want themto be hone. | want them here so we
can all |eave."

"What's your hurry?" a girl's voice said from behin
d ne.

Josh and | both cried out and spun around.

Karen Sonerset was standing in the center of the ro
om her arns crossed over her chest.

"But -- you're dead!" | Dblurted out.

She smled, a sad smle, a bitter smle.

And then two nore kids stepped in fromthe hallway

One of themclicked off the lights. "Too bright

in here," he said. They noved next to Karen.

And anot her kid, Jerry Franklin -- another dead ki
d -- appeared by the fireplace. And | saw the girl
with short black hair, the one | had seen on the
stairs, nove beside nme by the curtains.

They were all smling, their eyes glowing dully in
the dimlight, all noving in on Josh and ne.

"What do you want?" | screaned in a voice | didn't
even recogni ze. "Wat are you going to do?"

"We used to live in your house," Karen said softly.

"Huh?" | cried.

"We used to live in your house," George said.

"And now, guess what?" Jerry added. "Now we're dead
I n your house!"

The others started to laugh, crackling, dry | aughs,
as they all closed in on Josh and ne.
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"They're going to kill us!" Josh cri ed.

| watched them nove forward in silence. Josh and |
had backed up to the w ndow. | |ooked around the

dark room for an escape route.



But there was nowhere to run.

"Karen -- you seened so nice," | said. The words |
ust tunbled out. | hadn't thought before | said th
em

Her eyes glowed a little brighter. "I was nice," s
he said in a glum nonotone, "until | noved here."

"We were all nice," CGeorge Carpenter said in the sa
me | ow nonotone. "But now we're dead."
"Let us go!" Josh cried, raising his hands in fron

t of himas if to shield hinself. "Please -- let u
s go."

They | aughed again, the dry, hoarse | aughter. Dead
| aught er.

"Don't be scared, Amanda," Karen said. "Soon you'l

| be with us. That's why they invited you to this
house. "

"Huh? | don't understand," | cried, ny voice shakin

g.
"This is the Dead House. This is where everyone |i

ves when they first arrive in Dark Falls. Wen the

y're still alive."

This seened to strike the others as funny. They all
sni ckered and | aughed.

"But our great-uncle -- " Josh started.

Karen shook her head, her eyes glowing with amusem
ent. "No. Sorry, Josh. No great-uncle. It was just
atrick to bring you here. Once every year, SOneo
ne new has to nove here. QG her years, it was us. W
e lived in this house -- until we died. This year,

it's your turn."
"We need new bl ood,"” Jerry Franklin said, his eyes
glowng red in the dimlight. "Once a year, you s
ee, we need new bl ood."
Moving forward in silence, they hovered over Josh a
nd ne.
| took a deep breath. A |ast breath, perhaps. And s
hut ny eyes.
And then | heard the knock on the door.
A | oud knock, repeated several tines.
| opened ny eyes. The ghostly kids all vani shed.
The air snelled sour.
Josh and | stared at each other, dazed, as the | oud



knocki ng started agai n.
"It's Mom and Dad!" Josh cri ed.
We both ran to the door. Josh stunbl ed over the co
ffee table in the dark, so | got to the door first

“Moml Dad!" | cried, pulling open the door. "Were
have you been?"
| reached out ny arns to hug them both -- and stop

ped wwth ny arns in the air. My nouth dropped open
and | uttered a silent cry.

"M . Dawes!" Josh excl ained, com ng up beside ne. "

We t hought --

"Oh, M. Dawes, |I'mso glad to see you!" | cried h
appi ly, pushing open the screen door for him

"Kids -- you're okay?" he asked, eyeing us both, h
I s handsone face tight with worry. "Oh, thank God!
" he cried. "I got here in tine!"

"M. Dawes -- " | started, feeling so relieved, | h

ad tears in ny eyes. "I -- "

He grabbed ny arm "There's no tine to talk," he s
aid, |ooking behind himto the street. | could see
his car in the driveway. The engi ne was runni ng.

Only the parking lights were on. "I've got to get

you kids out of here while there's still tine."
Josh and | started to follow him then hesitated.
What if M. Dawes was one of thenf

"Hurry," M. Dawes urged, hol ding open the screen

door, gazing nervously out into the darkness. "I t
hink we're in terrible danger."
"But -- " | started, staring into his frightened e

yes, trying to decide if we could trust him

"I was at the party with your parents,”" M. Dawes
said. "All of a sudden, they fornmed a circle. Ever

yone. Around your parents and ne. They -- they sta
rted to close in on us."

Just |like when the kids started to close in on Josh
and ne, | thought.

"We broke through themand ran," M. Dawes said, ¢
| ancing to the driveway behind him "Sonmehow the t
hree of us got away. Hurry. W've all got to get a

way fromhere -- now"

"Josh, let's go," | urged. Then | turned to M. Daw



es. "Wiere are Mom and Dad?"

"Conme on. |'lIl show you. They're safe for now. But
| don't know for how |l ong."

We foll owed himout of the house and down the driv
eway to his car. The clouds had parted. A sliver o

f nmoon shone lowin a pale, early norning sky.
"There's sonmething wong with this whole town," M

Dawes said, holding the front passenger door ope

n for me as Josh clinbed into the back.

| slunped gratefully into the seat, and he sl amed
t he door shut. "I know," | said, as he slid behin
d the wheel. "Josh and I. W both --

"We've got to get as far away as we can before the

y catch up with us," M. Dawes sai d, backing down
the drive quickly, the tires sliding and squealing
as he pulled onto the street.

"Yes," | agreed. "Thank goodness you cane. My hous
e -- it's filled wth kids. Dead kids and -- "

"So you've seen them" M. Dawes said softly, his
eyes wwde with fear. He pushed down harder on the

gas pedal .

As | | ooked out into the purple darkness, a low, o
range sun began to show over the green treetops. "
Where are our parents?' | asked anxi ously.

"There's a kind of outdoor theater next to the cem
etery," M. Dawes said, staring straight ahead thr
ough the wi ndshield, his eyes narrow, his expressi

on tense. "lIt's built right into the ground, and i
t's hidden by a big tree. | left themthere. | tol
d themnot to nove. | think they'll be safe. | don
't think anyone'll think to | ook there."

"We've seen it," Josh said. A bright |ight suddenly
flashed on in the backseat.

"What's that?" M. Dawes asked, looking into the re
arview mrror.

"My flashlight," Josh answered, clicking it off.

| brought it just in case. But the sun will be up
soon. | probably won't need it."

M. Dawes hit the brake and pulled the car to the
side of the road. W were at the edge of the cenet
ery. | clinbed quickly out of the car, eager to se
e ny parents.



The sky was still dark, streaked with violet now
The sun was a dark orange balloon just barely poki
ng over the trees. Across the street, beyond the |
agged rows of gravestones, | could see the dark ou
tline of the leaning tree that hid the nmysterious
anphi t heat er.

"Hurry," M. Dawes urged, closing his car door qui
etly. "I"msure your parents are desperate to see
you. 1

We headed across the street, half-walking, half-jo

ggi ng, Josh swinging the flashlight in one hand.

Suddenly, at the edge of the cenetery grass, Josh s

t opped. "Petey!" he cried.

| followed his gaze, and saw our white terrier wal k

ing slowy along a slope of gravestones.

"Petey!" Josh yelled again, and began running to th

e dog.

My heart sank. | hadn't had a chance to tell Josh

what Ray had revealed to ne about Petey. "No -- Jo

sh!'" | call ed.

M. Dawes | ooked very alarned. "W don't have tine
We have to hurry,"” he said to ne. Then he began

shouting for Josh to cone back.

"I'"l'l go get him" | said, and took off, running a

s fast as | could along the rows of graves, callin

g to ny brother. "Josh! Josh, wait up! Don't! Don’

t go after him Josh -- Petey is dead!"

Josh had been gaining on the dog, which was anblin

g along, sniffing the ground, not | ooking up, not

payi ng any attention to Josh. Then suddenly, Josh

tri pped over a | ow grave narker.

He cried out as he fell, and the flashlight flew o

ut of his hand and cl attered agai nst a gravestone.

| quickly caught up with him "Josh -- are you okay

t)ll

He was |ying on his stomach, staring straight ahead

"Josh -- answer ne. Are you okay?"

| grabbed himby the shoulders and tried to pull h
I mup, but he kept staring straight ahead, his nou
th open, his eyes w de.

"Josh?"



"Look," he said finally.

| breathed a sigh of relief, know ng that Josh wasn
't knocked out or sonething.

"Look," he repeated, and pointed to the gravestone
he had tri pped over.

| turned and squinted at the grave. | read the ins
cription, silently nmouthing the words as | read:
COVPTON DAWES. R I.P. 1950-1980.

My head began to spin. | felt dizzy. | steadied nys
el f, holding onto Josh.

COVPTON DAVES.

It wasn't his father or his grandfather. He had to
| d us he was the only Conpton in his famly.

So M. Dawes was dead, too.

Dead. Dead. Dead.

Dead as everyone el se.

He was one of them One of the dead ones.

Josh and | stared at each other in the purple darkn
ess. Surrounded. Surrounded by the dead.

Now what ? | asked nysel f.

Now what ?
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"Get up, Josh," | said, ny voice a choked whisper.
"We've got to get away from here."

But we were too | ate.

A hand grabbed nme firmy by the shoul der.

| spun around to see M. Dawes, his eyes narrow ng
as he read the inscription on his own gravestone.
"M. Dawes -- you, too!" | cried, so disappointed,
so confused, so . . . scared.

"Me, too," he said, alnost sadly. "All of us." H's
eyes burned into mne. "This was a nornal town on
ce. And we were nornmal people. Mst of us worked i
n the plastics factory on the outskirts of town. T
hen there was an accident. Sonething escaped from
the factory. A yellowgas. It floated over the tow
n. So fast we didn't see it . . . didn't realize.
And then, it was too late, and Dark Falls wasn't a
normal town anynore. W were all dead, Amanda. De



ad and buried. But we couldn't rest. W couldn't s
| eep. Dark Falls was a town of living dead."
"What -- what are you going to do to us?" | nmanage
d to ask. My knees were trenbling so hard, | could
barely stand. A dead man was squeezing ny shoul de
r. A dead man was staring hard into ny eyes.
Standing this close, | could snell his sour breath
| turned ny head, but the snell already choked m
y nostrils,
"Where are Mom and Dad?" Josh asked, clinbing to h
Is feet and standing rigidly across fromus, glari
ng accusingly at M. Dawes.
"Safe and sound," M. Dawes said with a faint sm|
e. "Cone with ne. It's tinme for you to join them"
| tried to pull away fromhim but his hand was | oc
ked on ny shoul der. "Let go!" | shout ed.
Hs smle grew wider. "Amanda, it doesn't hurt to
die," he said softly, alnost soothingly. "Cone wt
h me."
"No!" Josh shouted. And with sudden qui ckness, he
di ved to the ground and picked up his flashlight.
"Yes!" | cried. "Shine it on him Josh!" The Iight
could save us. The light could defeat M. Dawes,
as it had Ray. The light could destroy him "Quick
-- shine it on him" | pleaded.
Josh funbled with the flashlight, then pointed it
toward M. Dawes's startled face, and clicked it o

n.
Not hi ng.
No |ight.

"I't -- it's broken,
t the gravestone. . . .
My heart pounding, | |ooked back at M. Dawes. The
smle on his face was a smle of victory.

'Q S

" Josh said. "I guess when it hi
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"Nice try," M. Dawes said to Josh. The sm | e faded
qui ckly fromhis face.

Cl ose up, he didn't ook so young and handsone. Hi
s skin, | could see, was dry and peeling and hung



| oosely beneath his eyes.

"Let's go, kids," he said, giving ne a shove. He ¢
| anced up at the brightening sky. The sun was rais
ing itself over the treetops.

Josh hesitated.

"I said let's go," M. Dawes snhapped inpatiently.
He | oosened his grip on ny shoul der and took a nen
acing step toward Josh.

Josh gl anced down at the worthless flashlight. The
n he pulled his arm back and heaved the flashli ght
at M. Dawes's head.

The flashlight hit its target wth a sickening cra
ck. It hit M. Dawes in the center of his forehead
, splitting a large hole in the skin.

M. Dawes uttered a lowcry. His eyes widened in s
urprise. Dazed, he reached a hand up to the hole w
here a few inches of gray skull poked through.
"Run, Josh!" | cried.

But there was no need to tell himthat. He was alr
eady zigzagging through the rows of graves, his he

ad ducked low. | followed him running as fast as
| coul d.

d anci ng back, | saw M. Dawes stagger after us, s
till holding his ripped forehead. He took several

steps, then abruptly stopped, staring up at the sk

y.
It's too bright for him | realized. He has to stay
i n the shade.

Josh had ducked down behind a tall marble nonunent

, old and slightly tilted, cracked down the m ddle

| slid down beside him gasping for breath.

Leani ng on the cool nmarble, we both peered around

the sides of the nmonunent. M. Dawes, a scow on h
i s face, was headi ng back toward the anphitheater,
keeping in the shadows of the trees.

"He -- he's not chasing us," Josh whispered, his c
hest heaving as he struggled to catch his breath a
nd stifle his fear. "He's goi ng back."

"The sun is too bright for him" | said, holding o
nto the side of the nonunent. "He nust be going to
get Mom and Dad. "

"That stupid flashlight,"” Josh cried.



"Never mnd that," | said, watching M. Dawes unti

| he di sappeared behind the big |l eaning tree. "Wa

t are we going to do now? | don't know -- "

"Shhh. Look!" Josh poked nme hard on the shoul der, a

nd pointed. "Wo's that?"

| followed his stare and saw several dark figures

hurrying through the rows of tonbstones. They seem

ed to have appeared from out of nowhere.

Did they rise out of the graves?

Wal ki ng qui ckly, seeming to float over the green,

sl opi ng ground, they headed into the shadows. All

were wal king in silence, their eyes straight ahead
They didn't stop to greet one another. They stro

de purposefully toward the hidden anphitheater, as
i f they were being drawn there, as if they were p

uppets being pulled by hidden strings.

"Whoa. Look at themall!" Josh whi spered, ducking h

I s head back behind the marbl e nonunent.

The dark, noving forns nmade all the shadows ripple

. It looked as if the trees, the gravestones, the

entire cenetery had cone to life, had started towa

rd the hidden seats of the anphitheater.

"There goes Karen," | whispered, pointing. "And CGeo

rge. And all the rest of them"

The kids from our house were noving quickly in two

s and threes, follow ng the other shadows, as sile

nt and busi nessli ke as everyone el se.

Everyone was here except Ray, | thought.

Because we killed Ray.

We killed soneone who was al ready dead.

"Do you think Momand Dad are really down in that

weird theater?" Josh asked, interrupting ny norbid
t houghts, his eyes on the noving shadows.

"Cone on," | said, taking Josh's hand and pulling

hi maway fromthe nonunent. "We've got to find out

W watched the |ast of the dark figures float past
the enornous | eaning tree. The shadows stopped no

ving. The cenetery was still and silent. A solitar
y crow fl oated high above in the clear blue, cloud
| ess sky.

Slowy, Josh and | edged our way toward the anphit



heat er, ducki ng behi nd gravestones, keeping lowto

t he ground.

It was a struggle to nove. | felt as if | weighed

five hundred pounds. The weight of ny fear, | gues

S.

| was desperate to see if Mom and Dad were there.

But at the sane tine, | didn't want to see.

| didn't want to see them being held prisoner by M
Dawes and t he ot hers.

| didn't want to see them. . . killed.
The thought nmade ne stop. | reached out an arm and
hal t ed Josh.

We were standi ng behind the |eaning tree, hidden b

y its enornous clunp of upraised roots. Beyond the
tree, down in the theater below, | could hear the
| ow murnur of voi ces.

"Are Mom and Dad there?" Josh whispered. He starte

d to poke his head around the side of the bent tre

e trunk, but | cautiously pulled him back.

"Be careful,” | whispered. "Don't |l et them see you
. They're practically right beneath us."

"But |'ve got to knowif Momand Dad are really he
re," he whispered, his eyes frightened, pleading.
"Me, too," | agreed.

We both | eaned over the nmassive trunk. The bark fe
|t snmooth under ny hands as | gazed into the deep

shadows cast by the tree.

And then | saw t hem

Mom and Dad. They were tied up, back-to-back, stan

ding in the center of the floor at the bottomof t
he anphitheater in front of everyone.

They | ooked so unconfortable, so terrified. Their

arns were tied tightly down at their sides. Dad's

face was bright red. Momis hair was all nessed up,
hangi ng wi Il dly down over her forehead, her head b

owed.

Squinting into the darkness cast by the tree, | sa

w M. Dawes standi ng beside them al ong with anot he
r, older man. And | saw that the rows of | ong benc
hes built into the ground were filled with people.
Not a single enpty space.

Everyone in town nust be here, | realized.



Everyone except Josh and ne.
"They're going to kill Mm and Dad," Josh whi spere
d, grabbing ny arm squeezing it in fear. "They're
goi ng to nmake Mom and Dad just |ike them"
"Then they'll cone after us," | said, thinking out
| oud, staring through the shadows at ny poor pare
nts. Both of them had their heads bowed now as the
y stood before the silent crowd. Both of them were
awaiting their fates.
"What are we going to do?" Josh whi spered.
"Huh?" | was staring so hard at Mom and Dad, | gues
s | nonentarily blanked out.
"What are we going to do?" Josh repeated urgently,
still hol di ng desperately tonmy arm "W can't ju
st stand here and --
| suddenly knew what we were going to do.
It just cane to ne. | didn't even have to think har
d.
"Maybe we can save them" | whispered, backing awa
y fromthe tree. "Maybe we can do sonething.”
Josh et go of ny arm He stared at ne eagerly.
"We're going to push this tree over," | whispered
with so nmuch confidence that | surprised nyself.
We're going to push the tree over so the sunlight
will fill the anphitheater.™
"Yes!" Josh cried imedi ately. "Look at this tree.
It's practically clown already. W can do it!"
| knew we could do it. | don't know where ny confid
ence cane from But | knew we could do it.
And | knew we had to do it fast.
Peering over the top of the trunk again, strugglin
g to see through the shadows, | could see that eve
ryone in the theater had stood up. They were all s
tarting to nove forward, down toward Mom and Dad.
"Cone on, Josh," | whispered. "We'l| take a running
junp, and push the tree over. Cone on!"
Wt hout another word, we both took several steps ba
ck.
We just had to give the trunk a good, hard push, a
nd the tree would topple right over. The roots wer
e already alnost entirely up out of the ground, af
ter all.



One hard push. That's all it would take. And the s
unl i ght would pour into the theater. Beautiful, go
| den sunlight. Bright, bright sunlight.

The dead people would all crunble.

And Mom and Dad woul d be saved.

Al four of us would be saved.

"Cone on, Josh," | whispered. "Ready?"
He nodded, his face solemn, his eyes frightened.
"Ckay. Let's go!" | cried.

We both ran forward, digging our sneakers into the
ground, noving as fast as we could, our arns outs

tretched and ready.

In a second, we hit the tree trunk and pushed with
all of our strength, shoving it with our hands an
d then noving our shoulders into it, pushing .
pushing . . . pushing .

It didn't budge.
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"Push!™ | cried. "Push it again!"

Josh I et out an exasperated, defeated sigh. "I can'
t, Amanda. | can't nove it."

"Josh -- " | glared at him

He backed up to try again.

Bel ow, | could hear startled voices, angry voi ces.
"Quick!" | yelled. "Push!"”

We hurtled into the tree trunk with our shoul ders,
both of us grunting fromthe effort, our nuscles

strai ning, our faces bright red.

"Push! Keep pushing!"

The veins at ny tenples felt about to pop.

Was the tree noving?

No.

It gave a little, but bounced right back.

The voices from bel ow were getting | ouder.

"We can't do it!" | cried, so disappointed, so fru
strated, so terrified. "We can't nove it!"
Def eated, | slunped over onto the tree trunk, and s

tarted to bury ny face in ny hands.
| pulled back with a gasp when | heard the soft cr



acki ng sound. The cracki ng sound grew | ouder until
it was a runble, then a roar. It sounded as if th
e ground were ripping apart.

The old tree fell quickly. It didn't have far to f
all. But it hit wwth a thundering crash that seene
d to shake the ground.

| grabbed Josh and we both stood in amazenent and
di sbelief as bright sunlight poured into the anphi

t heat er.

The cries went up instantly. Horrified cries. Angry
cries. Frantic cries.

The cries becane howls. How s of pain, of agony.

The people in the anphitheater, the |living dead ca
ught in the golden Iight, began scranbling over on

e anot her, screeching, pulling, clinbing, pushing,
trying to claw their way to shade.

But it was too |ate.

Their skin began to drop off their bones and, as |
stared open-nout hed, they crunbled to powder and

di ssolved to the ground, their clothes disintegrat
ing along with them

The painful cries continued to ring out as the bod
les fell apart, the skin nelted away, the dry bone

s collapsed. | saw Karen Sonerset staggering acros

s the floor. | saw her hair fall to the ground in

a heap, revealing the dark skull underneath. She c

ast a glance up at ne, a longing | ook, a |look of r

egret. And then her eyeballs rolled out of their s

ockets, and she opened her toothless nouth, and sh

e cried, "Thank you, Amanda! Thank you!" and coll a
psed.

Josh and | covered our ears to shut out the ghastl

y cries. W both | ooked away, unable to keep watch
ing the entire town fall in agony and crunble to p

owder, destroyed by the sun, the clear, warm sun.

When we | ooked back, they had all disappeared.

Mom and Dad were standing right where they had bee
n, tied back-to-back, their expressions a mxture

of horror and disbelief.

"Moml Dad!" | cried.

"Il never forget their smles as Josh and | ran fo
rward to free them



It didn't take our parents long to get us packed u
p and to arrange for the novers to take us back to
our ol d nei ghborhood and our old house. "I guess
it's lucky after all that we couldn't sell the old
pl ace,"” Dad said, as we eagerly piled into the ca

r to | eave.

Dad backed down the driveway and started to roar aw
ay.

"Stop!" | cried suddenly. |I'm not sure why, but |
had a sudden, powerful urge to take one last |ook
at the ol d house.

As both of ny parents called out to ne in confusio
n, | pushed open the door and jogged back to the d
riveway. Standing in the mddle of the yard, | sta
red up at the house, silent, enpty, still covered
in thick |ayers of bl ue- gray shadows.

| found nyself gazing up at the old house as if |

were hypnotized. | don't know how | ong | stood the
re.

The crunch of tires on the gravel driveway snapped
me out of ny spell. Startled, | turned to see ar

ed station wagon parked in the driveway.

Two boys about Josh's age junped out of the back.
Their parents followed. Staring up at the house, t
hey didn't seemto notice ne.

"Here we are, kids," the nother said, smling at th
em "Qur new house."

"I't doesn't ook new. It |ooks old," one of the boy
s sai d.

And then his brother's eyes wi dened as he noticed m
e. "Who are you?" he denmanded.

The other nenbers of his famly turned to stare at
ne.

"Ch. I . . . uh . . ." H's question caught nme by s
urprise. | could hear ny dad honking his horn inpa
tiently down on the street. "I . . . uh . . . used
to live in your house," | found nyself answering.

And then | turned and ran full speed down to the st
reet.

Wasn't that M. Dawes standing at the porch, clipb
oard in hand? | wondered, catching a glinpse of a



dark figure as | ran to the car.

No, it couldn't be M. Dawes up there waiting for t
hem | deci ded.

It just couldn't be.

| didn't | ook back. | slammed the car door behind m
e, and we sped away.



