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The characters and events in this book are
fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is
coincidental and not intended by the author.


Aliens exist!

You see them in the un-belonging
outsiders,

The ones who seem strange or threatening,

The incompatible someones,

Those unrelatable,

And of course,

Those beings from a whole nother world or
universe,

And to those who will call themselves alien,
extraterrestrial,

Or even outerplanetarians,

I dedicate this book to you.


Bathroom
Correlations






“Tally?” Hailey
asked.

I shook my head. I had to go to the
bathroom.

I walked back down the hall between Cam’s
and Bree’s room to the bathroom. Only the door was locked.

“Argh!” I kicked
it.

I turned and started up the stairs when the
bathroom opened. I looked as a disheveled Rodge came out hurriedly,
pulling down his crumpled shirt. What I didn’t expect, yeah, well,
and then Dani. Her face was flushed, hair wild and not in a
ponytail. Then I saw that her butt had a huge wet spot.

I blinked and didn’t move an inch
otherwise.

I just couldn’t figure that one out. I mean,
they were so rushed they didn’t even notice me. They blindly walked
on by me like Baby Ken did when we played hide-and-seek and I hid
in plain sight.

Forgetting the bathroom, I walked back to
the living room with a suspicious gait.

Rodge stood over the t.v, y’know, all upset
or whatever but fixed up. Dani sighed, resting her head on her arm
by the counter. I looked between the two, the gap of ignorance
swelling.

Isn’t it normal to remark on things
afterwards?

“What’re you doing back
here, Demon!”
Bree hissed.

Who’s the demon? Never mind her.

“Ah-dada-dah,” I waved her
off. Then I pointed between Dani and Rodge, since Bree brought me
to their attention. “You two. What were you doing in the bathroom
just now?”

Together. They were far too old to be toilet
talking, weren’t they?

There was an expected moment of shock
amongst everyone, because, well, yeah, it was baffling.

“Well?” I asked, becoming
more concerned than bothered.

I turned to Dani and her guilty smile.

“What?” she asked.
“What’re you talking about?”

It surprised me that my
head didn’t throb at her painful feign of ignorance, when I
realized it was already throbbing pretty hard. Already, because I
was angry before now at nearly everyone in this room for being
so… humdrum. And when I couldn’t be.
Angry enough to not need this.

“Wait. I’m supposed to be
mad right now. I’m not doing this.”

I turned away, realizing I still had to use
the bathroom. I could just go upstairs, but there was still the one
that my brother and cousin just bustled out of. That they were in
together.

But doing what, though?

Were they playing?

Whispering secrets?

Planning some awful prank on me that’d lead
to my own mental demise?

I shook my head and groaned, turning to face
this.

Besides. It was just too weird.

“You two just walked out
of the bathroom just now. Together.” I raised both my hands.
“Whyuh?”

It was such a simple thing. I just needed an
answer. Because they were being weird, there wasn’t enough
information to formulate one I’d be satisfied with. I couldn’t live
with the endless possibilities teeming up to beat on my already
clipped nerves.

I bit my lip when they said nothing, feeling
my head pulse and my nerves bruise. Why was this taking so
long?

Rodge finally grabbed his head.

“Tally, not now,” he
dismissed me amongst the snickers that rose in the
silence.

Every sound now was like nails on a
chalkboard.

I looked around at everyone.

“What?” I asked. I clearly
missed something they hadn’t. An inside joke, perhaps? “And it’s
Talia to you, Rodge.”

“Oh, man,” Dani
complained, and Hailey elbowed Dani and came to hug me.

I hated this. It was like when I was
learning something new that I just couldn’t get. I’d try over and
over, but the solution just eluded me.

So frustrating. Especially if it causes me
problems. They’re up to something. I know it. Everyone does.

“Just answer me.
Otherwise, I’ll pry.”

“Yeah, Bro. What
were you two up
to together in
the john?” Cam wagged his brows. “Better tell her. Look at her.
She’s about to ‘splode. Her teeth are cracking.”

I rolled my eyes at Cam. I wouldn’t break
Rodge if he decided not to tell me anything, I’ve learned. So I
walked over to Dani and sat next to her. I leaned back when she
swung at me, playing our old game.

“Quit staring at me, you
creepy weirdo! Yah! You’re such a control freak!
Freak-show!” she more whined than
barked.

I blinked at her. “Were you talking?” I
asked.

“Yesh! Look! I’m hangry!
And I’m a guest here. Feed me!” she demanded in an attempt to sway
me.

“Ooh, yes! That is a great
idea. Wasn’t it our original plan? And Dan, Hun? Really?” Hailey
asked. Then she laughed. “Ewwww, I’m not using that
potty.”

Ew, hunh?

So Hailey had an idea too? Something “Ew”
worthy.

“Were you toilet talking
while one of you was doing your business?” I tried.

“My God! You’re so
juvenile!” Bree snapped, shaking her head. I didn’t care, she was
always angry.

The boys on the other hand were in a
riot.

“I’m dying, man, make it
stop!” one said. “—‘s too funny!”

Except Rodge. By his stiff stance and
clenched fist, I’d say he was getting pissed.

I shook my head at him, then turned back to
Dani. “No? Were you fighting over B&B’s and Rodge pushed you in
the toilet with the toilet seat up so he could eat them all from
you?”

“Tally! What is wrong with
you! Shut up!” Rodge shouted.

Hailey fell off her chair laughing. “That is
so stank-nasty!”

“I can’t take it! It
hurts!” Juan fell over next.

“I told you we were
talking! Drop it!” Dani now barked.

I sighed.

Then I shrugged. “Hailey, I give up. What do
you think they were doing?”

Hailey’s laugh turned into a shy, corny
giggle.

“Oh, Priestess. Here we
go. Oh, wait. I know something you don’t for once. This is just
eating you up now, ain’t it?”

I glowered down at her with every fringed
nerve I had.

“Spare me.”

“You’re just lucky I love
you, B,” she said as Dani’s chair screeched. “Well. To put it
bluntly, your cuzzo and bro-bro were in the john getting their
f—EEK!”

“Hey!” I jumped up to help
Hailey. “Dani let her go!”

Instead, Dani dragged Hailey back by her
neck, covering her mouth.

“No! You be quiet and let
things go for once!” Dani snapped at me.

I winced.

Something that starts with an F?

“I can’t.” I walked over
to the couch and stood in front of the boys. “Bobby. What were they
doing in the bathroom?”

“Aw. This is killing you,
hunh, Strangeness?”

I nodded.

“Here then. Ahem. Well.
When a boy and a girl meet sometimes, they find they might have
what I like to call ‘fleeting chemistry’ and—”

Cam and Leon jumped on Hailey’s brother with
a “No, no, no!” and a “Stop! Stop!”

Then Leon laughed. “Dude. Who taught you
biology?”

I sighed as Bob tried to wrest Cam’s hand
from his mouth.

“Uh-uh. Don’t. Her
suffering equals funny, Genius. ‘Sides. She calls you Bob. Doesn’t
she deserve to suffer?”

Bob suddenly stopped fighting. He nodded and
they let him go.

“Sorry, Strangeness. But
I’ll tell you what. Call me Rob and maybe I’ll explain.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and he smiled.
Almost tempted by a Summer, an evil worse than Gaunab.

I turned to Rodge.

“Is it really this big of
a deal?” Bob said chemistry. “Fleeting Chemistry.” Leon said
Biology. “Was she tutoring you?”

“Do ya’ll believe me now
when I say that public education is failing us? Look at Bae, over
there,” Juan piped up.

“Sadly,” I nodded at Juan.
“So tell me if one of you fainted?” I tried Rodge.

“Drop it?” he
ordered.

I exaggerated a gasp. “You dropped her? No?
Were you fighting?”

“Tally!”

“It’s Talia. Oh. Ooh. You
two were flinging dung at each other, weren’t you?”

Rodge grabbed both my shoulders.

“You have problems,” he
enlightened me to the wrong issue at hand.

“And…” I sniffed him. Not
dung. “You smell like… fungicide. Ah. Did Dani point out black mold
in the bathroom and you guys were trying to fume it? Or maybe she
showed you her infamous death by a thousand farts. Or… maybe not
because I barely survived that.”

Rodge let me go and sighed with fatigue.

“I know I have problems.
You should sympathize and just tell me. It’s bothering
me.”

“Babe, you can’t figure it
out yourself?” Juan sobered.

I shook my head. “And it’s Talia.”

“Well, none of us really
know for sure, feel me? But our minds are in the gutter. For all we
know, they were just fixing the plumbing,” Juan told me.
“S—”

“Oh!” I pointed at him.
That fit. The toilet also kept backing up since my long departure.
It started with an F. Fix. It’d explain Dani’s wet butt. And also
their haste in leaving the bathroom. They sucked at fixing
things.

I skipped over and hugged Juan. “You’re the
best, Juan.” I pecked his cheek and rounded the couch. “The rest of
you suck. Except Hailey. I don’t know what she does.”

“Hehehe. Why don’t you two
go get a bathroom,” Hailey joked, and I was surprised no one got in
on that. Rather, it was silent except for Hailey’s cackle. “Tally,
you’re so naïve.”

I shrugged, not caring. As long as I had my
answer…

“Wait,” I turned and saw
Rob punching Cam.

“Hey guys, hear dat? I’m
the best and you guys suck. Talia, Babe. Why don’t you do me the
honor and become my lawfully wedded Bae?”

“Hm? I’ll think about it,”
I told Juan. “Rodger! What were you thinking!” I snapped at him,
feeling the throb once more.

Him and Cam, they were all thumbs.

“I, uh, see…” he
sputtered.

I growled and ran to the bathroom. “You suck
at fixing stuff. You know that you guys only make things worse than
when they start out!”

In the bathroom, it was junky. Only now,
everything was on the floor on top of weeks of soiled clothes and
towels. The toilet bowl was lined with scum an unmentionable color
and had an insubstantial toilet paper substance inside.

I flushed it. Some of the water went down,
then it all came back up and then some. I jumped away from the
bowl, but not without reason. The smell in here, as it has been,
was nothing to brag about.

Sighing, I opened the cabinet, like I said I
wouldn’t, and grabbed my long gloves and my snake. When I closed
it, I let go of the fact that I was on strike until I either got my
money back, which was enough to pay back the money I didn’t owe my
father, or an apology, which was probably impossible.

It was just that I saw a flash.

I reopened the cabinet and saw a hole along
the wall that’s never been there before, that was under the drawer.
I stuck my hand inside, grabbing the cold metal and cringed at
something, some feeling left behind.

It wasn’t death, at least. That’s for
sure.

But the chunk of metal turned out to be a
book. A photo book. An antique, perhaps?

Inside, Mom smiled up at me in a graduation
gown, a man, I’ve only ever heard of, hugged her. A granddad I’ve
never met. He didn’t appear strong or weak, or wise like I had
always imagined him. He was a pot-bellied old man full of pride for
his one joy in life.

His daughter.

I flipped the page.

A picture identical to one I used to see
every day of Jeans, back then a young lady, and Mom’s dad, covered
by a huge finger at the head, beamed up at me.

The next one was Mom and Dad at their
wedding. Then there was a family photo of younger versions of my
current family. Except, I wasn’t in any of them.

There were pictures of Mom and Rodge, Mom
and Bree, Mom and Cam, Dad with them, or a variety of the five.
Then there were pictures of that family with the Summers. There
were even solo pictures of Hailey, Robert, and Emmet.

There just was none of me. At all.

I flipped back to a picture of Mom and Mrs.
S before either was married, I think. They were both pretty young
looking. Mom held out a shield and Mrs. S held a pager, even though
they were both dressed casually.

It was just that Mom radiated something I’ve
never seen before ever. Not while I was around. It was in all the
photos, but it was clearest in this moment frozen in time.

She looks happy. This has to be before I was
born.

It was…

I lifted the corner to steal the picture,
only another picture surprised me by falling out. It wafted to the
floor on top of everything.

I could see the words,
“Life Sucks”
followed by “Ian Mendez,” “Davey Mendez,” “Neria Ere’Haile,”
“Labreesha Mcdowell,” and “But Sometimes
it’s Pretty Sweet” written on the
back.

I stared hard at it for a very long time.
Then I blinked hard, finding Mom’s name again. Her maiden name.
Then I stared some more between all the names. Including Mrs. S’
maiden name, which I had never known. But my eyes drifted over the
word sweet, then my Mom’s name again.

Finally, I picked up the small rectangle. I
flipped and studied the picture on the other side.

Mom was in a dirty, beat up suit. She
eye-reeked of police associations even rumpled. Mrs. S was with her
in a first responder’s uniform that burnt up. I couldn’t help but
think how mismatched it was. Like there had been an earthquake on
one side and a fire on the other.

They were young and roughed up with faces
covered in dirt or soot, but both of their hair was wild. Even so,
I recognized them instantly.

The two men knitted between them, I didn’t
know at all.

While one was burly and stood about the same
height as Mom, the other was tall and svelte. The svelte one had
braids. The burly one was probably bald. Though, under the soot,
dirt, and wetness only the two added to the mix, both men resembled
each other. Like how Rodger and Cameron resembled each other. Like
brothers. Not identical, just related. They were both handsome, and
if the pattern of the women carried on to them, then they were
probably both married by now.

Married with the
name Mendez.

Like Jackie Mendez.

It’s a common name, but…

I felt something warm over my shoulder and
looked up.

In the mirror, Jackie smiled sadly at me,
her eyes watery. She looked down over my shoulder at the picture.
Then she disappeared.

There were no coincidences.

Mom had this picture for a reason. I went
through the rest of the photo book and found no more hidden
photos.

But I found my connection to Jackie
Mendez.

Now all I had to do was learn more about
Mom.







Cat’s Out Of The
Carrier






“Nyeow?”

I heard scrapping and saw claws attempting
the door. Smiling, I opened it.

Catching the feline that jumped me, I hugged
and kissed her.

“Aren’t you sight for
bleeding eyes?”

“Nyeow,” she purred,
pawing my hands, licking them. Her nose was cold and
wet.

“One mome,
Baby.”

I unclipped Flu, my P.D.A, and ran upstairs.
On it, I scrolled down to Marv, my people’s guy, and saw I had
message from him. So I put Tail down and sent him the names Ian and
David Mendez along with the word brothers followed by a question
mark. Before I could I read his message, he replied “MORE?” in the
sarcastic way we’ve developed over our many correspondences.

I smiled and sent “Plz and Thnk U, IOU1”

Once again, before I could read his message,
his new one interrupted with, “Get me an in with Bit.Illa and we’re
good.”

I nodded. “k we’re good” I sent him. Then I
scrolled down to Taltra’s name, aka Bit.Illa, and sent the word
“Calciupum” to both Taltra and Marv.

Interrupting me again, Marv sent, “Thanks”.
Then I got “U reck meh” from Taltra.

I shook my head. Sending him a tongue face,
I also wrote “UOMe so nyeh.” I waited a moment, got nothing but a
quiet sulk from Taltra. So I got to business.

Marv always, somehow, did very quick work
when I requested. He could always, once again, somehow, get the
skinny on anyone, and the gist of anything. So I made work of the
various files Marv sent me on the various people I had requested
recently with Tail contentedly in my lap.

Until she wasn’t. She jumped away from me,
and I thought to just let her until I heard terrified squeaks.

“Whoops,” I jumped up. “No
Tail! I need Diaper alive!”

I snatched the murderous hissy fit up and
reclosed Diaper’s drawer, jamming a shoe under it.

I reached into my closet
and pulled down the box My
Cat. Then I grabbed a pack of Linx cat
feed and a toy and left the room and went downstairs to the
kitchen. I took a bowl out of the cabinet, put Tail down, and
squeezed the kitty substance out of the pack into the bowl, before
setting Tail down next to it to feast.

“Get the cat off the
table!” one of my siblings complained.

While I sat there and pet Tail, I reabsorbed
myself in crazy stuff. My kitty was insatiable, wanting both food
and scratches.

“So cute,” I complained as
a presence loomed behind me.

“Is that your contact?”
Jibs asked all fiction-y.

“Feh,” I
lamented.

Ah, well.

“Don’t be a bitch, Tal.”
That… From Sol…

I hummed and looked up.

A darkly dressed Sol and tightly dressed
Jibs stood an arms-length away from me on either side of the
counter.

They… should switch outfits.

Emmet, scandalously, had my back.

I took him in for a moment, his electric
blue eyes backing out of whatever intentions they might’ve had when
they found themselves behind me. Then I grabbed Dani’s chair and
pulled my chair closer to her, away from them.

I delved back into work and my insatiable
kitty.

No wonder I went upstairs. It’s even more
crowded in here.

“Whoa,” Leon said quietly,
probably regarding Sol’s comment.

I sighed.

“I’d tell you to stop
being one, but your options are limited, hunh? At least me being
like this is a choice. So… Were you able to track down the perps?”
I asked. “And you, Jibs. Find anything?”

“Nothing on World Peace,”
was his snide remark.

“Aw. That’s too bad,” I
said without glancing at him.

I got a message from Jibs and smiled. It
wasn’t a lot but it was something.

“Sol?” I asked again
sweetly.

“Black-hearted Witch,” she
called me.

Enter Hailey, who came from… where?

“You wanna start a fire,
Dog girl? Just askin’ because I think you should know you’re about
to get burnt.”

I looked away from Flu.

“C’mon. Enough chit-chat,
moppets. Just give me my camera, Sol.”

Sol’s lip pulled up in a snarl. “You don’t
get to call me that no more! And I don’t have your stupid
camera.”

I tapped my lips as I considered her,
discontenting my kitty, who had to abandon her food to drag my hand
back to where she needed it.

I sighed and shrugged. “Oh. Well. Oh,
well.”

“Tally, what is going on?
What does he mean by contact? And what information? What camera?”
Rodge rolled out on me.

“Yeah. And I thought those
two were Best Friends
Forever,” Cam mocked… someone, I don’t
know, in a shrilly voice followed by an ugly giggle. “What happened
to that?” he muttered to everyone.

It was very unhelpful.

“We aren’t friends. We
haven’t been for a while. I’m only over here because she’s
blackmailing me. Otherwise, I’d have ripped out her throat,” Sol
explained.

I kind of laughed at that, which made Sol go
kind of red.

“And by the way,” she
added spitefully, “do you know where your sister was
yesterday?”

“See. Coming over here is
like Living with the
Cordesians, Detective 99’, Dragoon Saga, and a splash of Paradisio
Reverse all remixed into one show,” Dante,
unrelated, whispered.

Where did he come from?

Leon laughed. “Stupid,” he whispered
back.

“Say it; don’t spray
it, Sol. Also.
Don’t be so dramatic. You
could rip out my
throat?” I tried not to smile at how silly that
was. “Besides. I’m not replacing you with Hailey. Sorry if that’s
how you see it. We’re just done. Sheesh. It’s loud. That’s why I
prefer the library.”

I pulled up my notepad on Flu and began
taking necessary notes.

Sol growled. “WANNA FIND OUT!”

“Shh. Not now. Busy,” I
dismissed her.

Bree scoffed. “What is
wrong with her? She’s a freaking psychopath, even to her own
friends,” Bree said to Lauren, another person who just appeared,
and Lauren just smiled.

Lauren, who was wearing my
brown, real leather jacket.

I rolled my eyes.

“Blackmail? Wait. When did this
start? And I’d really like to know where you were yesterday,” Rodge
said, losing his temper.

“I’m
busy. Will I get some peace and quiet if I
tell you?”

“With what? Enlighten us.
What are you so busy with,” he snapped at me.

I narrowed my eyes at him, looking slightly
up.

I sat Flu down.

“I don’t know why I should
answer you when it took me almost ten minutes to find out how you
and Dani somehow seemed to make the toilet worse. I’m not fixing
it, by the way. But here we go.

“There is a secret
organization named S.P.Y.D.E.R after me and they keep sending
assassins to kill me, perhaps to gain my secrets, or maybe to end
them.”

It was quiet for a long stretch after
that.

“WHAT?” More than half the
people between the two rooms asked all at once, all varying in
degree of emotion. I mean I heard confusion, anger, outrage, and
humor.

“Da-da-dah!” I wagged my
finger. “I’m finishing. O’ to answer your questions: Everyone’s all
up in my business, Jibs tabbed Flu when him, Sol, and Emmet stole
it several months ago, which I’ve been using to hack into his dad’s
super. Oh, and that’s why Sol thinks we’re not friends. Because she
almost helped get Hail and me killed a few months ago and feels
guilty or something. But, yeah, Jibs knows when I get messages and
stuff, but he can’t see from who or what they say. Frustrating,
hunh?” I asked him.

I picked it up and switched back screens on
Flu.

“See, see,” I heard
Dante.

“Hm?” I turned to look
next to me where I heard my recovery ping. “And Emmet has my
camera. Give me my camera, Emmet.”

Emmet balked. He recovered and frowned and
reached into his back pocket. As he was handing it to me, Cam ran
around and snatched it from him.

I shrugged again.

“Nice, Cam. But yeah. I’m
blackmailing her because I trusted her and she stabbed me in the
back along with him,” I pointed at Emmet. “And it started yesterday
at the Summers’ House, which I have express written consent from my
P.O to visit. Anywhere else would’ve set off the alarm.”

“I see what you mean.
Anyone wanna pop a brutha some corn?”

“Yeah, and slip me a
camcorder. No one ever believes the stories I tell,” Juan
added.

“Who the eff is this?” Cam
asked.

Everyone ran over except Dani, who was dead
of starvation next to me, Hailey, who quietly came over to watch me
work, Sol and Jibs, who’ve probably already thoroughly studied the
evidence, and Emmet, who didn’t like attention.

I went back to the Hastings’ file, and made
sure Hailey could see it.

“Is Dani okay?” she didn’t
ask me specifically.

“Ooh. That guy is cute,”
Lauren purred.

I sighed, annoyed.

“Yeah, but that girl is
fuh-ine, Bro,” Cam said. “I’d like her with a side of eggrolls,
kudasaaiiii. OW!”

That actually caught my
attention. My brother was still
vulgar. But he knew a
bit of Japanese? And I’m guessing that one
of my assailants was an Asian girl or the likes.

“That’s disgusting and
racist, Cam!” Bree smacked him again.

“Talia. Who is this?”
Rodge asked.

Finally, he’s catching the name thing.

Suez, Tayside, Lancashire, and Suesville
were all surnames this Simon Hastings has used. And Marv was
clearly freaked out by this guy because he usually only highlighted
red flags. In this case, the entire file, page for page was
painfully red. And if I was reading this right and could still do
basic math correctly, then this guy was more than 150 years
old.

Hailey was already looking at me when I
caught her eye and I shrugged. Then she texted me.

“Simon Suesville was a
name on one of the files I picked up”

I sent her, “Really? I was looking for Gary
Suez, one of the names in the S.P.Y.D.E.R file”

“This is some File-X ish,
forreals”

“HUNGRY” I cringed at the
message Dani sent me.

I looked at her, but if she moved it was
fast. She still seemed dead.

So she’s alive after all.

“Brrweow?” Tail demanded,
butting Flu out of my hand. She stepped into my lap and butted her
head into my chin purring loudly like a raccoon.
“Brreweow?”

I wrapped my arms around her.

“Aw. Bad kitty. I’m
working right now, y’know?” She mewled in response and I cuddled
with her. “Oh, I want a whole house full of you—as opposed to what I actually have.”

“I’m tired of saying I
told you so,” Cam told Rodge. “Yes. That is a beast, and yes, it is
actually holding a cat. The thing must be slow or something.”

“Oh, I love cats,” Lauren
said, running over.

Curly Tail immediately stopped purring and
growled.

“Hm?” She’s never done
that.

“Hi, Kitty!”

Get a Clue Lauren tried to pet Tail, but the
cat leapt out of my lap, grabbed Lauren’s hand with claws and bit
hard.

Lauren shrieked and Tail fell by the fridge,
hackles raised, tail puffed and wagging wildly into the fridge ever
ready. For what, I didn’t know, but I hurried over and picked her
up.

“Lauren!” Bree ran over to
her friend. “Emmet! Look what that vicious beast has done!” she
ragged on him, for once, not meaning me when she referred to
“beast.”

“Wha?! Huh? Whadhappend!”
Dani jumped up into a sloppy fighting stance.

“Chill, Bree. I’m fine. I
must’ve scared it or something, silly me. I did just run up to it.
Duh!” Lauren explained in her sweet innocence, hitting her head
with her good hand.

I rolled my eyes, feeling my temple pulse
again. Tail was stiff in my arms. Lauren did more than scare my
kitty.

“No, it’s not okay.
And it’s not your fault.
It’s that witch right there!” Bree pointed at me.

“Very mature, Bree. No one
would ever call you juvenile.”

That something I had always felt was off
about Lauren was now more than a feeling, which my harmless (to
humans) cat exposed.

“Get over yourself, you
liar! Face it. You’ve never liked Lauren. And cats, no animals,
have ever liked you! Now all of a sudden the cat attacks someone
you don’t like? You made it do that somehow, and I bet I’m the only
one who won’t fall for it, Witch.”

She had me there. I didn’t like Lauren. At
all. She was probably the only person in the world who had never
done anything to me that I had absolutely no reason to dislike. But
I just couldn’t stomach her. And because Tail felt the same way, I
now knew there was something to it, no matter how
inconsequential.

“Please. Don’t fight on my
behalf. It was an accident, Bree,” Lauren argued before I could
retort.

“Don’t flatter yourself.
We’re not. It’s just Bree. And you should get that cleaned up in
the bathroom.”

I walked over to the cat carrier and pulled
Tail’s toy out of my belt loop. I threw it in the carrier and then
put Tail inside.

“Emmet. We all heard her.
She admits it’s her fault and it’s okay. But I think you should
take Tail home. As a matter of fact, leaving isn’t a bad choice for
your group.”

“Nyeow? Nyeow?”

I frowned.

“Uh, yeah,” Emmet got
up.

Stupid Lauren.

Something always has to pay for what stupid
proles do.

I bent down and let Tail grab my finger with
her claws and lick me. Beg me to let her out.

“Know that you are not
being punished. This is all stupid Lauren’s fault. I love you,
okay? Bye, Tail.”

I kissed her paw through the bars, then I
handed the carrier to Emmet.

I walked over to Cam and snatched my camera
from his dumbfounded self as Emmet, Jibs, and Sol left.

As Bree led Lauren to the back, Lauren
turned back to me and smiled. It wasn’t sweet or even evil. It was
hollow and I shivered.

I looked around the room, seeing that I was
the only one who noticed. And… Hailey?

I sighed again and grabbed Flu off the chair
I had sat in.

It was time to call in more favors.

There were far too many proles in this
house.

Well, at least one of them is going to be
happy.


Dani’s Carload

“So what are you two
doing?” Leon asked. “Uhh.”

I had him by the arm and pulled him close to
me. Barton was my man, but Leon was here, and he had me sprung.

“Tally is making me carrot
cake while I take over her extracurricular homework in extreme
sci-fi. But if you’re willing to bend, I can take a break. Or,
better yet, maybe you can tutor me. I need a bit of help in
biology. You mentioned
you know a bit about it.”

“Gross,” The Dork said. “I
feel for you, Man. I wish you the best of luck.”

“What?!” Leon
choked.

I squeezed Leon’s arm when he tried to pull
it away from me. “Uh, no. Actually, I’m really bad at science.
Help, please!” he begged anyone.

“It’s okay. Don’t worry,”
I teased him, my hand creeping to the hem of his shirt. “If you’re
that bad at it, then I’ll just teach you,” I told him, my hand
slipping under his—“Whoo,” I cried as he jumped away from me.
“Snap!” I snapped my finger as he got away.

“Get off!” Tally
growled.

I sighed.

She was still in a sour mood over losing her
cat. And shockingly, it was because of Lauren. Smoking freaking
Lauren, who was literally smoking, and not a cigarette like most
smokers. Yeah, it was only a second, but I saw it. Where cute
little Curly Tail attacked her, her wound smoked like someone spit
holy water on the devil, and that pussy-cat was an angel, so… Did
that make sweet, innocent Lauren evil?

Man, and here I thought those things only
happened to Tally.

Not smoking, but vicious cat attacks. Though
Tally could probably smoke if she wanted to. She could control
fire, I learned. How cool is that?

Wait.

I looked back down at the mousy woman named
Pika Fourmi. She was Seusville’s assistant along with Radcliff.
Both went missing some fifty years ago. Seusville whose real name
was Hastings, who might or might not have worked with my
psychiatrist.

Only, I saw something in this woman.

“Hmm.”

I pictured the woman in my head. I added a
buttload of blush and frizzy hair, along with an alien gut.

“And Viola! Tally! Dani!
I’ve pinned the Banshee and given her a mental makeover!” I waved
Tally’s ped, the Flumeister.

“Okay, Suge. I raised you
better than this. Sleeping-in. And in this junky house. You’re not training, or
cleaning up. You’re annoying people and disrespecting your elders.
For shame!” Dani scolded her.

I snickered at Tally as she dragged Dani who
held tightly to Tally’s waist.

“Get—”

“My Grandma must be
turning in her grave. She’d never let me starve like you
are!”

“I am on strike. Now get
off you selfish wretch. And, Hailey, I swear if this is another one
of your boo calls I’m going to bop you. Get. OFF! And quit
harassing Leon. He’s jailbait. The last thing you need is a
harassment charge. If that happens, between you, me, and Dani, how
the heck will we be able to buy deer tape then?”

“What’s deer tape?” Cam
asked.

“Never mind you,” Talia
told him.

I smiled at Cam. “Nada, Boo,” I replied. “Go
clean up.”

I frowned at Leon. “Ohh,” I whined.

“Uh,” he blew out. “Wait.
Why? I’m jail bait?” he pointed at himself.

“Yeah. You’re pretty in
pink too,” Juany told us. “Tally’s the boss, Homes. Cam,
brah, clean up.”

“I agree. Cam, get off
your butt,” the Dork told him from the computer. “Hey, Strangeness.
I’ve got a grumbly in my tummy. No more striking, ‘kay?”

I sighed, dreamily.

Leon would look fresh in a pink tee.

Tally turned between each of us in turn.

“Get off! Hailey. What? And hurry before
Rodge or that dragon Bree comes back. And Leon, I think you’re
overwhelmed and way out of your element with this one. Our Hail is
a bit much. What, what, what! And get off
Dani!”

Dani finally fell to the floor with Tally’s
help. “But I’m hungry,” she whined.

“Yeah, Tal. Where’s the
carrot cake you promised me?” I complained, crossing my
arms.

She snatched the Flumeister from me.

“I did not promise that.
Who’s this?”

“I’m not overwhelmed.
She’s just…” Leon tried.

“A masterpiece,” I offered
him.

“I’m dying again,” Dani
cried from the floor as her hand fell away from Tally.

“Good,” Tally said,
kicking Dani’s hand off her foot.

I turned to Tally. “No. But you did promise
me breakfast. And carrot cake is awesome. Did boarding school turn
you into a liar!” I argued. “Dani’s right. This is inhumane.”

“My Priestess. What the
heck is wrong with all of you!” Tally shouted.

“We’re hungry,” the Dork
offered pathetically.

“And it’s your fault for
raising all our expectations,” Dante offered, coming back from the
upstairs bathroom.

I heard Talia groan.

“Fine! If it’ll shut you
up I’ll make your stupid cake. Who is this!” Talia said because she
was hungry too.

I heard a “Yeah!” here and a “Yay!” there,
but Talia got some Woots from me.

“A small cake. For Hailey. Rob. Leon.
And Dani.”

“Boo!” Juan, Cam, and
Dante jeered.

“Hey, if you’re my future
wifey, why can’t you cook for me? That’s heinous, Bae.”

“Perhaps. But you can’t
forget that you’re a No Good, which makes you Cam’s friend. And
since Cam is part of the reason I’m on strike, unfortunately, you
must suffer the consequences as well. Hailey?” Tally finished by
holding the Flumeister up to me.

“That’s the Banshee Chick
that jacked you up yesterday.”

“Huh?” Dani came back to
life and climbed up Tally. “Oh, my. It is.”

Tally skimmed through her file.

“This keeps getting
stranger and then.”

“Who is that?” Cam looked.
“You didn’t tell Rodger you got into a fight.”

Tally shrugged. “What Rodge doesn’t know
hopefully won’t kill him. And business? Cam?”

“If you got into a fight
over at our house, in our neighborhood, we would’ve heard about it,
especially after we found the police chief tied up and gagged in
our kitchen. The neighbors find us very interesting as of late,”
the Dork wizened up.

Man. These guys were getting too smart for
their own good.

“It was on our way back
here,” Dani easily lied. “No one noticed because, hey, a freakin’
huge u.f.o appeared over us. But don’t forget,” Dani began, pulling
up Tally’s pant leg, “Tally has this pain in touchas on her
ankle.”

P. Anklet. Will it ever be in style?

“What’re you all up to?”
Cam asked with a note of suspicion.

I let my jaw drop and touched my heart,
shocked.

Tally shrugged again and went into the
kitchen with the boredest look ever. “Carrot cake, if that is what
is up?”

Dani and the rest of us snickered, while Cam
shook his head.

“That is what’s up. If you
make enough to share,” Dante tried.

“Leon, my wrist hurts from
all this studying. When the cake is done, will you feed me?” I
asked.

“No,” he said with
finality, actually laughing. “Nice try.”

I smiled.

With a reaction like that, there was no way
I could take him seriously.

After a while, there was a honk outside,
then a knock on the door.

“Towley, get the door!”
Cam barked at her.

Tally sat, eating her cake. “Nope.”

“I got it,” Rodge said,
getting up without a groan.

He ran past us and opened the door. I leaned
forward to get a peek. And… Was that…

“Hi. I’m Darrin Shaun from
the Howlin’ Pacers, and my sources say my prey, Lady of the Hour, is holing up in
here. Get a tighter angle of this, guys,” Darrin frikkin’ Shaun
from the Howlin’ Pacers show said from the Gaines’
doorway.

Before my jaw completely dropped, I screamed
and ran to the door.

It’s him?! It’s him! My second choice from
the top of eligible bachelors I am going to marry when I’m
seventeen.

This moment was an exclamation point
followed by every non letter symbol on my digital keyboard.

I mean, Darrin
Shaun, The Darrin Shaun, hot, steamy, rich, famous, buff, sexy, magazine cover,
voted Bae of the Year three years in a row, international soccer
player, Darrin Shaun was right here. I was touching him. He was
scared of me. For now.

Rodge pulled me away from heaven embodied,
then gave Tally a weary look. That freak didn’t even care. She
waved at either Rodge or my boo Darrin from her seat and went back
to enjoying her huge piece of cake, the pig.

I mean, everyone but Tally had a clue. Which
meant that everyone hopped up, battling to the forefront of the the
narrow entranceway to try to get on camera. Even Bree and Lauren
ran out of Bree’s room and wrestled their way up front.

“Oh, my freaking God!”
Bree squealed in delight, hyperventilating. She had to fan herself
to keep from fainting.

Rodge dropped me and caught Bree, a bit
whelmed.

“Sorry,” Rodge gave Darrin
freakin’ Shaun his Sunday’s best smile. “I think you have the wrong
hou—Ow!” he cried when Bree stomped on his foot, and the boys
dragged him back inside the house.

“Nope. This is the right
house. And we’re looking for—”

I screamed again. “That’s
right! You’re looking for your prey! Are we on Teen Spotlight! I’m a teen! AHHH!
I’m in the spotlight!”

Oh, god! I’m gonna faint!

“I am too!” Bree
screeched, pointing to herself. “And this is my house! Mine, not
hers!”

“Talia can’t come to the
door right now,” Rodge-Suckface said bluntly from the
doorway.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Such
haste. Who’s Tally? We’re looking for a Danny. Danielle Ebisu! Her
grandmother gave us this address. C’mon, Man. Give us a break.
We’ve been ambushing all over for this girl, and our producers
won’t give us a—”

I had already turned, grabbed a
dead-in-the-head Dani, and flew to Darrin.

“Heere’s Dani! And, Oh,
Mama, I cannot say what an honor it is to finally touch you,
Darrin. I mean, me and my own are your biggest hands. I mean fans. We watch
you every single day, and only missed like two episodes.

“Oh, hey, is this going to
air? Whatto Momma Bean, Papa Bear. I’d like to give a shout out to
my boys Jojo and Frankay. And Lina. Bebe-girl! And, Now What Tacky.
I told you I’d get mine, and what you got. Hah. You got more jelly
now that I’m famous. Oh. And who to thank—Ack. Hey!”

Dani pushed my head.

“Thanks, but I’ll take
over. I’d like to thank all the little people. My Mom for giving
birth to all this Greatness. R.I.P. Gimps, Jeans, and I definitely
wanna thank you, Nana. Hey, Towley. I’m on television! That’s my
lame cousin, by the way,” Dani pointed in the house.

Tally ignored us with a blissful smile as
she stuffed more cake in her pie-hole, even as the camera briefly
turned to her.

Tch. Towl.

But this was the single most coolest moment
of my life.

Darrin, after a longer tirade from Dani, was
finally able to get his head in the shot.

“And here is our teen
spotlight nominee grand prize winner: Danielle Ebisu! Dani, may I
call you that?”

Dani threw an arm around my Darrin.

“Darrin, my main man.
We’re cool, right? You can call me anything.”

“Uh, right. Of course.
Then, Dani. Tell us. Tell me. How does it feel to have been
nominated for the Teen Spotlight by your hometown for being the
leanest and greenest citizen in the world of all time? To have
beaten out hundreds of thousands of your peers and literally
millions of teens worldwide in a contest of environmental
awareness?”

Dani put a hand to her mouth, her eyes
watering, and I sighed. “Oh,” she squawked. “I’m sorry. I’m about
to cry.”

Darrin must’ve planned for this, because he
pulled a very new smelling hanky from his pocket and handed it to
her. I turned and saw Tally shaking her head at us. I waved her out
and she moved out of my sight.

Typical.

“There, there. You see
this folks. Humble too. Don’t cry, Dani. Dani, Girl. You should be
proud. And I’ll tell everyone why. Dani here is not only an honor
student at her school, but also a local and national voice for
Mother Nature herself. Why, just this past Arbor Day did she
single-handedly organize a national tree planting that was so
inspiring it reached international hearts with its heartfelt
plea.

“Not only did you
encourage thousands of kids to revitalize areas of waste and
squalor in their neighborhoods, but you also led the initiative
against deforestation that has saved thousands of endangered lives,
including human lives, but even more trees.”

“If that’s not all, she
rallied for the current gold otter protection zone, on the
North-East Canadian Border, and held a huge fundraiser across
thirty states and U.S territories to get low-income schools solar
panels, making quite a few schools the most energy efficient in
their district, and saving those schools quite a lot of
money.”

By this point Dani was just red and
speechless.

“But by far and most
impressive was her rally that got the Low Emissions Bill written
and passed by Congress and the U.S senate, which pushed the need
for more alternative, cleaner, renewable energy sources, especially
in car production.”

When I looked at Dani again my jaw hit the
ground. I could never see her as just Dani again so I gawked at
her.

She did all of that. And.
“Whoa.” Wasn’t she only a couple of years older than us? Where had
I been when all of this was going down? How come she was only Dani,
and not Dani like
Darrin was Darrin.

“Ack!”

I straightened up and smiled for the
camera.

Now Dani was really
bawling. I mean, it was like her thought process was the same as
mine. No one really noticed until they noticed and now it was
like WHAT?!

She had in fact done all of that. Like a
superhero.

“Oh, my gosh!” was the
extent of her vocabulary it seemed.

“Aw. Now see what we’d din
done,” Darrin comforted Dani. I couldn’t even muster up a bit of
jelly. “This is what a true superstar looks like. Even I’m green
with envy. So let’s see if our sponsors can’t turn that frown
upside down.”

Then my stomach flip-flopped. I watched this
show, so when he mentioned sponsors, that could only mean—

“PRIZE-TIME!” I jumped in
the air, shouting along with everyone else and the rest of the
crew.

What I didn’t expect was for things to be
thrown at us. It never happened on camera. I got a shirt, some
pens, coupons for free food and merc, and my favorite, a Darrin
Doll. It just sucked that so did everyone else, including the
neighbors. Even Gunther-Duncan. Still…

I love this show.

It made me swell with
anticipation at what Dani’d get. They always gave out the
best prizes. Money, the
latest tech, vacations, things off of the Grand-Prize winners
Wish-list.

So when they began the participation games
for monetary prizes, after competing in a few get-r-done games
first, I began to wonder what Dani’d get.

Finally, when Dani and I were out of breath
and my hair was soaking wet from a grab and carry game involving a
pool and no hands, Dani was escorted to a trailer to freshen up,
and Darrin called, “CALL THE TRUCK, HUEY!”

My jaw dropped again when I saw the truck.
It was huge?

What is she getting? A herd of African
Elephants?

When Dani was escorted back out, looking
refreshed, and she was placed correctly, someone shouted, “OPEN THE
TRUCK!”

The crew ran about everywhere behind the
scenes, most with cameras.

“No way!” the Dork
whispered, and I did something I’d never do, not even on national
t.v. Definitely not on national t.v, but I was so blown away that I
did.

I hugged my brother.

The truck opened and revealed a beauty all
in itself, wrapped in a tasty metallic gray package.

“OHHH NO! NO! NOOO! YES!
YEAH BABY!”

I could swear Dani pulled her hair out as
she jumped about.
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