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Welcome to Neighborlee, Ohio.
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Where? Somewhere on the North Coast of Ohio, south of Cleveland, right off I-71, north of Medina, in the heart of Cuyahoga County.

What is it? That’s a little harder to explain.

Neighborlee is a place you need to experience.

The most important thing you need to understand: Neighborlee is magic. Some people say the town is alive. It exists to protect the weird and wonderful (and sometimes a little bit scary) from the cold, practical, material world.

More important, Neighborlee protects the outside world from the weird and wonderful that come to visit ... and sometimes come to stay.

First stop: Divine’s Emporium, a four-story Victorian house sitting on a hill overlooking the Metroparks. Whatever you really need, you can find at Divine’s. Even if you don’t know what you’re looking for when you walk in the door. The shop is often bigger inside than it is outside. Angela is the proprietor. Please stay on the first floor. You don’t want to find out what is hidden and locked safely away upstairs. Like Aslan, Angela is good, but that doesn’t mean she’s safe. And neither are the secrets and wonders and doorways to other worlds that she protects ... and keeps securely locked.

Come in and explore. Meet the people who help Angela guard Neighborlee. Share their adventures of magic and wonder, danger and sacrifice. You never know who or what you’ll run into as you walk the streets and listen to the stories of their lives.
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Chapter One
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Before there was London Holiday, there was London Halliday.

The former...well, even after all this time, I still don't know what the right term is for her. Starting with the question of if she’s real. What defines real? I don’t know anymore.

As for the latter, she's real. Flesh and blood and down-to-earth. Call her Doni, for one thing. Even for those of us who knew all the details, sometimes the similarity in names got confusing.

Where do I get the right to tell the story? I was there when London Holiday was born. In a sense, I was the midwife. Using that analogy, Doni was as close to a mother as London Holiday would ever get. Doni and I were cousins—our mothers were sisters. Her parents were killed in a mine explosion while researching a book, when she was nine. The Hallidays thought we, the Longfellows, were just plain weird. From their point of view, "weird" was lower in rank than "common," and if they had thought they could get any profit from Doni, we never would have known Aunt Lenore and Uncle Thaddeus were dead.

(Yes, my last name is Longfellow. And no, we're not related to the poet. Granddad was an orphan, one of the many orphans through the generations who arrived from nowhere on the edge of town and landed in the Neighborlee Children's Home. He loved poetry, so he chose Longfellow when someone gave him the chance to choose his own last name.)

The Hallidays didn’t dump Doni on us when her parents were killed. That would imply some effort to make sure she ended up on our doorstep, which they most certainly did not.

Wednesday morning, the first week of June. I was on my way to Neighborlee High, where I was a sophomore. We only had three more days of classes before summer break, and I was running late, as usual. We had the Yearbook Staff thank-God-it's-over party to look forward to, and since Miss Lanie was our advisor, it was going to be good. I grabbed my backpack, jammed full of goodies for the party, and was looking over my shoulder as I headed for the door, yelling for Uncle Jinx to hurry up. He promised to drive me to school on his Harley on his way out of town. Jinx wanted to be as far away from Neighborlee as he could get when Senior Prank Night hit—the first Wednesday of June every year—so he wouldn't be blamed for whatever happened.

(Jinx got in major trouble with his Senior Prank, and the general consensus was that the idiots in the years that followed got in trouble trying to top what he did. What did he do? Something having to do with a pond in the Metroparks on Thursday where there wasn't a pond on Tuesday.)

I stepped out onto the front porch and almost tripped over Doni and her two pitiful little pieces of luggage. I stubbed my toe on her backpack full of books and jumped backwards, biting my tongue against a howl. I was barefoot, with my sneakers in my other hand. I planned on putting them on while I waited for Jinx to get his motorcycle.

"Does Mrs. Longfellow live here?" this skinny little kid with bottle bottom glasses half-whispered.

"Yeah. Why you looking for her?"

Hey, I was just a tenth-grader in a big hurry. So sue me for sloppy speaking.

"I'm London," she whispered, and raked one hand through white-blond hair that stuck out from her head like dandelion fuzz.

"Hi, London. Nice to meet you. I'm her granddaughter, Athena."

Yes, the penchant for weird names runs in my family. Doni was named London because she was born there. I was named Athena because my flaky mother, Portia—who went to a sperm bank when her biological clock went off instead of putting up with the mess of the dating scene—thought that would influence me to be wise.

She forgot Athena was a goddess of war and, according to some of the stories, a real smart-alec with an attitude problem and a penchant for nasty jokes. Not a good role model. Mom never figured that part out before she dumped me on Gram and joined the Peace Corps when I was a toddler. The last I heard from her, she was running an orphanage among the former cannibals in Papua New Guinea. Somewhere along the way, she figured it was easier to be a mother to twenty kids than to one.

I never said logic ran in my family.

It took about three seconds for what Doni said to sink through my gotta-hurry-for-the-last-day-of-school panic. I had an excuse. The fuzzy-headed, awkward kid in front of me was not the little girl in a Minnie Mouse costume in the frame on Gram's mantle. Aunt Lenore wasn't real big on photos. She wasn't real big on writing home, either.

"You're London? My cousin? Lenore and Thad's daughter?"

My first thought was to ask where her parents were, because obviously they weren't anywhere in sight. I liked Aunt Lenore and Uncle Thad, although I had never seen them face-to-face. They called whenever they were in the States, going from one investigative assignment to another, and sent pictures maybe once every twenty months or so. Usually those were pictures someone else took. They had an aversion to cameras that weren't used for their research. They sent cool presents from places no tourist ever visited, and books by the ton. All of us learned to read at least two languages besides English so we could make use of those books.

I had the sense not to ask Doni where her folks were, while my brain skidded through questions and possibilities and discarded most of them in the space of a few seconds. I'm not bragging when I say that. Gram claims I got electrocuted by a computer when I was a baby, crawling all over Granddad's desk and teething on the mouse cord. I've had an affinity for the frustrating, fascinating gizmos ever since. Part of that affinity meant my brain wanted to process a dozen different tracks at the same time, searching for information. Unlike computers, I had a tendency to get sidetracked by anything that caught my attention. Call it ADHD if you want, but I always preferred calling it the Neighborlee Effect.

(See how distracted I just got, telling you about me, when this is Doni's story?)

Jinx roared up the driveway from the shed in the back, where he stored his motorcycle, and skidded to a stop in the gravel. He gunned the engine a few times, twisting the handlebars and gave me his, "Weren’t you in a hurry?" look. I signaled for him to cut and he did. Jinx was a lot more alert than people gave him credit for. He only pretended to be off in another dimension to irritate people.

"It's London." I pointed at her.

Jinx shrugged.

"Aunt Lenore's London."

Jinx jumped off his motorcycle so fast he almost knocked it over. He was up on that front porch with such speed, the force of the wind from his movement made the screen door bang open and then shut again. He grabbed Doni by her shoulders and turned her around and out of the shadows of the porch.

"Hey, sugar," he said, in a thick molasses drawl. For some reason, he always talked like a good-old-boy to anyone under four feet tall. Don't ask why. "Where's your folks?"

That was so not the thing to say.

Doni's eyes welled up with tears and her lower lip trembled. She didn't burst into tears. Doni was never a crier and certainly never a wailer or a sniveler. I didn't know that then. All I knew was that my cousin had showed up on the porch without any warning, without any parents, and looked like she was going to burst into tears. I panicked.

"Gram!" I grabbed Doni's shoulder to drag her into the house.

I didn't get to school, and I ended up sharing my bag of treats with Doni, which helped. She liked those particular candy bars. Candy at eight in the morning helped her relax a little and open up and talk. My theory was, she figured someone who would unload a whole gob of candy bars on her had to be friendly.

Gram was happy to see her, even though Doni brought the news that Aunt Lenore and Uncle Thad had died. More than four months before. The Hallidays couldn't be bothered to notify our family. Aunt Lenore's maiden name wasn't known to the foreign media, and the death of a do-gooder scholar who never caused any scandals to report didn't create much of a blip to the media in the U.S., either.

If the Hallidays had found some profit from keeping Doni, we never would have known about her parents' deaths until Gram's birthday came with no phone call or card. Then Uncle Jinx and Granddad would have started making calls and harassing people for answers. 

Time to back up and give some history:

The Hallidays have always been and always will be high society, wealthy-out-the-wazzoo greedy jerks. When Aunt Lenore and Uncle Thaddeus died, his family didn't know the right questions to ask. They also didn't have the sense to employ underlings who knew how to ask the right questions. The top page of the report from their lawyers' investigation said Doni had a meager (by Halliday standards) allowance to pay for school and living expenses, and no one could touch her trust fund until she was twenty-one.

The Hallidays thought they knew how much Uncle Thad was worth, and how much of the share of the Halliday conglomerate belonged to him and would belong to Doni someday: a miserable five percent of the Halliday "empire." Even if she did wear their name, they didn't care to try to get around her "bad genetics" to ensure she grew up a true Halliday: shallow, egocentric, living off of others, intimidating everyone into giving her everything she wanted, and fighting tooth and nail to live in the world's spotlight. Their mercenary little minds calculated it wasn't worth their while to spend twelve years indoctrinating Doni while they waited for her to grow up and turn her trust fund over to them.

They didn't read the rest of the report. While Uncle Thad owned a small percent of the Halliday conglomerate, Aunt Lenore was worth twenty times as much. He was a genius, writing social investigative tomes that took triple PhDs to understand. She had the Midas touch for investments. Longfellows have strange and useful talents. That was hers.

Thad and Lenore were that rare type of geniuses who actually had their feet on the ground. They put everything in Aunt Lenore's name. If his family had ever learned just how much they were worth, they would have put a guilt trip about family loyalty on Uncle Thad until he handed things over while Aunt Lenore's back was turned. They proved what geniuses they were when they realized his family wouldn't even think to check what was in her name.

The Hallidays considered Aunt Lenore a gold-digger with no fashion sense, and ignored her. Uncle Thad was something of a black sheep in the Halliday clan (would it be more accurate to call him the white sheep?) since he considered wealth a responsibility, to be used for the betterment of the world. That's what got him killed, so maybe his relatives' scorn wasn't entirely off base.

Their scorn for anything "tainted" with Longfellow blood meant Doni ended up on our doorstep. The Hallidays found no use for her. Since when does family have to be of "use"? Just the fact that Doni was of our blood was enough reason to welcome her with open arms.

Gram fussed over Doni. She called her Doni, which the fuzzy-headed, exhausted, brave little critter seemed to like. From the moment the family lawyer retrieved her from the authorities who had custody of her after the accident, she had been hearing "London," spoken with tones of disapproval and command. Later, when she had nightmares and talked in her sleep about those horrid months of hanging in limbo, I learned no one ever sent her out of the room before they talked about what a burden and bother she was.

The rest of the morning was spent in getting Doni settled in the room next to mine, digging through the attic and the cellar for some furniture, getting her a long soak in the old-fashioned claw-foot tub with orange-scented bath salts, and then filling her up with a huge breakfast feast. Gram was just like Mrs. Zephyr, and believed in healing through lots of good cooking.

Doni was pretty quiet the whole time we got her settled. Every once in a while, I looked over and saw her lip trembling a little, but she never cried, never whined, never said much of anything. She also never smiled, except when Gram hugged her and Uncle Jinx swore for three minutes straight after hearing how the Hallidays didn't even have the decency to deliver a nine-year-old when they relinquished custody of her. They sent her by plane, alone, and then she figured out how to take a bus from the airport. I think the fact that someone got really cussing hot furious on her behalf raised her self-esteem about fifty points.

After Doni's bath, Gram sent us to Divine's Emporium to do some shopping. She wanted Doni to decorate her new room to suit herself, and get more furniture than just a bed, a chest of drawers, and some shelves. Besides, wandering around Divine's would distract both of us while she and Uncle Jinx got to work on tying up all the legal details. Gram went to school with Mr. Carr of Carr, Cooper and Crenshaw, the big-wig law firm in town, so he was our family lawyer.

More important than getting Doni away from the house while Gram took care of serious business was introducing Doni to Angela, the owner of Divine's Emporium. If there was something "broken" inside her, Angela would sense it first and get to work, and give us some clues about what to do to help her.

Granddad always said Angela was the heart of the town. I was always ready for another excuse to go to Divine's and look for treasures. Introducing Doni to one of my favorite places in town was just one more thing I could do to help her settle in and feel welcome. We had a line of credit at Divine's. There was always something new and wonderful to find there, and Gram never got mad when I brought home something. Other girls liked shoes and clothes and makeup. I liked the odd treasures and books and just digging in the back rooms and dreaming. Mostly dreaming that one of these days, a sleek new computer like no one had ever seen outside an electronics show would mysteriously appear on one of the shelves, and I could bring it home for a song.

It also helped that I was best friends with Bethany Miller, Angela's goddaughter. Since Bethany almost grew up there, when she wasn't at her dad's diner, I nearly grew up there, too.

"You like books?" I said, about the hundredth question I had asked since we took off across town on Uncle Jinx's ancient mopeds. The motors were quiet enough we could talk, and there was hardly any traffic because everybody was either in school or at work.

About then, I realized I had missed the Yearbook party. Not good. But on the plus side, I had missed a lot of boring end-of-the-year activities in my other classes. Some of our teachers gave us quizzes that didn't affect our grades at all, and they thought we didn't know it.

"Love books." A little spark of interest lit Doni's eyes, and I nearly fell off my moped in shock.

"Great. Angela has a huge book room. You can take anything you want. But show me what you pick, because we might already have it at home. Most of the rooms on the third floor are library."

"Really?" Doni put both feet down and the moped stopped short, whirring a little before the engine shut off. Her eyes were wide and she had color in her cheeks for the first time since her hot bath faded.

"Yeah, really. Granddad lives in books. Gram was a librarian. That's how they met. He was stealing from the research section and she caught him. Wrestled him to the ground and... Let Gram tell you. She tells it a lot better. Or wait until Granddad gets home from his fishing trip, and he'll tell you and act it out."

"I love books." She pushed off with both feet and hit the control that got the moped's pitiful little motor humming again.

Right about then, pity for my long-misplaced cousin turned to active "like." We had a couple things in common, besides being dumped on Gram by relatives who couldn't find any use for us.

"I had lots of books. Mom and Dad got tons of books everywhere we went and sent them home. We added a new room on our house to hold all the books. They wouldn't let me keep any. They sold every last one." The growling break in her voice when she said they gave me a good idea how Doni felt about the Hallidays.

Okay, maybe it was immature of me, but I liked her a little more, knowing she really despised them. It meant Doni was with us all the way. She wouldn't be calling her Halliday relatives, begging them to take her out of this weird little town any time soon.

Don't get me wrong. I despised them, too. Anybody who would take a kid's books away was the lowest of the low. But the anger put Doni more squarely with us and against them. And since I had so little in the way of family, I was a greedy kind of kid who wanted to hold onto the ones I had as tightly as I could.

Then I thought of something.

"You know, Aunt Lenore used to send crates of books to Gram all the time. Chances are good a lot of them were duplicates of the books your folks sent home."

Doni stopped her moped again and stared at me, her face glowing, her eyes shining like crystals, full of tears. I liked that feeling, of knowing I had made her feel that good, given her that kind of hope. I decided right then, I was going to be Doni's protector, as well as the big sister Gram asked me to be.

At Divine's Emporium, Angela was waiting on the front step. She had a big bucket full of bubble solution and all sorts of wands and blower contraptions that looked like squirt guns with fans attached to them. She looked like she was just enjoying a quiet spell at the shop by goofing off, relaxing in the balmy weather.

I knew better. Angela had the pulse of the town, and there were times I was pretty sure she either could read minds or the Wishing Ball was actually a crystal ball that let her spy on everyone. She always seemed to know when people had problems and were coming to see her.

She waved to us and blew an enormous bubble, about four feet wide, that shimmered in all shades of purple and green and blue. It spun as the warm morning breezes lifted it higher, and I saw all sorts of images and figures chasing around in those swirls of colors. There were at least three Angelas in that bubble. One had the blue granny-style dress she always wore. The second wore an elegant gold and emerald Renaissance-style gown. The third was in crimson, a Regency-style high-waisted gown, like she usually wore for the Christmas decorating party she held every year.

Those multiple images of her vanished and other pictures appeared in the bubble. Par for the course. I didn't mention them to Doni, on the off chance I was the only one who could see them. The bubble rose up to the ornate gutters on the third floor, hooked onto a cornice, and popped. The most delicious smells of honeysuckle and newly mown grass and fresh bread showered down on us.

Doni stared for about five seconds, looking scared. Then she got that resolved look on her face I had seen her wear five or six times as she adjusted to her new situation. She pressed her lips flat, nodded once, her eyes half-closed, and I imagined her processing everything like a super-computer. Then she smiled at Angela.

"I'm guessing from those eyes and the shape of your chin and nose, you're Athena's cousin, London," Angela said, rising from her porch step. "I remember your mother. She loved this place, and I'm sure you will, too." Then she held out her arms and Doni stepped inside them and let Angela hug her.

That just proved how smart Doni was. And yes, how hurt she was, desperate and hungry for all the love anybody wanted to shower on her. Another good reason for taking her to Angela and Divine's ASAP.

Despite Neighborlee being such a great place to live, filled with magic and mystery, we had our share of creeps and general slimedogs trying to sneak into town and hurt people, steal, and profit from the innocent and defenseless. The nice thing about Neighborlee was that people watched out for each other, and we had some defenses a lot of towns didn't have.

The last thing Doni needed at this painful, scraped raw point in her life was to run into a jerk who would try to take advantage of her when she needed all the loving she could get—such as the Grandstone family. They considered themselves the elite of society and tried to convince everyone that they were not only wealthier than God, but they were the natural leaders and arbiters of what was good and worthwhile. Thank God, there were no Grandstone children in our generation. 

We sat on the steps for a while, blowing bubbles and trying to connect them together to make weird creatures. It was a lot more fun than people might think. The typical high school sophomore would probably be disgusted by the baby game of blowing bubbles, but that was the thing about Divine's Emporium and the entire town of Neighborlee: nobody and nothing was "typical." We might have looked like an ordinary, small college town. Kind of sleepy. Maybe twenty years behind the times. But that was just a watercolor scrim that faded away when we least expected it, revealing lights and sounds and colors and...otherness.

When we went inside after about half an hour, it was only to be expected that the penny candy behind the counter in the main room included Doni's favorite, a mixed-up assortment of gummies in all flavors and colors and shapes. I would never expect anything less from Divine's. Sometimes the magic was incredible, and sometimes it could be a little frightening. I learned when I was a little kid not to look too closely when a room appeared where there had been a blank wall the week before.

Angela never said word one about me not being in school, though it wasn't even noon yet. She made Doni laugh by producing a plastic bag to fill from the penny candy jars, and then pulling out those mini bottles of blue cream soda that Granddad loved. It turned out Doni loved blue cream soda too. 

Once she had her candy picked out, we explored the furniture room. After all, it was the official excuse for coming to Divine's. We found a couple pieces from a matching set. Pale blue, painted with misty pastel rainbows; nightstand, dressing table, and two tall, skinny bookshelves that would fit just perfectly between the outside corner of Doni's room and the windows on either wall.

"Don't worry," I told her, when I saw the longing in her eyes as she ran her fingertips along the rainbow streaking one of the shelves. She definitely had Granddad's love for books, and I understood it, even if the book bug hadn't bit me quite as strongly. "Granddad will be home from his fishing trip day after tomorrow, and then we can haul all this home and get your room set up. It'll take that long to go through the book rooms and pick out what you want on your shelves."

"I don't know." She gave me one of her rare smiles, and I thought she might even laugh in another minute. "I'm really, really good at finding books fast."

"Angela?" Mr. Zephyr stuck his head into the furniture room. "What are you doing here, Athena? Isn't this thank-God-it's-over day for Yearbook?"

The Zephyr family (Charlie, Rainbow, and their three adopted children, Lanie, Harry and Pete) were always involved in what each other was doing. Miss Lanie had her parents come talk to our Yearbook and journalism classes each semester, so they knew us on sight. Heck, there were only twelve of us in Yearbook, so that wasn't too hard. Besides, our families went Neighborlee Gospel Church. Mr. and Mrs. Zephyr were writers, and traveled all over the world doing research on really cool, unusual books, finding out the truth behind things like St. Elmo's Fire and ghost ships and ancient legends of monsters.

"This is London, Athena's cousin. She's come to live with the Longfellows, and Athena is doing her duty as a big sister. And doing it quite well," Angela said.

Nothing like outright approval from Angela to make me feel like I had made up for a lot of stupid, selfish things I had done in the past couple of months.

"Well, hey, welcome to Neighborlee." Mr. Zephyr stuck out his hand and stepped all the way into the room to shake Doni's.

There wasn't anything scary about him, but I had seen grown men take a step back and look Mr. Zephyr over when they first met him. For one thing, he had a gray-white ponytail hanging almost to his waist. His tie-dyed T-shirt of red and black swirls formed a bull's-eye right over his belly button. Plus the tattoo of a Chinese firebird curled around his right forearm seemed to spread its wings for flight as the muscles flexed when he held out his hand.

Doni tipped her head to one side and hesitated only two seconds before holding out her hand to shake. She didn't look scared, just thoughtful.

I knew right then, even without the test of falling in love with Divine's Emporium, my little cousin was going to fit in just fine in Neighborlee. She was definitely a Longfellow.

Mr. Zephyr won her heart when he offered to take the furniture home for us. He had a couple things he wanted to drop off at our house, some books he had borrowed from Granddad, that he wanted to give back to him before he and his wife headed out of town in another week or two. He had actually stopped by to bring some books to Angela for safekeeping. They were trying to rent out their house while they were gone on this research trip, since Miss Lanie had her own place now, Pete would stay with her, and Harry was attending Cleveland State and living Downtown.

"Well, I think that's our cue to show you the library," Angela said, tucking a stack of books under one arm and gesturing with the other hand for Doni to follow her.

Doni hesitated in the archway of the room full of books next to the furniture room, while Angela headed for the stairs.

"That's the book room for tourists," I explained. "Those are the used books that people expect to find. We're going up to the really good books." That got another grin from Doni.

Divine's Emporium, for those who have never seen it before, was a big old Victorian-style house, sitting at the end of a dead-end street on a slope looking down on the Metroparks. The first floor was the main body of the shop, and sometimes there seemed to be more rooms or different rooms, from one visit to another. Other times, like at Christmas when more space was needed, they looked wider or taller, to suit the need. The second floor was mostly Angela's living area. I was in and out of there a lot with Bethany. Sometimes Angela had us both over for sleepovers or just to sit and drink tea on rainy days, and talk about books and what we wanted to do with our lives when we grew up.

At least, that was the routine when Bethany was around. She had been acting in commercials and community theater since middle school. She finally landed an agent after winning a talent contest that got her a bit part on a pilot for a new show on Nickelodeon. Every other month, she went out of town to film for a few days, more bit parts that put a nice chunk of change in her bank account and built up her resume. She wanted to be an actress, and her dad was the kind of great guy who let her pursue her dreams instead of demanding she follow in his footsteps and take over his diner when she grew up.

The third and fourth floors were storage, and only friends and special customers were brought up there to look around. Angela had two rooms full of books on the third floor. Old books. Rare. Unusual topics. I loved the library in Neighborlee, but I had learned early that if I couldn't find what I wanted there or through inter-library loan, I could always find the book I wanted at Divine's. When I thought the subject was unusual or specialized enough, I often went to Divine's first.

There were rumors that the fourth floor held more books, but they were kept locked up, with burglar alarms and whatever "magic" Angela used for extra protection. Rumors also said there was a room full of paintings that no one had ever seen. But tales like that always made me ask, "If no one has seen them, then how do you know they're up there?" Nobody ever had an answer for that kind of logical question.

We went into the third floor library rooms, and Doni fell in love. Angela and Mr. Zephyr wandered around, chatting about the research he and his wife were going to do on this trip, while she put the books away on a shelf marked, "Property of Charlie and Rainbow Zephyr." Doni walked up and down the narrow aisles of shelves. She just looked, hands clasped in front of her, eyes glistening like she would bust out crying any second, and grinning even wider than when Angela offered her the blue cream soda.

That was another cool thing about Angela. She let us carry our bottles around the shop and drink as we shopped, instead of insisting we not take any liquids out of the little soda fountain/coffee shop corner of the main room. Doni held that bottle in both hands, her fingers interlaced so tight they were white. I thought she might shatter the bottle at any minute.

Once I knew she wasn't going to do anything but look, I headed for the room across the hall, where I could sometimes find nifty, weird little gadgets. Maybe as a reward for taking care of Doni, that computer I wanted would be magically on a shelf?

No computer, but there was a manual on programming language I hadn't heard about yet. I snatched it up and tucked it under my arm and checked out some of the bits and pieces sitting in bins. Things like circuit boards and memory chips and little micro-miniaturized motors. I made a note of them, because Granddad liked to build things just for the fun of seeing what they would do. He sometimes had Kurt Hanson over and they would sit in his workshop in the cellar and talk electronics and robotics. Kurt had even more of a gift for gizmos than Granddad did, and sometimes he could fix or figure out what had escaped Granddad for months. Not that I was interested in Kurt, but I liked finding new bits and pieces for his mechanical experiments and telling him where to find them.

Once she finished drinking her soda, Doni got down to business, snatching up books she had spotted the first time around the book room. She had picked out a stack of books almost too tall for her arms, by the time Mr. Zephyr asked if we were ready to go home. Yeah, she and Granddad were going to get along just fine.

"What if we already have these at home?" Doni said, as Angela tallied up our purchases and wrote up a receipt and put them in the hand-written ledger book of our account for the store.

"You can bring them back, no problem." Angela winked at her. "But I can almost guarantee, you don't have these at home."

That almost-normal grin Doni gave her put this tight, hot feeling in my chest. Just what had those rotten Hallidays done and said to her over the last four months, that she would be so happy to know she didn't have to return some books?

Then it struck me a moment later: she said "home" without hesitating. Yeah, that made me feel good. Doni knew she belonged and she was wanted.

Mr. Zephyr loaded the furniture and our mopeds in the back of his VW bus and we were off. It wasn't that long of a drive to our house, but arms full of books would have made the trip kind of uncomfortable and tricky on the mopeds.

"Ford still hasn't come into the twentieth century and got a cell phone, has he?" Mr. Zephyr said, when I mentioned we would have had to wait until Granddad came back with his truck to haul Doni's new furniture home, if he hadn't helped us. He chuckled when I shook my head. Granddad claimed he was allergic to "that new-fangled techno-wizardry," which didn't make sense to me, because he was a wizard with gizmos. "How about I take a drive up to his old fishing hole and let him know the family's a little bigger?"
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Chapter Two
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"That'd be great, thanks. That is, if Uncle Jinx didn't think of it." I wished I had thought of it. Jinx and Gram had been talking fast and hushed for a long while before he took off. Maybe he had gone after Granddad and nobody had mentioned it to me.

A funny little hitch socked me in the chest, when I looked at Doni and realized something. Aunt Lenore was dead, but in all the fuss of Doni showing up and getting her settled and being so furious on her behalf, that little fact had slipped right past us. Who was going to tell my mother that her sister was dead? Had anybody thought of that yet?

I felt about twenty years older all of a sudden, and tired. Tragedy sure created a lot of work and a lot of things to think about. Even if—maybe especially if?—that tragedy was four months old.

What was wrong with those Hallidays, that they couldn't be bothered to call and say, "Oh, by the way, your daughter is dead. We don't want her daughter. She's on her way"?

Doni turned and looked at me with those big, sad eyes, and I shuddered at a new thought: Maybe it wasn't that they didn't care about her. Maybe they hoped something nasty would happen to her. Then there would no one to claim whatever inheritance she had coming to her, so they could take it over. 

Of course, that begged the question of just what these people had done to Doni in the four months since her parents died. Why had they held onto her all that time, and only now cut her loose?

"Hey, Doni, how long after Aunt Lenore and Uncle Thad...well, after they had their accident—"

"There were a lot of government people and protective services people and lawyers." Her eyes got bigger and full of shadows, but there was no feeling in her voice. That was kind of scary.

Mr. Zephyr gave her that look I had seen him and Police Chief Tanner use when someone tried to snatch a little girl from the playground at the middle school back in March. The middle school was next to the high school, and I was trying out for the track team with Miss Lanie when it happened. Someone screamed. Miss Lanie vanished, like she flew from the running track to the playground. Then she was back, holding that little girl, who was so scared she didn't start crying until Miss Lanie told us what happened and sent someone to call school security. The kidnapper got away, though.

Suddenly there were people coming from every side of town. Police and teachers and Mr. Zephyr and Pastor Rocky. They got those sad, determined looks on their faces, just like he had now. Nobody ever said what happened, but there was a big time gap between when they caught up with the kidnapper on the edge of the Metroparks, and when he showed up at the police station.

That kind of look can be scary, but make you feel really safe, all at the same time.

"So they took care of you until your relatives showed up?" Mr. Zephyr said. His voice was so gentle, it made me want to cry. Doni nodded. She sniffled a little when I reached up to her in the front passenger seat and took hold of her hand. "How long was that?"

"About..." She frowned for a few seconds and the fingers on the hand I was holding twitched a little, so I guessed she was counting. "About seven weeks."

Mr. Zephyr growled something that sounded Chinese. It was a good guess he was cussing, like Granddad did sometimes. Doni's eyes got big. Then she giggled.

"Sorry about that." He shook his head and gave us both a crooked grin. Then he pulled into the driveway of our house, right behind the glossy black Lincoln that belonged to Mr. Carr.

The nice thing about Mr. Carr was that he wasn't afraid to do manual labor or get his hands or even his clothes dirty. Of course, there wasn't any dust on the furniture or books we hauled home from Divine's, but the possibility of it counted. Mr. Carr came outside in his light gray, three-piece summertime lawyer suit, and helped haul that furniture upstairs to Doni's room.

Before that, he bowed to Doni and shook her hand and said he was very pleased to meet her. Gram had told him the whole story already, so he didn't ask any questions. Instead, he talked about Mr. Zephyr's upcoming research trip, and offered to help find someone to rent the big old Zephyr farmhouse while they were away.

"Charlotte, did you send Jinx to get Ford, tell him the news? Or would you like me to run up to the old fishing hole and get him?" Mr. Zephyr said, when they came down after the final trip, hauling the last set of bookshelves.

"Oh, you'd better believe it," Gram said. "That boy wasn't in so much a hurry to get out of town that he'd overlook something like that." She chuckled and gestured with her tray of lemonade and fresh sugar cookies, out onto the porch. We all settled down. Doni curled up next to Gram on the three-seater swing with one of her new books.
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