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To G.M.:

You set free my strongest gift.
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The Grave Winner: Book 1

Chapter 1
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Dad, Darby, and I stood rooted in place at Mom’s burial. The weight in my chest threatened to suffocate me if I looked at the lid of her gleaming casket any longer. Instead, I focused on the black birds cutting across the sky in a sharp V formation. They pressed on until the tops of the trees took them from me.

The preacher had stopped talking a long time ago. People still crowded around us, heads bent, smothering their sniffles with tissues. Someone patted my back, and I wished they would stop. No attempt to comfort would help.

The white-haired old man hovering back by the fence hacked loudly then puffed on a cigarette with a dirt-spattered hand. When we arrived at Heartland Cemetery, I’d seen him preparing another grave for a casket. He bounced on the balls of his feet, probably anxious to get the body in the ground.

Mom’s body. 

Once the ground swallowed her, her death would be final, and that guy wanted to speed things up. He probably wanted to get to his coffee break or something. Heat flashed through my gut. I took a step toward him.

Dad grabbed the collar of my dress and yanked me back. I opened my mouth to say something, but the words died in my throat when I saw the tears slipping down his cheeks. 

Darby had her head buried in his side. She looped her small fingers around my plaid belt, the one Mom got me for my fifteenth birthday. I grasped Darby’s warm hand and closed my eyes against the pricks of hurt inside them.

The people closing us in shifted and began to wander away. The old man inched closer to Mom’s casket, but Dad tightened his hold on my collar. I gripped Darby’s fingers and glared at the man.

The few people remaining gave us consoling looks and said empty words before they drifted off. One was the woman who’d seen my funeral attire earlier and clucked her tongue in disapproval. Mom had loved my black eyeliner and these combat boots, though. She’d said I reminded her of herself when she was young.

“It’s time,” Dad said.

A choked cry forced its way out of my mouth. No, it wasn’t. If we left, the old man would lower Mom into the ground. It would be final, and I couldn’t stand it.

“Why?” I asked, my voice cracking.

Dad just shook his head, hugged us both to him, and turned to leave Mom with the old man.

I wriggled free and ran. 

“Leigh?” Dad called.

I didn’t know where I was going or what I was doing. But I needed to be away—away from that stupid man who wanted to put the final punctuation mark on Mom’s life. Away from the unfairness of her death.

My breath came in quick, sharp gasps as I weaved around crumbling headstones. The sun threw bright rays on the maze of white, rocky paths and made my eyes tear up. I pumped my legs harder until I became nothing but movement. The untied laces of my left boot whipped my bare legs. Grass and mud muffled my steps until my boot flew off my foot and landed with a thwack in the middle of a cluster of trees.

I leaned over to catch my breath, unsure if I wanted to laugh or cry. Several yards behind me, Dad and Darby stood and waited. I waved them on to the gates and went to retrieve my boot.  There seemed to be no one around except the trees and me. The leaves murmured to each other while the wind swayed the branches. Heartland Cemetery had more trees than the rest of Krapper, Kansas, and they all whispered and danced for the amusement of the dead.

A sudden breeze brushed over my arms and sent a faint smell of rotten hamburger past my nose. My stomach rolled. What was that? That didn’t smell like the usual slaughtered cow stink that came from the other side of town. I shoved my foot into my boot and hobbled away.

The breeze and stink faded to nothing as quickly as they had come. I bent to tie my boot, but a crackling behind me made me pause. A cloud cast long, dark shadows over the headstones and chilled my skin. The hairs along my arms prickled. 

The crackling came closer, and I turned my head slightly. In the corner of my eye, inky black darkness crawled up the bark of a nearby tree.

I gasped and shot to my feet. The black ink crept to the tips of the branches and ripped away its leaves, leaving it empty and naked. More darkness pooled at the bottom of the trunk and inched along the grass toward me. Every green blade curled in on itself with that awful crackling sound, dying. The darkness reached straight for me.

A shudder raced across my shoulders, and I stumbled back. My gaze caught on blackened footprints that led to the tree. Someone was doing this? But how? This wasn’t possible.

I glanced back at Dad and Darby, but they’d gone on without me. This couldn’t be real. None of it. I shook my head hard, trying to wake myself, but nothing changed.

Something dark fluttered from behind the dead tree. Whoever was doing this stood behind the trunk.

I dug my nails into my palms, pressed my lips together, and took a step back. A branch snapped under my boot, louder than the crackling. I froze. My heart jumped.  

Scraps of muddy fabric flapped around the trunk, followed by a girl.

My flesh crept up and down my bones. Sweat trickled along the zipper at the back of my dress. That rotten meat stink kicked my stomach, forcing me to clap a hand over my nose and mouth.

The torn fabric that hung from the girl’s scrawny frame looked like a prom dress. Mud and grime covered her entire body. Her mouth sagged open in a silent scream. The darkness pooled underneath the dangling hem of the girl’s dress and spread dangerously close to the toes of my boots, but I couldn’t move.

The girl raised her tucked chin and looked at me. The whites of her eyes blazed behind the mud caking her face. Her open mouth held the same black gloom that dripped at her feet. A grimy tiara perched on the side of her head.

My muscles stiffened. I gasped as recognition hit me.

I knew the girl. Or knew of her. Her social circle was my social nightmare. Her name was Sarah, the popular cheerleader who committed suicide a week ago.

But how could she be here when she should be in the ground? I had to be hallucinating. My grief, the stress from the day, it was all making me see things.

Jumbled whispers swirled through the air. Was Sarah trying to tell me something? Because I didn’t want to hear it. My feet finally got the message to move just before the killing darkness touched my boots. I ran.

“Mom,” I called without thinking. Mom.

The old man cranked a lever that lowered her into the ground. A dull pain stitched my side, and a sob welled in my throat. I couldn’t watch.

“Dad!” I raced for the cemetery gates. He and Darby stood just outside. When I neared them, I breathed, “Something’s wrong.” 

Because what else could I say in front of Darby? If she’d seen what I saw, it would be too much to handle in one day. I stood so I blocked her view of anything behind me and resisted the urge to flip the glasses off her face.

Jo, my best friend, put her hand on my shoulder. I hadn’t even noticed she was there. “What is it, Leigh?”

I took giant gulps of air and risked a glance behind me. The trees looked normal. Black death wasn’t dripping everywhere. Everyone was in their graves.

That fact made me wince. “Nothing.”

* * *
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REMEMBER THE NO SHOES rule. Mom’s playful voice echoed in the silent house. 

We stood on the tiled squares inside our back door, and all of us had our muddy shoes off. I gripped my boots so tight, my fingers hurt. My heart’s quick knocks hadn’t slowed because every time I blinked, dead Sarah lurched behind my eyelids.

Should I tell Dad what I thought I saw or pretend everything was normal? But how could I do that when nothing was?

The house wasn’t even normal because everything reminded me of Mom. The kitchen sink where she danced and did dishes at the same time, the curled seedpods she kept in a glass on top of the piano in the living room, the recliner she always sat in when she peeled off her hose after a day at work. All these objects seemed dead, too, and they seemed deader after the finality of Mom’s funeral. The heart of the house had stopped beating, and we were expected to live inside an empty shell.

Dad and Darby shuffled their socked feet. All of us huddled by the door, brushing up against each other. Then Dad cleared his throat and braved the first step toward the living room. 

“Dad?” Darby called.

He turned in slow motion. “Yes?”

Darby’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.

Dad attempted a smile, but his chin quivered as if he was fighting more tears. “I have to change clothes.” His voice wavered. He tugged at his tie and disappeared around the corner.

Darby looked up at me, blue eyes huge behind her glasses. Neither of us moved.

“Leigh?” she whispered.

I planted a kiss on the top of her blonde head. “Go change your clothes.” Somehow the words squeezed through the knot clutching my throat.

She nodded, took a breath, and stepped toward her bedroom. A second later, I followed down the hall. 

The silence in the house was too much. I needed noise, something to drown out the deafening hush. Even my chaotic bedroom, which Mom rarely entered since she’d given up cleaning it, felt empty. Her old Gibson guitar leaned against a wall in the corner. Punk rock band stickers from the seventies and eighties covered the blue finish. She was teaching me to play. Had been. Had been teaching me to play.

I dropped my muddy boots on the floor and dug my mp3 player out from under a pile of clothes and Stephen King books. The Lunachicks soon drilled into my head through my earbuds. Still wearing my black funeral dress, I collapsed onto my bed. The weight in my chest anchored me there.

I let my eyes close while the rebellious melody drifted into another rowdy song.

Bad idea. There was dead Sarah. Her mouth hung open, revealing the same gloomy black shadows that followed her. Her hands reached out to me.

I snapped my eyes open, but hands still reached for me.

“Oh, God!” I bolted upright. “Dad,” I said, all breathy as I tore out my earbuds and looked up at him. “You scared me.” 

“Sorry. I was calling for you, but you didn’t answer.” He sank next to me, now wearing jeans and a t-shirt.

I held up my mp3 player. “I’m progressing my inevitable hearing loss.”

“Hm.” Another attempted smile. “Are you hungry? There’s lots of food.”

“I know, Dad. All of Krapper brought food over.”

He actually did manage a small smile at my nickname for our boring town. “We won’t ever have to go grocery shopping again.” He flinched at his own words as if they had ricocheted off the air and back into his mouth to choke him. Grocery shopping with Mom had been the highlight of every Saturday since she could make even the monotonous thrilling. He swallowed. “Who could eat anyway?”

That was quite a thing for him to say. He was always hungry because he had the metabolism of a hummingbird. He looked like the real life, grown up version of Barbie’s boyfriend, Ken, and his name really was Ken. But right then, he didn’t look normal since his eyes were bloodshot and his face was locked in a frown.

Half of Darby appeared in the doorway. This was her way of asking me if she could come into my room. Maybe that was so only half of her would get rejected. I waved her inside.

“Can Merlin read to you guys?” she asked.

I could only nod. Merlin had always been a Darby-Mom thing, though I would listen in while I did my homework. I scooted over to make room for her and her fat Before Merlin’s Beard book.

Dad tossed aside the pile of clothes on my armchair. “Do you remember where you left off?” 

She hadn’t read any since Mom died. But then again, they’d read the entire series together three times. Darby should have the whole thing memorized by now.

“Mm-hm,” she said, plopping next to me. “The spiders told Merlin the fountain of youth was inside the wardrobe.” 

She opened the book to her purple mermaid bookmark and tossed her hair over her shoulder as if to prepare for a role in a Before Merlin’s Beard movie. Her shoulders rose and fell with shaky breaths while she studied the place where she and Mom had left off. After a long moment, she began reading, and Darby wasn’t Darby anymore. She gave each character a distinct voice and knew when to slow down or speed up at the suspenseful parts. The movies had nothing on her. She didn’t quite have the British accent down, but hey, she was only nine.

Dad and I sat back and listened, him in my armchair, me in my bed. We were immersed in the story for who knows how long, but Dad’s eyes couldn’t fight gravity. His soft snores interrupted a dragon fight.

Darby stopped reading, marked her place with her bookmark, and rested her head on my shoulder as if her inner light bulb had gone out. She was Darby again. Her warmth made me drowsy, but I wouldn’t close my eyes. Instead, I rested my cheek on her head and listened to Dad’s snores. 

Another storm rattled my window. Typical Krapper. The weather here was just as random as cards falling in fifty-two card pick-up. One minute was sunny and almost tranquil. The next, a tornado could rip through the front door. The nonstop wind made me want to punch someone in the face, just like I punched that kid in third grade when he introduced me to the stupid card game.

Wind mingled with Dad’s snores to create a strange song while the light outside my window dipped into twilight. Between the broken harmonies of the coming storm and the snoring, there was another sound. Whispering. 

I righted my head to hear better. Maybe it wasn’t whispering. It sounded garbled, yet urgent. Whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t the wind. The wind here didn’t whisper before a storm. It shrieked.

Tap-tap-tap.

The sound came from the window above my head. My heart jack-hammered. 

Taptaptaptaptaptaptaptap.

I refused to look up so I buried my face in Darby’s hair. How could she still be sleeping with the tapping and the whispering and my crazy heartbeat? 

Taptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptap. And more whispering.

My body was as rigid as the giant tree in my front lawn. The tree that was far enough away from my window that it couldn’t possibly be its branches reaching for me.

Taptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptap.

Could it be dead Sarah, her muddy face pressed against the glass, looking down at me, Darby, and Dad? Why hadn’t I closed the stupid blinds?

Taptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptaptap.

I pressed my lips together so they would catch my scream.
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Chapter 2
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I imagined the whole thing. 

That’s what I told myself the next morning after a night without sleep. I didn’t see dead Sarah at the funeral. It was just the wind outside my window last night. I repeated this to myself like a ticker tape running across the bottom of my TV screen.

The rest of yesterday was real. The heaviness pinching my lungs proved it. 

Just to make some kind of noise in the eerie stillness, I bounced out of bed to hear the box springs protest in short, loud squeaks. Then I made my bed, which was something I never did. Darby and I would have to help Dad pick his jaw up off the floor when he saw my completed masterpiece.

On my way to the refrigerator, I found Darby sitting at the kitchen table. She just sat there with her elbows on a placemat, hands tucked under her chin, staring into space.

Trying to ignore her, I reached over all the casserole dishes and chocolate desserts we might never eat, grabbed a can of breakfast, and popped the top. Carbonated greatness fizzed down my throat and helped revive me.

I burped and turned to Darby. “What are you doing?”

“Were you jumping on your bed?”

“No.” I took another drink. “What are you doing?”

“Today’s Saturday.”

“So?”

Darby looked down at the table. “Mom makes pancakes on Saturdays.”

“Well, Mom’s...” I took another sip to swallow my sharp tone. “Pancakes can’t be that hard, right?”

“I don’t think so. I sometimes watched her make them,” Darby said, a tiny smile turning up the corners of her mouth. Her smile was contagious. I’d missed it these last few days.

Our second bunch of pancakes turned a pretty golden brown, though they didn’t look as perfect as Mom’s. They didn’t smell perfect either since our burnt first batch still clouded the kitchen.

“Breakfast is ready!” Darby called.

Dad came into the kitchen, his eyes blood-shot and weary, and we sat at the table. I drenched my pancakes with syrup, but my first forkful left me disappointed. They tasted heavy like they had a depressed weight hanging inside them.

Dad nodded while he chewed. “Professional pancake preparers.”

“You like them?” Darby asked through a mouthful.

Dad grinned and tugged Darby’s ponytail. It was an actual grin with teeth, and I wanted him to keep it there forever.

“I did something that no other fifteen-year-old has ever done in this house. We should mark today on the calendar and celebrate every year with a parade and cake,” I said.

His grin faded into nothingness as his gaze slid to Mom’s empty chair and back again. “What did you do?” He chased a piece of pancake around with his fork through the pools of syrup on his plate, but didn’t take another bite.

I made my voice all low for dramatic effect. “I made my bed.”

“It sounded like she was jumping on it,” Darby said.

I looked down my nose at her. She was ruining my moment. “What are you? A gravity enforcer?”

Darby frowned and continued to chew.

“Well, good,” Dad said, pushing his plate away. “Maybe you can clean up the rest of your room, too.”

That was it? No commemorative joke? 

“Maybe,” I said and stabbed at a pancake. 

“You’re still dressed in yesterday’s clothes, Leigh,” Dad said.

I looked down at my rumpled black funeral dress and shoved my plate away. It knocked over the syrup bottle. 

“I’ll go change,” I mumbled and stomped to my room. I’m not sure who I was mad at, but anger bubbled up through the pancakes and rested at the back of my throat.

My dress was halfway off before I made it to my room. I wadded it up and flung it at Mom’s guitar. After I changed into skinny jeans and a black, long sleeved shirt flecked with poison-green biohazard symbols, the doorbell rang. 

“Leigh, can you get that?” Dad called from the kitchen.

I sighed and trudged to the door. It better not be another Krapper resident who wanted to force a casserole or quivering gelatin salad on us to make us feel better. How could people think food would help? Who came up with that tradition? Here’s some food for you, now everything will be all better. Bullshit.

I was tackled with a bear hug as soon as I opened the door. 

Jo released me and asked, “How are you?” Her brown eyes were too full of concern, too full of every emotion she ever felt, and I had to look away. 

“Okay.”

“I wanted to call you yesterday after the funeral, but I didn’t know...” 

“Did you tap on my window last night?” My voice came out squeaky.

“No.” Jo frowned. “Why? Someone did?”

I shook my head, forcing myself to chill. “I must’ve been between awake and asleep and imagined it.”

“Oh,” Jo said and took a breath. “Do you want to do something? Or no. Whatever you want to do is fine. I just came by to see if you’re okay.”

The clank of pans and running water sounded from the kitchen. 

“I can do something. Hang on,” I said and shut the door in Jo’s face. 

She hardly ever came inside. The no shoes rule freaked her out. She always said she would have to decontaminate herself and shroud herself in bubble wrap to come in.

“I’m leaving, Dad,” I hollered once I’d found my boots in my room. 

He didn’t answer, but I figured it wasn’t a great mystery where he could find me. 

As soon as I shut the front door, I darted a glance along the side of my single-story house where my bedroom was, the last window on the end. The rain had soaked the grass to a deep green, and leaves rustled on the large tree in the yard. My grief really had made me hallucinate the day before. Sarah hadn’t woken up and dripped black death everywhere. I squeezed the heels of my boots against my palm with relief and let the sweet, clean air wash the smell of burnt pancakes from my nose.

Jo kneeled on the porch and cradled one of Mom’s lilacs that grew on either side. The wind fanned her long, gauzy skirt behind her, covering her hairy legs. She said she wouldn’t shave them until Miguel from Spanish class asked her out.

I jammed my feet into my boots, aware that she was staring at me again. “I wish you’d stop looking at me like that.”

“Sorry,” she said and shifted her attention to a stray thread on her skirt. “Do you want me to poke my eyes out for you?”

I helped her up. “Yes.”

She laughed, and it reminded me of Mom’s, light and bubbly. My heart clenched while we walked from my house. I could turn back, but I had to leave the house sometime. Besides, the walls there didn’t vibrate with life anymore.

“So what do you want to do?” Jo asked as she leaped over a puddle on the sidewalk.

“I don’t know.” How many times had we asked that question of each other? Our options were so severely limited in Krapper that it might have been funny if it weren’t so depressing.

“I won’t drag you around with my petition today,” Jo said. “Unless you want me to.” 

She was rallying the town for a recycling center since some of Krapper’s clever dwellers used their own lawns as landfills. She wished they would push their garbage just a bit further to the curb and maybe even separate the plastics from the magazines.

“I’m not really in the mood for pissy people who can only sign their name with an X. And it looks like it’s going to rain. Again.” Just as the words were out of my mouth, the sky boomed a warning.

“That’s okay. The petition’s almost filled anyway. Hey, I know what we can do,” she said, clapping her hands together as we neared her house. “My parents are at their restaurant, so we can steal Cal’s car and go to Whaty-Whats.”

I scraped the bottoms of my boots along the sidewalk to get the mud off. “Cool.”

My still-muddy boots and I entered Jo’s house and stepped on the carpet. The Monroes didn’t care as much about a spotless house as us Baxtons. Maybe that’s why it was dark in here. Thick curtains covered every window so no one could see the dirty home, but the lack of light couldn’t mask the smell of sweaty feet and the nearby sink full of crusty dishes.

“Cal’s probably still asleep, but even if he isn’t, he’s such a zombie, he won’t even know his car keys are missing,” Jo said and skipped down the stairs into a black void. The nothingness at the bottom of the stairs swallowed her up into a mouth that couldn’t close.

At the thought of zombies and open mouths, my heart picked up its rhythm.

Should I tell Jo what I thought I saw after Mom’s funeral and what I imagined I heard outside my window? We never kept secrets from each other, so even asking myself this made me feel like I was betraying her somehow. She was the last person who would try to wrestle me into a straitjacket, but since I only imagined it, why should I say anything?

I slid my hand along the wall, searching for the switch, and light soon flooded the basement and spilled onto the steps. 

At the bottom, Jo had her face pressed against Callum’s door. She grinned as she turned the doorknob and pushed. 

I crept behind her but stopped in the doorway. By the basement light and the blue lava lamp in Callum’s bedroom, I could see well enough. 

Callum was face down on his bed with nothing covering him but his boxers. The Monroes’ cat, Elf, sat on top of Callum’s butt and stared at us, his eyes like perfect circles of reflective tape.

Jo tiptoed to Callum’s dresser. Her hand closed over the keys, and she turned back toward the door.

Callum stirred, but Elf managed to ride out the wave of him.

Her eyes wide, Jo hurried toward me.

“Weed,” a muffled voice said, “what are you doing?”

“Nothing,” Jo whispered. “You’re dreaming.”

“If you’re stealing my car again, I’ll tell Mom and Dad, and they’ll never get you your own car.”

“Whatever, Cal. I’ll tell them you snuck out last night even though you’re grounded,” she warned.

Callum muttered a string of curse words. Elf, still on Callum’s butt, settled down into a crescent shape and closed his eyes. 

“How about I just take you where you want to go?” Callum asked with a sigh.

“Fine.” Jo crossed her arms across her chest. “We’ll wait upstairs.”

We watched television with the sound off while we waited. Making up our own dialog for commercials and shows was just one of the many exciting things Jo and I did for entertainment. Today, though, my heart just wasn’t in it.

“I’m ready,” Callum announced when he came into the living room. His brown hair was disheveled, but at least he had clothes on. “You still have my keys, Weed.” 

Jo chucked them at his head, but he ducked. “Don’t call me that. You can call me Giraffe Girl, but Weed takes on a new meaning in high school.”

“Okay, Weed,” Callum said with an evil grin, picking up his keys. His gaze flicked to me and his grin softened into a smile. “Hey, Leigh.”

“Hey.” No rambling on or awkwardness around the girl whose mom just died. A smile fluttered across my lips and was gone.

“You’re taking us to Whaty-Whats. And to get more hair dye,” Jo announced.

“That stuff’ll warp your brain more than it already is,” Callum said.

Jo shoved him out the door, and I followed.

“Such a chick magnet,” Jo said as we neared Callum’s car. It was clunky and gray with trash all over the seats and floor. When Callum unlocked the passenger door, a gust of wind picked up an empty bag of chips from inside the car and threw it in the street. Jo ran after it.

“Sorry.” Callum dove headfirst into the passenger seat and shoveled the garbage into the back. When he scrambled out, he gestured with both hands for me to take the semi-spotless seat.

“Thanks,” I mumbled and got in. The smell of cinnamon and tacos filled my nose.

Jo appeared next to the car again, the escaped bag crumpled in her fist.

Callum nodded to the backseat. “You’re in the back, Weed, with all your friends.”

“Bite me,” Jo said and climbed inside.

Callum laughed as he took his seat next to me. I’d never been in his car with him in it, too. It was always just Jo and I on a joyride. One nice thing about Callum’s junk mobile was that at least a dozen other people in Krapper had one just like it. Nobody ever claimed to see underage and license-free Jo driving around town, especially since she wore dark sunglasses and parked as far away from our destination as possible when she drove. But today she sat in the backseat, preaching at Callum about the need to recycle while she rustled through the trash.

He didn’t interrupt her, but I could sense him looking at me every once in a while. I tried to focus on the sky, which finally released its weight of rain, but I had to admit his sudden curiosity piqued my own.

But maybe it wasn’t so sudden. All those times in junior high when I’d caught him staring at me while Jo and I hung out at their house kind of made me wonder. But when he’d gone on to high school, I never saw him. Now that we went to the same school, I still never saw him.

Tires squealed as Callum slammed on his breaks. My hand shot forward to brace myself against the dashboard. An oversized pickup truck barreled through the intersection and missed us by an eyelash’s length. I glanced up at the streetlights hovering above us. Ours was green. Oversized pickup asshole’s was red.

Callum looked at me. “Are you okay?”

The concern in his eyes was intense, and I could only nod.

“Fucker!” Jo yelled at the pickup truck. “Pay attention to where you’re going!”

Callum’s jaw clenched as tight as his grip on the steering wheel. He drove the rest of the way in silence while Jo continued to preach at him.

As we neared Whaty-Whats, the rain eased. The used clothing store was disobedient by design. It dared to be two stories high on a street where almost all the other buildings were leveled at one. Its cracked, wooden sign was so faded that only one word could be clearly seen. What. Jo came up with Whaty-Whats after we decided the inside was just as rebellious as the outside.

Callum parked, and only a few raindrops joined us in our parking space. When the little bell above the door dinged a welcome, the twin grannies who owned Whaty-Whats waved at us in perfect synchronization. Jo and I waved back while I breathed in the smell of musty cedar. We left Callum behind and trotted up the creaky stairs to where the women’s clothes were kept. Jo went straight for the rack of skirts, and I searched for my usual black or plaid.

Jo found a blue skirt with flowers on it for her, and I found a black t-shirt with one word scrawled across the front in red letters that dripped blood: Girrrl. It was absolutely perfect.

We decided the skirt and shirt were all we needed, so we headed back downstairs to pay. Callum, who’d been relaxing in a chair by the door, stood when he saw us.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Some of us civilized people pay for our purchases before we leave a store,” Jo told him.

“Civilized, my ass,” he said and turned away from us.

At the mention of his ass, I willed myself not to look at it even though I wanted to. Absolute boredom seemed to have replaced his sudden interest in me, but curiosity still fizzed on the surface of my skin. To focus my attention elsewhere, I admired the jewelry cases on the counter while the twins took Jo’s money.

I skipped over the one filled with rings that resembled mangled bugs in pain. They were too creepy, even for me, because I’d never been a fan of anything with more than four legs. 

A silver ring in the next display over caught my eye. I ran my thumb over the engraved design, which looked like lilacs. Mom would’ve adored this ring just as much as her lilac blooms. 

Pain tugged at my heart. I wanted to go back home and bury my nose in those purple flowers. I could sing to them and hope my touch made their petals spring open, but I knew I wouldn’t be enough for them. Withdrawing my thumb from the cool metal, I put my new-used shirt on the counter.

“Did you want the ring too, honey?” one of the twins asked, her gray eyes shining eagerly.

“Umm, no. I was just looking at it.”

“It might make a nice gift,” the other twin said.

I said nothing while one of them pecked at the cash register and the other folded and patted my shirt into a plastic bag. 

Old picture frames covered the wall behind them. Some had pictures, others bordered the chipped wall in decorative wood and metal. The picture in the middle of the pretty red-head with bright blue eyes always stood out. She was looking down at something unseen, her happy smile captured in a single press of a button. Even though she had red hair, she kind of reminded me of Mom. I looked away and slid some money across the counter.

When the shirt was officially mine, the twins, Jo, and I waved goodbye, all of us in perfect synchronization like we were performers in some strange interpretive windshield wiper dance. 

Outside, the sun was shining. Stray dark clouds drifted away as if their work here was done. In an hour or two, the sky would probably drop a blizzard on us. That’s freaking Kansas for you.

As a squad of news vans zoomed down the street, we jumped puddles to reach Callum’s car. He sloshed through them a few seconds later and joined us.

“I wonder what that’s all about,” Jo said, nodding toward the news vans. “Hair dye next, Cal. My roots are showing.”

Callum shook his head and sighed as he unlocked the doors with a push of a button this time. I guessed he didn’t want to open my door for me again.

Jo climbed into the backseat. “Some of the stuff I found back here can warp your brain.”

Callum glanced at me before shooting a glare at Jo. “Shut up.”

When we got to the drugstore, we found Jo’s VeggieColor in red, though it was more of a brassy orange on her. I preferred my blonde tresses to anything bottled.

The blue-smocked store clerks didn’t see us—or chose to ignore us—as we stepped up to the cashier’s desk. Three of them huddled together, whispering, their eyes wide. The dark make-up around their eyes reminded me of mud. I pushed that thought out of my head.

“How could something like this happen?” one of them asked.

Another one crossed herself. “It’s a miracle.”

Jo put the dye down on the counter and waited for their attention, but they still didn’t notice us. I picked it up and slammed it back down with a satisfying whack. Attention was received. As soon as Jo exchanged money for the now dented box, the three clerks huddled once more.

“It must be National Distracted Day and someone was too distracted to tell us,” Jo said as we stepped outside. “Maybe that’s why all those news vans are here. To interview all the distracted people.”

I shrugged. Whatever was on the minds of our fellow Krappers, it was probably the kind of small drama that Jo and I never concerned ourselves with.

The drive back home was uneventful except for even more news vans racing down the street, this time from TV stations that didn’t look familiar, and Jo’s continued sermon about proper recycling procedures. Callum said nothing and neither did I. He was busy stealing glances at me. I played cool and pretended not to notice.

When we entered Jo’s house, the phone was ringing.

“It’s probably Mom and Dad checking up on you, Cal,” Jo said, racing to answer it.

I looked into the dark mouth of the basement and the palms of my hands grew sweaty. Jo’s bedroom was down there, and I wanted to try on my new-used shirt. I’d been in the basement hundreds of times. My hallucinations of dead Sarah were turning me into a wuss. I flicked the light switch and sighed my relief at the familiar surroundings.

Callum cleared his throat behind me. “Leigh.”

“Hmm?” I said and turned to face him.

“I’m sorry. About...your mom.” He looked in every direction but mine while he spoke. 

There was the inevitable awkwardness I hadn’t missed. 

“Thanks.” I toed at some mud on my boot and sighed.

“I...uh...got you something.” He searched the pockets of his jeans. A small silver circle engraved with lilacs lay in his outstretched hand.

My mouth dropped open, but I couldn’t breathe because my lungs were being crushed by a swell of emotion.

“I saw you looking at it, so I thought maybe you’d like to have it.”

All I could do was nod. I couldn’t even bring myself to touch it.

“Leigh?” His voice was just above a whisper, his hand still outstretched. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” I forced myself to look away from the ring, to look at him. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever given me.” 

My feet moved forward on their own, and I ended up in Callum’s personal bubble. The warmth of his eyes made me think he didn’t mind I was so close to him. This made me bolder, more than I usually was with boys. I brushed the torn fabric at his neck with my fingertips, preparing myself for what I was about to do. Both my arms slid around his neck, and I pressed myself against him in a hug. The electric current between us was immediate. 

Maybe that’s why he hugged me back.

I rested my head in the crook of his neck, amazed at how solid he felt. Every muscle inside him molded itself to me but still stayed firm. A girl could get used to this. 

But I didn’t get used to it because he pulled away from me. He took my hand and pressed the ring into it. I wasn’t willing to let him go yet so I grabbed his hand. The silver circle rested between our palms.

“Uh...” Jo shuffled into the entryway, her face pale.

Callum pulled his hand away from mine so quickly that the ring almost fell. In that moment, I was aware of two things: the sudden absence of Callum’s buzz touch and something was wrong with Jo.

“What happened?” I asked.

“You might want to sit down for this,” Jo said, sitting on the small bench just inside the door.

We didn’t sit.

“What?” Callum demanded.

“That was Miguel from Spanish class. I don’t know what happened. But Sarah? Suicide Sarah from school?” Jo shook her head. “She’s not dead. She’s back.”
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Chapter 3
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A stapler and duct tape. Those were the items I needed pronto; otherwise I would completely lose my mind.

Megan and Lily stood in front of me in the lunch line. The two cheerleaders jumped, clapped, and jabbed at the air with their fists while their boobs bungee jumped for the benefit of a dozen ogling boys at a nearby table. It was Monday, not a game day. They didn’t even have their against-dress code cheer outfits on. Were they cheering on the students as they attempted to eat the starchy-smelling cafeteria food? Go! Swallow! Go! Indigestion! Go! Puke!

I really wanted to staple the two Energizer Bunnies to the floor.

The duct tape was to cover every mouth in Krapper. Sarah’s return had unleashed the gossip hounds, and the news had made it to every link in the world’s blab food chain. National and international news teams crowded the hallways and supposedly set up camp outside Sarah’s house. The cafeteria buzzed, but I didn’t want to hear any of it. Since I saw Sarah right after it happened, I knew it wasn’t some happy miracle. The look on her face had been anything but joyful. Icy fear licked up my back just thinking about her.

Plus, the fact that people discussed Sarah right in front of me, three days after Mom’s funeral, made me want to hurt someone. Bad. I didn’t want to think about dead Sarah or her return when Mom’s death felt so fresh.

“This is all too weird. My grandma is buried in that cemetery,” Megan said, jumping, clapping, and jabbing furiously. Bits of glitter flashed up and down her perfectly tanned arms, evidence of the blood drive posters she’d plastered everywhere.

“Do you think Sarah will cheer with us again? I heard her hair turned white, so if she does come back, she’d have to dye it first,” Lily said, her wavy blonde ponytail bobbing. She always had a pink lily flower tucked behind her ear, probably to remind herself what her name was. Somehow it stayed put while she bounced.

“I know, right?” Megan stopped bouncing long enough to pat her dark hair. “I love being famous by association. I’ve been interviewed by every national news station, plus the one in France. But I couldn’t believe channel thirteen cut from me to Sarah’s lawn.”

“Ugh. What is up with that?” Clap, clap. “I wonder if she’s, like, okay. Her ‘rents won’t let anyone see her. They don’t even answer their phone.” 

“Do you think they’ll take down her memory plaque in the lobby?” Jump, jab, clap.

“I don’t know.” Jab, kick. “I hope she doesn’t go all suicidal again.”

“Everyone says it was Lazy Russ Syndrome that brought her back to life.” Jump, clap.

My limit of bouncy conversation reached, I scanned the cafeteria to see if the principal or any teachers were looking. Everyone seemed preoccupied with flapping their mouths, so I bumped into the two girls. Hard. They lost their footing, but they grabbed onto each other and shot me a beyond-pissed-off look.

“Oh, sorry,” I said, blinking innocently. “I tripped over my shoelaces.”

“Then why don’t you tie them, you stupid freak?” Megan said through clenched teeth as she ripped her askew fake eyelashes from her face.

My hands balled into fists. “I think I’ll use them to tie a book to both of your hands. It’s Lazarus Syndrome, Lily, not Lazy Russ.”

Their only response was more glaring. Typical. Everything at Krapper High School was typical: pretty stupid cheerleaders, jocks, nerds, and freaks. If you didn’t fit into one of those four categories, then you were a circle in a square school. That summed up the whole town.

It occurred to me, as I grabbed my tray piled high with brown mush and French fries, that Mom was a circle. She was too good for this town. Maybe that’s why she was plucked from it.

I fingered the ring Callum gave me and made my way to the library with my tray. As if the ring pulled him to me, there he was, rounding the corner of the cafeteria with his disheveled hair, ripped jeans, and torn t-shirt. The principal, Mr. Mallory, walked next to him and gestured wildly as he spoke. A slow smile lit up Callum’s entire face. A flush tingled through me from the tips of my ears to my chest, where its heat caressed the weight there.

My feet floated past him. I didn’t remember if I smiled back or not because I was too confused about pretty much everything to know what my mouth did.

News people dotted the entire hallway, some talking excitedly into the blank eyes of cameras. Others were interviewing students. 

Some junior girl blabbed into the nearest microphone, “It’s just like Lazarus in the Bible when he came back from the dead.”

“Even the black footprints in the graveyard?” the male reporter asked.

The girl shrugged. “Well, maybe not just like Lazarus.”

I gritted my teeth and kept walking. 

One lady leaned against the trophy case, a red-tipped hand flying over her cell phone keys, the other furiously scratching her eyebrow. Her cameraman stood next to her with the bulky camera on his shoulder, pointing and adjusting the lens to aim right down her low cut lacy red shirt. 

“Two down.” The lady smiled and gave one last tap to the phone keys. “One to go.”

“What d’ya mean? You gonna do one more story about the dead girl?” The cameraman tightened the lens and grinned. Strings of drool were going to drop at his feet any second.

I yanked open the door of the library. Why did the news have to be here and feed the excitement about Sarah’s return? It was the very last thing I wanted to think about. I wanted to slam the door to make them all jump, but it whispered shut like always.

The buzz of the cafeteria and hallway drowned in the hum of ancient computers that sounded like they might take flight any minute. Ms. Hansen, the librarian, frowned at her computer and chewed on the ends of her long, gray hair. A freshman drummed his fingers on the long checkout desk, a stack of books piled high next to him. When Ms. Hansen saw me, her eyes widened as though she was surprised, but she waved.

Jo and I were two of her favorites. We knew we were when she showed us the banned book collection hidden in her office at the beginning of our freshman year. In nearly two years’ time, we’d devoured every racist, bad language-spotted, evolution-based, naughty book we could get our hands on and were better educated because of it.

I joined Jo at our usual table underneath the poster from the 1980s with a mohawked guy reading on a bench. At the bottom of the poster, it said, “Be a rebel – read!” 

“Your face is red. You okay?” Jo asked. Her hair was extra brassy orange today from her new dye job. 

My face did feel hot. From anger, terror, or seeing Callum? I wasn’t sure. 

“I’m fine,” I said. 

“You didn’t have to come to school.” She picked apart a fry and popped a piece into her mouth. The sleeve of her flowery peasant top skidded across the brown mush on her tray. She made a face as she wiped it off with a napkin.

“I couldn’t stay home,” I said. Wavy lines followed my fork as I raked it through the mystery meal.

“Is it any better here?”

I dug a hole into the mush that reached to the bottom. “I have to tell you something.” That was our code for this is big, so listen good.

“Okay.”

“I saw Sarah after Mom’s funeral,” I said just above a whisper. “Right after she came back.”

Jo froze. “Say what?”

I dropped a fry into the mush hole.

Jo leaned into me, her mouth open, eyes wide. “You did? But, Leigh...you don’t think...I know what you’re thinking.” She finally blinked. “That’s not a pet cemetery. What happened to Sarah was just some weird cosmic occurrence. Google says Lazarus Syndrome is very rare. Only Lazarus and a few other people have come back from the dead.”

I forked the brown stuff over the fry and buried it. “But she was dead. The whole school closed down for her funeral. Then she spontaneously woke up and clawed herself out of her grave. That’s not supposed to happen.”

“It doesn’t mean it’ll happen again.”

My fork skidded up the mound of mush to make it taller. “I don’t think it was some happy miracle like Lazarus Syndrome that brought her back to life.”

“Then what was it?”

I shrugged as I made the mound even taller.

“It won’t happen again,” Jo said.

“How can you be sure?”

When she didn’t say anything, I looked up at her. Red rimmed her eyes. “Do you want her to come back like that?” she whispered.

I put my fork down next to my tray and studied my ring again. If there was one thing in this world I wanted, it was Mom. But not like that. I shivered at the thought of her clawing her way out of the wooden box and up to the surface of the earth.

When I realized I hadn’t given Jo an answer, I shook my head hard enough to kill a few brain cells.

* * *
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I TURNED DOWN JO’S invitation to add names to her recycling petition after school because I had things to do. Things I didn’t want anyone to know about.

Darby was probably at the public library with her friend Maria and her mom. Dad was still at work. The house was mine for the two seconds I would be here. I swept through the silence, carrying my boots. My gaze caught on something on top of the fireplace mantel—a framed picture of the four of us smiling happily. Mom had bribed me with new studded black wristbands so I would give a genuine smile for the photo. It worked. I’d even gone without black eyeliner that day. I grabbed the frame, put it in my backpack, and headed out to the garage. With my boots back on my feet, I pressed the glowing orange button to open the garage door.

There were no cars in here. The space reserved for Mom’s would stay vacant forever. Crossing over the emptiness with my eyes stinging, I found Mom’s small shovel with the white handle and her purple gardening gloves on the shelf. They went into my backpack, too.

A small pile of bricks left over from Dad’s attempt at walling in the patio sat in the corner. I rearranged the picture frame so the glass wouldn’t scratch and stuffed as many bricks as I could carry inside.

After zipping my backpack closed, I tested my old bicycle by rolling it out onto the driveway. The wheels squeaked, but the tires were inflated and the chain wasn’t dangling loose. Back in the garage, I jabbed at the glowing button, bolted out, and hopped over the motion sensors before the falling door squished me. If that were an Olympic sport, I would win every time.  

My feet couldn’t pedal fast enough. The wind whipped through my clothes, causing me to balloon out in places I normally didn’t. My hair circled around my head like Medusa’s unwieldy snakes. At least the sun was shining. For now.

As soon as I saw the gates, I pedaled harder. A line of flagpoles along the entrance jangled empty ropes against the metal. My bike shot through the opening underneath the metal Heartland Cemetery sign.

A path of tiny, white rocks branched off numerous times to form similar paths. I bumped past headstones and statues, most of them worn by time and Kansas weather. A little concrete girl with slumped shoulders covered her face to hide her grief. Cold shivered through me even though I was all sweaty. 

I slowed my bike to a crawl as I neared Mom’s grave. Her name was scrawled across a plastic sign anchored in the ground by a metal wire, a placeholder for her headstone. Her grave looked undisturbed, the dirt packed tight. Relief rushed through me and tangled at the back of my throat. She was still here.

Looking around for someplace to lean my bike, my gaze fell on Sarah’s footprints that still marked the grass over by the black tree in the middle of a bunch of others. No wonder I couldn’t see her tree from the gates the day of Mom’s burial. Taller, thicker trees surrounded it. I took a deep breath and looked away. Everything I thought I’d imagined really had happened that day.

I rested my bike against a nearby live tree and looked down at Mom’s grave. She needed to know what I was about to do, but I didn’t want anyone else to hear me, alive or dead. I shook my head at my own logic. But Sarah’s coming back wasn’t logical, so nothing else had to be, either. I decided I would explain everything to Mom inside the safety and privacy of my own head. The mother/daughter psychic bond still had to apply.

A hefty sigh escaped my mouth as I opened my backpack. Mom, I love you. I miss you so much that my heart doesn’t beat anymore. It only echoes in the empty space you left behind.

I knelt next to her grave and plunged the sharp end of her white handled garden shovel into the new grass.

But Sarah was dead and then she came back. I don’t know if this is some kind of buy one life get one free deal, but you shouldn’t take that deal.

Dirt flew through the air as I dug deeper.

I don’t want you to come back. Not like Sarah.

Grit wedged under my fingernails.

You should stay where you are, and we’ll join you when we can.

“What are you doing?”

I screamed and shrank away from the voice. A shadowy figure blocked the sun.

“I said what are you doing?”

“Nothing,” I spat and stood to face the shadow. After I blinked a few times, I realized it was a boy, but the stubble around his chin made him look like he was eighteen or something. He removed the hood from his head, and blond hair fell in soft curls just above his ears. His green sweatshirt matched his eyes, which were so sharp and clear, they seemed to carve out a piece of my soul. I stepped away from him, suddenly aware I was staring.

“Whatever it is you’re doing, you can’t. You’ll attract the wrong kind of attention.” He grabbed my arm. “Do you understand me?”

“Fuck you!” I shouted. I tried to yank my arm away from him, but his grip was a vise. “Let me go or I’ll scream.” 

“Go ahead and scream,” the boy said, but he let me go. “The dead won’t care.” 

I snatched the shovel from the ground, ready to use his face to test the durability of the blade. Screw his good looks. Who did this guy think he was?

“Girrrl,” he read from my new-used t-shirt and smirked. “Is that supposed to make people afraid of you?”

I squeezed the shovel’s handle. “No, but you will be when I carve off your face.”

The boy laughed, and at the same time, there was a faint tinkle of a bell. He didn’t react to the sound, making me wonder if I’d imagined it. Fantastic. Bell sounds now? Did Whaty-Whats sell straitjackets?

“You’re brave. I’ll give you that much. But you’re built like a twig.” He stepped closer and pierced me with his eyes. “Twigs break easily.”

I lined my voice with razor blades and said, “Try it.”

He studied me for a long time, and his ferocity seemed to dull a little. “Promise me.” He gestured to Mom’s grave with the narrow hole in the middle. “Promise me you’ll fill that hole back up, take all your stuff, and go.”

“Why should I listen to you? Do you work here or something?”

“Just promise me.” 

“Fine. I promise,” I said and rooted through my backpack. “See ya’.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Are you leaving?”

I pressed my earbuds in and pushed up the volume on my mp3 player, nodding to the beat of Bikini Kill instead of his question.

His head snapped back toward a cluster of trees, then he looked at me, his gaze intense once again. “Remember, you promised.” He backed away, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’m sorry about your mother.” He turned and walked off.

I pretended not to hear him over the noise packing my ears, but I watched him under the fringe of my eyelashes while I knelt next to the hole I’d dug. How did he know this was Mom’s grave? Did he work here? Maybe he knew her from somewhere. Though I’m sure Mom would’ve mentioned it if she knew the captain of the I’m Scarier Than You ship, especially if he was kind of beautiful.

Ignoring his threats and my promise, I continued digging.

I’m burying some of your favorite things with you. You don’t have to come back because you’ll already have everything you need. 

Soon, I’d dug three holes each about a foot deep.

And don’t be mad, but I’m also going to bury some bricks over you just in case you do wake up. Ancient people used to put rocks over graves to keep their dead in the ground. I can’t remember who it was, though. You know I hate Mr. Lane’s history class.

I dropped her purple gardening gloves and the family picture into the three holes, then gently rested two bricks on top of each item. The first scoop of dirt back into the grave kissed the bricks and Mom’s favorite things with a soft smack.

I love you, Mom, but please don’t come back, please don’t come back, please don’t...
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Chapter 4
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Even though the mouth of the Monroes’ basement wasn’t dark like it usually was, my heart still pounded as I looked down into its depths. When I’d seen Callum’s car parked out front, my stomach had flipped itself inside out. He was never here after school.

I pressed my lips together as Jo flew down the stairs, her skirt swinging wildly. She wanted to continue her recycling crusade with me, and I said I would go because I felt better about Mom staying buried after yesterday’s visit to the graveyard. But I planned to visit the next day just to talk. If Scary Boy happened to be there again, oh well. He could threaten me all he wanted.

Unable to stop my small-yet-anxious smile, I followed Jo at a much slower pace.

There was Callum, on the couch, his entire body twisted around to look at us rather than the TV. When our eyes locked, his mouth lifted into a brilliant grin. My heart grew wings.

“Why aren’t you at baseball practice?” Jo asked.

“Because I’m ineligible today.” He threw a glance at Jo and then looked back at me. “Mr. Mallory thinks I have an attitude problem.”

Jo rolled her eyes and flung her backpack into her bedroom. “No. Really?”

“You play baseball?” I asked.

Callum nodded, his arms and chin resting on the back of the couch.

My heart flew around my chest for a jock? Weird.

Jo turned to me, and I quickly averted my eyes from her brother. 

“Food?” she asked.

Trick question. If I said yes, she would leave us alone down here. If I said no, she wouldn’t leave us alone down here. I nodded even though my stomach churned, and she shot up the stairs.

Callum was still looking at me, his brown eyes sparkling with the glow of his smile. “You can come sit down. Elf is willing to share his couch with you.”

He watched while I crossed the space between us and circled around to the front of the couch. I couldn’t hear the television anymore because blood rushed to my brain and roared between my ears. The gray and black striped cat snuggled in the corner of the couch next to Callum. I sat on the other side. Callum’s electric buzz ignited my skin even though no part of us touched.

His grin softened into a flat line, but his eyes were still warm. “How was your day?”  Old people asked that question, not high school students. Yet he genuinely seemed curious. 

“Fine, I guess. Yours?”

He shrugged. “The people in this town will find something new to be obsessed with soon. Some of the news stations left today. They’ve already moved on to the next big story.”

“Good,” I said, scratching at a snag on the couch cushion.

“Do you think it was Lazarus Syndrome that brought Sarah back?”

Hell no. “I don’t know.”

“People say it’s just like Lazarus from the Bible when he came back from the dead. A miracle.” His eyes searched mine. “You don’t believe it?”

The terrified face of Sarah in the graveyard leaped into my head. That wasn’t the face of someone who’d been miracle-ized. More like she’d made a deal with the devil to come back, and the deal went bad. 

I shuddered and pushed the thought away. “No.”

“Then you’re on my side.”

“What’s your side?”

“The side that doesn’t think it was Lazarus Syndrome.” His tongue slid across his bottom lip. “The right side.”

“Oh,” I said, and my gaze shifted from his eyes to his mouth and back again. 

“Just don’t announce that in the middle of a grief counseling Kumbaya class. Mr. Mallory will think you have an attitude problem.”

He was making it hard to concentrate. “What?”

“The seniors and anyone else who wanted to are taking a grief counseling class after Sarah’s suicide. The school doesn’t want us to get all depressed like she was. But now she’s back, and we’re still in the class.” He sighed and stroked Elf.

“Oh.” I nodded. Elf flipped over on the couch for a belly rub under Callum’s gentle touch. “So what do you think it was if it wasn’t Lazarus Syndrome?”

Callum shrugged. “Maybe she was never dead to begin with. She was never embalmed since her mom’s allergic to the chemicals. If she wasn’t dead, she would be after an embalming. Or maybe something else woke her up.” 

“Maybe.” But what could make the dead wake up? Why would someone want to do that? What if they decided to wake up Mom? My palms grew sweaty so I wiped them on my pants. 

Elf’s eyelids drifted closed while he lay belly-up. Callum gave him one last rub and looked back at me. 

I cleared my throat. “So you don’t think it was a miracle either. Are you always right?”

“Yes.” His smile touched his eyes, and I decided that should be the natural state of his face. 

The phone rang, making me jump.

“I’ll get it,” Jo yelled from upstairs.

I glanced up at the ceiling and silently thanked Jo for more time alone with her brother.

Callum must’ve sensed my thoughts because he leaned into me a few inches. The heat between us connected our bodies, even though we still weren’t touching. His eyes danced with what I guessed was longing as he inched his head forward a little more.

Roaring blood, booming heart, and zero oxygen. This is what it felt like to be almost kissed. At least, I thought that’s what he was going to do. I could barely breathe, but I didn’t care. Callum wanted to kiss me, and I needed him to do it.

He skimmed the side of my cheek with a fingertip, then blazed a trail of heat across my lower lip. “Crumb.” 

His breath rippled cinnamon warmth through me. My breath was shallow, barely there, and I parted my lips for more air. “Oh.”

He took his finger away with a smile, and leaned forward a bit more.

Then Jo thundered down the stairs.

I flung myself off the couch and stood in the doorway of her bedroom, gasping for air for some reason even though we didn’t do anything.

She appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “Are you...okay?” Her eyes ticked between Callum’s enormous grin and my struggle to look cool. Suspicion was written all over her face.

“Fine.” I dodged to her side. “Ready?”

“Yeah.” She was still ticking. “Since you’re home, Cal, can I borrow your car?” Tick. Tick. “Or do you want to come with us?”

“I better behave myself and stay here,” he said through his grin. “I’ve got homework to do so I can be eligible to play a few more games before I graduate. Maybe you’ll come see me play sometime, Leigh.”

“Maybe,” I mumbled while I studied the light’s reflection off my ring.

“Keys,” Jo said.

“If you wreck it, I’ll wreck your face,” Callum said as he tossed his keys to her. 

As soon as she caught them, Jo grabbed my elbow and pushed me upstairs. With a plastic bag of food and a clipboard under one arm, she escorted me outside with a look that suggested I should prepare for an inquisition.

Once we were inside the car, she opened the plastic bag and dropped it between us. A striped scarf hugged her head, and dark sunglasses perched on top. She studied me while she chomped an apple slice. Ignoring her, I grabbed one too and stared straight out the window.

“Leigh Baxton, what did my brother do to you?” she finally asked.

My face warmed before she even finished the question.

“You’re blushing.”

“I am not.” Stupid blush.

Jo chewed another apple slice. “Do you like him?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

Jo laughed, threw her dark sunglasses on, and started the car. “It’s so weird. My brother and my best friend.”

“Why didn’t you mention he played baseball?”

“Because you never asked. You never showed the slightest interest in him before. So what happened?”

“I don’t know.” I brushed the lilacs on my ring with my thumb and shrugged. “The day after Mom’s funeral, he was...there. And he cared. And he makes the pain a little less...heavy.” The weight in my chest would always be there, but Callum seemed to carry some of the load for me.

Jo tried to look at the road and me at the same time. “Oh, Leigh. That’s the sweetest thing I’ve heard all day. And after the phone call I had earlier, that’s saying a lot.”

“Who was it?”

Jo turned the car onto a side street while her huge grin dripped into her voice. “Miguel from Spanish class.”

‘From Spanish Class’ was Miguel’s last name and must be connected to his first name at all times. According to Jo, that prevented any confusion to any other Miguels in school who were less crush-worthy.

“He asked you to marry him?”

“No. But he did ask me to a party this Friday.”

“Start your razors. You could make a hat from your leg hair for him.” 

Jo laughed, which made me chuckle, too.

“You said yes, right?” I asked.

“I said I’d have to talk to you first.”

I looked down my nose at her. Was she serious? “I’m not your keeper.”

Jo winced at the road. “The party’s at the cemetery. Kids are going to sneak in and try to wake the dead.”

A chill coiled through my bones, and I wrapped my arms around myself to fight off a teeth-rattling shiver. “Why would they want to do that?”

“Because they’re crazed idiots who’ve latched on to the latest big drama.” She glanced at me and squirmed in her seat. “If you feel even a little weird about me going, I won’t.”

She wouldn’t, either, and she wouldn’t make me feel guilty about it. But I would feel guilty anyway if she didn’t go. 

“It’s Miguel from Spanish class. You’re going.”

“Now I’m a crazed idiot who’s latched on to the latest big drama. Will you forgive me?”

I forced a smile. “Probably not.”

“If I go, I can make sure no one even thinks about waking the dead. I’ll bring my nun chucks to help them see why that’s not a good idea.”

“Where are we going for the petition today?” I asked, abruptly changing the subject.

“The far east side of town,” she said and squinted at the side of the road. “Hey...”

I followed her gaze. Further up the street, a group of junior high kids clustered in a yard, and sticks and rocks flew from their hands at the house in front of them.

As we drove closer, fear pricked the roots of every hair on my body. The grass the kids stood on was as black as my boots. The skeleton of a large tree in the yard looked just as grim as the lawn. Every leaf was gone.

Deep, bone-shaking shudders rolled through me. I’d never been to the house before, but I knew who lived there.

“What happened?” Jo whispered and stopped the car in front of a neighboring house.

I didn’t answer. The kids on the lawn were laughing and hollering while they chucked rocks at a large draped window on the first floor. Shattered glass sparkled in the sunlight, a sharp contrast to the dead grass underneath it. 

A slow boil coursed through my blood until my hands became fists. They had no right to pelt Sarah’s house with their stupidity. I pushed the car door open and stomped up the sidewalk, ignoring Jo’s questions behind me.

As I neared the nightmare yard, a horrible stink nearly turned me back. The air smelled like rotten meat in a nasty gas station bathroom. My boiling blood propelled me forward in spite of the smell.

One kid’s hand coiled behind his head, about to launch another rock. “Your house smells like shit! Go back into the ground where you belong!”

The black, dead grass crunched under my feet as I approached him. I snatched the rock from his hand and twisted his arm behind his back.

The kid’s cry got the attention of the others.

“This kid says it’s time to go home. Right, kid?” I smiled down at him, daring him to disagree.

He nodded and whimpered.

“He also says you should never come back here. Right?”

Another nod and whimper.

I shoved him away, and he led the rest of the kids in a race down the street. 

My gaze flicked to the dead tree, and shivers pebbled my skin. As I turned to run back to the car, something flickered in a second-story window. I didn’t want to look, but my head turned anyway.

Sarah. Her thin face was bone white. Her hairline had receded to the top of her skull from which a few stringy chunks of white hair hung to her shoulders. The ocean blue of her eyes was the same as it’d always been, but they were the worst feature of all. They were filled with such fear that I knew they would haunt me forever.

Her black lips opened as if she wanted to speak. Inside her mouth was the same horrible darkness that took over her lawn. It grew in intensity as her mouth opened wider. She might’ve been screaming, but I couldn’t hear a thing.

I stepped on the back of my boot in my hurry to get away from her, but caught myself before I fell on the dead grass.

She raised her hand, and I thought for a moment she was going to wave. Her forearm pushed against the glass. The deep cut along her wrist blazed red against the paleness of her skin. She brought her thumb and pinky together, leaving three fingertips pressed against the window.

I didn’t want to know what Sarah was trying to tell me. I choked back a scream and ran to Jo.

“Drive!” I shouted before my feet were in the car.

Jo took off.

I didn’t look back to see if Sarah was still in the window.
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Chapter 5
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Staccato piano notes jarred me awake the next morning. It’s not like I was asleep, though—not with the image of Sarah in her window pounding against the walls of my head. 

Who the hell was playing the piano? The sound shook my eardrums and vibrated through me. I pressed the sides of my pillow to my ears, but I could still hear it. The sun barely peeked through the closed blinds, so I knew it couldn’t be Darby. She was harder to wake up in the morning than me. Dad didn’t even know where to place his hands to make notes, so I knew it couldn’t be him, either.

A tremble of dread bolted me upright. I recognized the short, choppy notes of a song. The same Ramones song Mom used to play to wake Darby and me up every morning.

I pictured Mom hunched over the piano, dripping mud from her tattered dress, skeletal fingers pecking at the keys. Her black mouth was open in a silent scream as if she was trying to sing. Please, please, please, that couldn’t be real.

I was sure burying some of Mom’s favorite things would prevent her from coming back, but now that certainty poured out with my sweat.

After slipping out of bed, I crept to the door. My hand shook as I turned the doorknob and pulled. I peered out but didn’t see anything except the hallway wall, covered in family photos. My heart hammered my ribs ten times as fast as the pulse of each note. On silent feet, I edged down the hallway and stopped.

Please don’t let it be real.

My eyes fell shut while I gathered myself for a peek around the hallway wall. Trembling from head to toe, I opened them and dared a look.

There was Darby, squinting at the music in front of her through her glasses and hunting for each key.

I tore around the corner and slammed the piano lid closed. Darby withdrew her fingers just in time.

“What are you doing?” I yelled.

Darby stared at me, wide-eyed. “I was just trying to wake you up.”

“Don’t ever play that song!”

Darby opened her mouth as if to say something more, but then she covered her face with her hands. In that moment, I saw the graveyard’s little girl statue in my sister, trying to hide her grief in plain sight.

Anger flared through me. I snatched the music, but Mom’s glass with the rotten banana-looking seed pods inside it got in my way. All of them tumbled to the carpet. 

I turned to stomp back to my room, but the pictures on top of the fireplace caught my eye. I grabbed every picture frame on the mantel, the glass, wood, and metal of each one clanking together loudly.

Dad came into the living room, rubbing his eyes. “I heard yelling. What happened?”

Instead of answering, I rushed by him.

“I wish Mom would come back!” Darby sobbed. “Sarah Henderson did, so why can’t Mom?”

I stopped as if I’d hit a wall.

“Darby...no,” I pleaded, turning to face her. 

The rest of my words died in my throat when I saw Dad’s expression. His face was a mess of emotions, but the one that was most prominent, the one that rattled me to the core, was hope.

Did he really want Mom to come back like Sarah? Did he know what she looked like? Did he know about her terrifying front lawn?

I didn’t have time to explain to him how horrible it would be if Mom returned like that. Besides, Darby didn’t need to hear any of it. I hurried to my room, dumped everything into my backpack, and changed into school clothes.

Back in the living room, both Dad and Darby sat on the piano bench with their arms around each other. Everything inside me magnetized toward them, but I fought the pull.

“I’m not riding the bus today,” I called and rushed to the garage for more bricks and my bike.

A gray sky masked the morning sun while a crisp wind blew past my face and bare arms. As I pedaled, the goose bumps disappeared and my breath grew ragged. I arrived at Heartland Cemetery in no time.

A giant padlock bolted the gates together. It was too early in the morning for the graveyard to be open, so I rode to the side where a chain link fence was my only barrier to Mom. The dead’s business hours were about to change.

After leaning my bike against the fence, I began to climb. When I reached the top, I swung one leg over to straddle the top rail. A nearby tree’s thick branch was just an arm’s stretch away. I wasn’t the neighborhood tree-climbing champion when I was younger, probably because I didn’t handle heights well. 

When I leaned toward the branch, the bulk of my backpack shifted and I lost my balance. I wind-milled my arms, fighting for control. One of my legs slipped from its hold on the side of the fence. I hung from the top by the back of my knee. My heart pounding, I pulled myself up to a sitting position. After tying my backpack straps to my belt to keep the bag secure, I tried again for the branch. My fingers grazed the rough bark, and with a bit more leaning, I got a good grip.

My legs swung beneath me as I shimmied down the length of the tree branch. I let go and hit the ground running.

Next time, I would bring a crowbar rather than channel my inner monkey.

Gasping for breath, I skirted Sarah’s footprints and the dead black tree. A shiver swept over my spine when I neared Mom’s grave, but the smooth dirt still held her tight. I sank to my knees with relief. 

A pile of green leaves lay near the white plastic sign in the ground. Someone had twisted the stems together to form a sort of small wreath. Had Dad done that and left it for Mom? The thought of him here alone nearly choked me.

A sudden gust of wind chilled my arms, along with my next thought. Did Dad come here to see if Mom had returned? He’d looked so hopeful that she would, but there was no way I was going to let her come back.

A pile of thorny twigs lay next to the leaves, and something purple and shiny flashed between the sticks. I reached across Mom to lift one. Her purple gardening gloves, the framed picture of the four of us, and bricks were underneath the pile.   

I’d buried these, hadn’t I? With a sigh, I sat back on my knees. Why wasn’t anything making sense?

The wind lifted a few of the leaves in the wreath. There was something underneath. A white card. Four words were written on it:

It can’t be you.

What the hell did that mean? It can’t be Mom? For what? And who’d written that? Shaking my head, I found Mom’s white-handled garden shovel in my backpack and started digging.

Mom, it’s me a—

A shadow fell across me. “You promised me.”

I kept digging, the chilly, moist earth spraying my jeans.

“Leigh, you promised you would take your Mom’s things and go.” Scary Boy knelt next to me and slid his hood off his head. 

I could feel his eyes penetrate me. “How do you know my name?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“A promise means something where I come from.”

“You didn’t answer my question.” I finally stopped digging and looked up at him. His eyes had sharpened themselves into two points of disapproval. He was still dressed in brown pants and an oversized green sweatshirt. Were those the only clothes he owned?

Scary Boy paused for a moment, then said, “It was written on the back of that photograph.”

I glared at him. “The one you dug up.”

He stood. “Yes.”

My rage bubbled to the surface. I stood, too, and shoved the boy with every ounce of strength I had. He didn’t budge. He was a boulder; I was a fly trying to push him over. This pissed me off even more, so I slapped him. Hard. A red echo of my hand appeared on his face. But all he did was look at me with the same look of disapproval.

“Don’t touch my mother’s things.” I jabbed the blade of the shovel into his chest. “Got it?”

He twisted the shovel out of my grasp and spun me around so fast, there was no time to protest. I couldn’t anyway because his hand covered my mouth. His other arm imprisoned me against his chest. My heart exploding with fear, I fought to break free.

“Stop. Listen to me,” he said.

His breath against my ear made me squirm even more. There was no way I was going to stop fighting to free myself, but he held me tighter.

“You have no idea of the danger you’re in by giving gifts to the dead. There are evil things that will see, and I will not let them find their Three in you.”

I jerked and screamed at him to let me go, but his hand muffled my words.

“You can threaten me all you want, but I’ll keep erasing any sign that you’ve been digging in your mother’s grave. Got it?”

His breath blew hot on my neck as I continued to struggle against him. I pulled in the rich scent of dirt and wood from his palm still clamped over my mouth. Did I get it? No. I shook my head, even though I knew he could snap me like a twig. But I really didn’t get it. Any of it.

Scary Boy sighed, but then he chuckled. The same bell as the other day tinkled in my ears. What was with that thing? He released me from his grip.

I wanted to plant Mom’s shovel into his neck, but curiosity glued me where I stood. “What’s a Three? And who’s them?”

The boy’s eyes looked fierce. “You don’t want to know.”

Actually I did, but whatever. This conversation needed to end so I could get to school on time.

He studied me for a moment. “You can’t come here at night. Ever. Especially after you’ve given gifts to the dead. I would make you promise me, but I guess that doesn’t work with you. Just... don’t come here.” He mumbled something else and walked off.

I knelt next to Mom’s grave again and watched him go. He probably believed everything he said, but I wasn’t crazy in the same way he was. He could have his belief in Three, whatever that was. I believed in preventing Mom from coming back. If he dug up everything I buried, then I would have to bury things deeper.

I dug furiously, dirt splashing up my arms and onto my t-shirt, all the while talking to Mom in my head. Eight pictures, her purple garden gloves, and the sheet music went into the ground. Then I dropped in twelve bricks, some from the last time I’d done this, so they would form a blanket over Mom’s body. I preferred the term blanket to blockade. While I finished covering the holes, I told Mom about Callum and our almost-kiss, because she would want to know.

When I was done, dirt caked the front of my clothes and wedged beneath my fingernails. There was no time to go home and change since I was probably late for school already.

Before I left, I settled the wreath where I’d found it because Mom would’ve liked the leaves. 

The gates of Heartland Cemetery creaked open. Good. I wouldn’t have to swing from the trees to get out. When I heard the grumblings of a white-haired man and his heavy footsteps, I ran and hid behind an angel statue. He was saying something about darned kids and a tree doctor. As soon as he shuffled past, I took off running, my backpack bouncing up and down with each stride.

A sudden realization slowed my steps. Scary Boy. If he worked here, did he really love his job so much that he arrived before the white-haired man? Or did he sneak in just to ramble on about whatever and bug me?

I would have to tell Jo that I would be a third wheel on her date with Miguel. There was no way I was going to let anyone get close to Mom’s grave at the Wake the Dead party. Plus, I couldn’t let Jo come here at night by herself.

* * *
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THAT EVENING, HALF of me appeared in Darby’s bedroom doorway. This was my way of asking if I could come inside. She was sprawled on her bed, coloring a picture.

“Can I see?” I asked.

“No.” She flipped the picture over and crammed her black crayon into the box.

I could tell she still stung from that morning because she always showed me her artwork. “Can Merlin read to me?”

She sighed and looked up. “Only if you swear you won’t yell at me.”

“I won’t yell at you.”

“Ever again.”

I went into her room and sat next to her. “What if you pull off my ears? Can I yell at you then?”

She giggled, and the sound made me smile. “Maybe,” she said.

While she put her picture inside a dresser drawer, I fluffed her pillows and sat them up against the wall to support my still damp head. I’d showered and changed right after school so there was no trace of graveyard dirt for her or Dad to ask about. Everyone at school had stared at me like I’d dunked myself in brown anthrax even after I’d scrubbed my skin raw in the school bathroom.

Darby, with her fat Merlin book, plopped down next to me and squirmed into the crook of my arm so I would hold her. She felt so fragile, but I squeezed her anyway. After she cleared her throat and shook the stray hairs off her face, the drama that wasn’t my life began.

The soft gray light outside faded into a velvet black night. Soon, Merlin couldn’t keep his eyes open, and I knew it was time for Darby to go to sleep.

“Okay, Merlin. Time for bed,” I said, untangling myself from the blankets, pillows, and my sister.

She marked her place with her mermaid bookmark and settled under the covers with the book clutched to her chest. “What do you think’s going to happen next?”

I laughed as I tucked the blankets around her to make her into a burrito like Mom used to with the both of us. “You already know what’s going to happen next.”

“It could change while I’m sleeping.” She wriggled her hands out of the tight covers to her face and handed me her glasses.

“Well, I guess it’s good you’re holding the book so no one can change it.” I kissed her on the forehead then set her glasses on the nightstand. “I’ll go get Dad to tuck you in, too.”

“I love you, Leigh.”

“I love you, too.” I brushed the hair from her face and left to search for Dad. 

He was in the living room on the couch, snapping his cell phone closed. “Your mother’s gravestone is ready.” He looked so tired and defeated, like he’d aged ten years in the last week. It hurt to look at him.

“Oh,” I said, then sighed, suddenly exhausted.

“It should be in the ground by late Friday. Maybe we could go to the cemetery this weekend to visit.”

“Have you gone there before? Without us?”

He stood and shook his head. His mouth opened like he was going to say something, but he must have decided against it. If he was going to say anything about coming back from the dead, I was glad he changed his mind. I didn’t want to tell him about Sarah, but I would. He had to understand that Mom couldn’t be that way.

“Will you do me a favor?” I asked. “Don’t go to the cemetery alone. Take Darby and me with you.”

“Why?”

“Because. When I think of you alone...grieving, I can’t breathe.” I tried to swallow the emotion in my voice but couldn’t. “Take us with you, okay?”

Dad wrapped his arms around me and squeezed.

“I can’t breathe,” I croaked.

When he finally let me go, his eyes swam with tears.

“Darby’s waiting for you,” I said and stood on tip-toe to kiss him on the cheek. 

As soon as he rounded the corner, I shook out the quilt on the back of the recliner and hid as much of the piano as I could. Someone had righted the glass of Mom’s spilled seed pods. I covered that, too.

Everything of hers needed to be buried. That’s how she would stay in the ground. That’s how I could keep her from coming back. I pinched the bridge of my nose to keep the tears away and shook my head the whole way to my bedroom. My funeral dress still hung from the neck of Mom’s guitar in the corner, and I stretched the fabric over it to cover every inch. 

This wasn’t normal behavior. I was pretty certain of that. Then again, these weren’t normal times, but I would do whatever it took to keep Mom from being like Sarah.

Later, while I lay in bed and waited for sleep, a sudden realization split my breath into gasps. 

Scary Boy said something about three. Three fingertips pressed against the glass in front of Sarah. I didn’t have a clue why Scary Boy and Sarah were both fixated on the number three, but sleep didn’t come easily that night.
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Chapter 6
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“You should ask Callum about how dangerous I am with nun chucks.” Jo grinned and swiped lip gloss across her lips for the thousandth time. “That was one bloody day.”

Carbonated dinner choked me. I coughed into my hand and stared at Jo like she’d morphed into recycled cardboard. “Say what?”

Jo dropped onto the couch next to me. “I split his head wide open. He had to get twelve stitches.” She grabbed the remote from the coffee table and flipped through the channels. “Maybe there’s a karate movie on to help me reenact my skills for you.” As always, the TV was muted so we could make up our own dialog.

“Are you really bringing your nun chucks tonight?”

She stared at the flickering images racing across the TV screen while tapping the buttons on the remote. “Yep. If anyone tries to wake the dead, it’ll be a bloody night.”

I squeezed my can until the metal popped and took another drink. “You can say that again.”

“I’ve got brass knuckles too, if you want them.” Jo settled on a black and white western, and then hiked up her long, flowery skirt. “Look. I shaved my legs.”

I whistled. “Miguel better watch himself.” According to Jo, it was okay to drop ‘From Spanish Class’ from his first name, since he was officially the Miguel.

“You already threatened to decapitate him if anything happened to me tonight,” Jo said.

It was true, though Jo was capable of decapitation on her own. He was cool with driving me to the graveyard, but not the part about the decapitating.

“I was only half kidding,” I said.

“Shh. We shouldn’t be talking about this.”

“Oh, right.” 

Everything was top secret since Jo’s parents came home from their restaurant early on Fridays. They were here now, watching TV upstairs. The plan was we would be “asleep” by eleven and then sneak out to Miguel’s car when he got here around eleven thirty. 

“I’m so tired,” Jo yelled for the benefit of her parents.

“Real smooth, Jo,” I said, chuckling.

“I’m going to tell them goodnight.”

“Wearing that?” I asked, pointing to her skirt and peasant top. “You don’t even have your pajamas on.”

“Good point,” she said and rushed to her bedroom.

I heard her rummaging through drawers. She’d been making a lot of noise all day, jumping around and waving her arms wildly like a Jo-in-the-box. I couldn’t help but feel happy for her even if the date was at a stupid party. 

Twisting his ring around my finger, I looked at Callum’s empty bedroom and sighed. Our almost-kiss was the last time I’d seen him. The memory of that moment helped power me through the week, but the absence of him dulled the world to a boring gray. Was he avoiding me?

Jo came out of her bedroom wearing a long, white t-shirt that read I’m Sleepy in green block letters. Her skirt trailed from underneath the shirt and billowed behind her on the way up the stairs.

I smothered my laughter with one of the pillows on the couch. Elf, who was snuggled next to me, looked up all sleepy-eyed. I coaxed him back to sleep by massaging his silky ears, but the thunder of Jo’s feet back down the stairs woke him up again. His body rose and fell in a sigh. Poor Elf.

“Let’s turn out the lights and hide in my room. Come on!” She pulled me from the couch, and I mimicked her excitement the best I could.

We sat in the dark for a while and debated the sexiness of boxers versus briefs. I was a boxer fan since that was what Callum wore. Jo pined for tighty-whities. When it was time to go, Jo changed out of her sleepy t-shirt and stuffed her nun chucks and brass knuckles inside her messenger bag. She flipped on the basement light to find her shoes just as Callum appeared at the bottom of the stairs.

The world seemed to brighten, and my mouth stretched into a grin. But he didn’t smile back. In fact, he didn’t even look at me.

A shiny brown head streaked behind him. I knew that color of brown.

Megan. The bouncy cheerleader who called me a stupid freak. Why was she with Callum?

My mouth sank into a grimace, and everything paled.

Jo’s excitement melted as she glared at Callum and shoved her feet into her shoes.

Megan twirled out from behind Callum. “Hello, girls.” She gave us a pageant girl wave, and then turned to Callum. “Where is your bedroom?”

Numbness descended over me like a thick fog.

Callum finally looked at me but spoke to Megan. “Uh, it’s the first door. You can go on in. Your notebook is under the bed.”

“Okay,” Megan said and bounced inside. 

Callum closed the door behind her, his eyes never leaving mine.

“Callum Monroe,” Jo growled. “You said you broke up with her months ago.”

His gaze snapped to her. He held up a hand as if to push her anger aside. “Don’t. You’re going to the party?”

“I already told you I was.”

“Is Leigh?”

I held my fury in my fists while I glared at him. Was he really that much of a wuss? I was standing right here. Couldn’t he ask me himself? 

“Yes, she’s going, but—”

“Is someone taking you?”

“Yes.”

“I think your ride’s out there. Mom and Dad went to bed,” he said and glanced at me. “I need to talk to Leigh. Alone. Now go.”

“I’m not leaving without her.”

His gaze shifted to me again. “She’ll be out soon.”

I nodded to Jo, and she backed up the stairs while she burned Callum to cinders with her eyes.

“Leigh,” he said and took a step toward me, “I didn’t think you’d be here. I thought it was just Jo going to the party.”

I tipped my chin to his bedroom door. “She’s your girlfriend?”

He closed his eyes and took another step toward me. “Yes, but—”

“So.” I swallowed. “So I’m your side order of potential slut?”

“No, it’s not—”

Without even thinking, I punched him. Hard.

His head swung to the side. Blood dripped from the cut on his bottom lip. He wiped at it, but red smeared down his chin.

The punch tore a hole through my numbness; now I quaked with anger. The bones in my hand felt like they’d disintegrated into dust. I grimaced at the pain and flexed my fingers. One of them hurt more than the others. The one with his ring. 

“Fuck you, too,” I said and started for the stairs.

He grabbed my arm. “Leigh, wait.”

I shook out of his grip and raced upstairs, the backs of my eyes burning something awful. 

Jo was waiting for me on the porch. She took one look at me underneath the porch light then led me to Miguel’s car.

After she said hello to Miguel, Jo asked, “What did you do to the stupid prick, Leigh? Do I need to remind him of my nun chuck skills?”

Blood welled from my knuckles, so I wiped it on my plaid bondage pants. 

“I punched him,” I said, my voice shaking slightly.

“Oh, God,” said Miguel, and he shifted in his seat as he pulled onto the road. “Do I want to know what happened?”

“Probably not,” Jo said. “When I get through with him, I’ll be a brotherless Jo.”

Miguel gave a nervous laugh and then quickly changed the subject. “Here’s the rules for the party. No flashlights. No screaming. We don’t want to attract the cops.”

No worries. I wouldn’t scream. But if anyone really tried to wake the dead, I would make them scream. Blood kept dotting my knuckles. I didn’t bother to wipe it away. Just thinking about them reminded me how much they hurt, how much I hurt.

Miguel parked at a darkened video store so we could walk the rest of the way to the cemetery. I pretended my bootlaces were untied and told Miguel and Jo to go on without me. They needed to be alone just as much as I did.

I retied my laces twice to give them a good head start. It took forever anyway because of the hellish pain stabbing through my knuckles every time I moved my punching hand. 

A half-moon lit my way to the graveyard. My footfalls thudded against the road because there was no wind to drown out the sound. It was as if the night held its breath. Even the usual spring chorus of crickets had stopped. It wasn’t normal, and it didn’t feel right at all.

Maybe my steps were loud because Callum didn’t want to help me hold up my heart. It felt extra heavy because of him. Why did I let myself start to fall for him? I was an idiot for thinking he actually cared.

Jo and Miguel were waiting for me at the gate. As I drew closer, drunken laughter and loud voices drifted from the graveyard. Miguel held the gate open for us and closed it behind him. Someone probably busted the padlock with a crowbar. Good thinking.

Shadows and faceless people floated everywhere. Some sat on top of headstones while others sat in the branches of the trees and tongue wrestled. There were even some kids making out on top of graves. Beer cans and liquor bottles everywhere caught the light of the moon and reflected it back. 

It seemed everyone was in the center of the graveyard and not along its edges where Mom’s grave was. If I found anyone making out on Mom’s grave, they would lose certain body parts.

Lily stood off to one side of the white, rocky path, glaring at me over her cell phone. She must’ve found out I’d punched her best friend’s boyfriend. I glared back until she looked away.

Jo and Miguel sat on the other side of the path.

“Come sit,” Jo said to me.

“I’m going...” I pointed in the direction of Mom’s grave.

Jo nodded, her eyes shining in the darkness.

“Miguel...” I started and ran a finger across my throat.

He held up his hands. “I know, I know. My head is at stake.”

Jo laughed. My mouth gave a weird jerk but couldn’t lift into a smile.

“I’ll be back,” I said then followed the path away from the party toward silence. 

I almost walked right past Mom’s grave because at night, it looked like all the others. A green blanket of sod had been rolled across the top, and a headstone instead of the white plastic sign marked her place. Kneeling next to it, I ran my hand over the cool marble and brushed my fingertip over the front to feel the grooves of letters. The first letter was a K for Kassandra. I would just have to wait until the next day to properly see it with Dad and Darby.

Another pile of thorny twigs lay at the base of her headstone. My blood, already boiling with fury, heated my body to the temperature of lava. Without even looking, I knew everything I’d buried with Mom a few days before was under there. So much for burying Mom’s things deeper. 

A fresh wreath of leaves rested next to the pile, and another white card rested underneath. I knew what the card said without looking at it, but I tilted it toward the moon anyway.

It can’t be you.

That message was getting old. Was Scary Boy incapable of coming up with anything else? Was he here so I could kill him?

After twisting Callum’s ring off my finger, I flipped the card over and scratched three letters into it with the edge of the metal.

WHY

I pinched some dirt from the ground and rubbed it on the card, hoping it would fill in the letters and darken them. Good enough. If Scary Boy couldn’t read it, oh well. I tucked the card underneath the leaves again.

Callum’s ring felt heavy in my stiff punching hand. I needed to get rid of the weight and of everything associated with him, so I clawed the fingers of my good hand at the earth over Mom. A sudden gust of wind flurried my hair into my eyes, and I raked it back.

Mom, it’s me. Boys are horrible, and I wish I could talk to you about it. But I still don’t want you to come back.

The hole wasn’t deep, but Scary Boy would just dig it up again anyway, so what did it matter? I dropped the ring in and pushed dirt on top of it.

This ring has lilacs on it. I think you’ll like it.

Someone gave a soft gasp. It wasn’t me, but I knew I heard it. I looked around, but no one was there. Did the gasp come from Sarah’s tree? Its silhouette looked as if someone had poured a year’s worth of night on it. It had the starless sky beat. Were my ears playing tricks on me again? Did Whaty-Whats sell lobotomy kits?

“Did you lose something?”

I yelped and jumped back. My heart shot into my throat.

A shadow walked toward me and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. But I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”

As the shadow came closer, a torn t-shirt and ripped jeans completed the person. Then I recognized the bloody lip that matched my knuckles.

“I have nothing to say to you. Go home to your cheerleader.” I stood and brushed my good hand over my pants.

“Then just listen to me and you can punch me all you want when I’m done talking.”

“Fine.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Talk.”

He took a breath. “I like you, Leigh. I’ve liked you since you moved here six years ago.”

In the moonlight, his brown eyes flickered pain. But I was like the graveyard’s statues, cold and uncaring.

“But you never saw me, even when I was right in front of you. You were too busy acting cool and tough and being a rebel. Then you finally noticed I was here, but your timing sucks.”

My statue self cracked. “So this is all my fault?”

“Yes, it is. I’m graduating in a few weeks and leaving for college soon after that.”

“I’ll start counting down the seconds for you.”

“Leigh,” he said, grabbing my arm, “I broke up with Megan.”

I shook him off. “Is that supposed to make me happy? Should I jump your bones right now?”

“No, I—” He looked around, sniffing the air. “Shit. You smell that?”

I pushed my rage aside and breathed in. It was the same rotten meat in a dirty bathroom stink at Sarah’s house.

Shrill screams ripped through the night. A shiver of dread triggered an outbreak of goose bumps on my flesh.

“No,” I whispered and staggered away from Mom’s grave. 

Callum reached for me. “What is it, Leigh?”

I took a ragged breath. My lungs filled with reeking death. “They’re waking up.”
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I threw myself over Mom’s grave because if I shielded it with my entire body, maybe she wouldn’t be able to get out. I spread-eagled my arms and legs to try to cover every square inch. Another scream nearby slammed my heart against my ribcage, as if it was trying to escape, too.

Please don’t come back. Please don’t come back. Please don’t come back.

“What’s going on?” Callum whispered.

Please don’t come back. Please don’t come back. Please don’t come back.

“What are you doing down there?” Callum took my arm and pulled, but I shook him off. “Leigh, get up. I see flashing lights.”

I turned my head toward Callum’s kneeling figure. “You have to find Jo. Make sure she gets out.” As I put my head back down on the damp earth, a rock or something stabbed me in the cheek, but I didn’t care. 

“You can’t stay here. If the cops find you, they’ll—” 

“Callum, if you like me as much as you say you do, you’ll leave me here.”

He was silent for a long moment. “Okay. If that’s what you want.”

“It is. Go find Jo.” 

“Be careful.” He left me behind and disappeared into the darkness. 

An eerie silence took his place next to me. I breathed in the dirt scent of Mom’s grave, hoping it would mask the growing rot smell. It didn’t, but her grave was peaceful and still beneath me, as it should be.

The beam of a flashlight skimmed over a path of white rocks a couple yards away. Then the light tipped up and blinded me.

“Hey, kid!” a deep voice hollered. 

I pushed myself up and started running in the direction of the gate. Another flashlight beamed down a different path and found me, so I switched directions. Shit. Now I headed the wrong way, when all I wanted to do was go back to Mom. The cops would probably never understand my reasoning, though, and would only try to chase me off.

The moon offered my only light as I zigzagged between trees, headstones, and statues. Any of these things could slow my escape or break my face if I ran into them. 

I chanced a look back and stopped, but no one was chasing me. Two flashlights aimed into a cluster of trees, several yards away. The light reflected off two cops’ badges and the brims of their hats. They both stared wide-eyed at whatever they looked at.

Was Mom’s grave over there? I’d lost my sense of direction in the darkness. Worry gnawed at me, and I crept closer, sticking to the shadows. 

Faint whispers reached my ears. I peered around a tree trunk and saw the source. Instead of pulling me back, terror pushed me forward. In front of me were two Sarah look-alikes. I held onto a tree to keep from fainting. The growing stink tried to choke me, but I covered my mouth to keep quiet.

The two Sarahs knelt across from each other with their eyes closed. Their hands hovered over the ground in front of them, fingers curved like sharpened claws. Whispers came from their direction, but their black mouths sagged open without moving. Scraps of dingy clothing dangled from their scrawny bodies. Their pale skin glowed in the cops’ lights.

Bright red patches of hair hung to their waists. Sarah’s hair was white. Had two more people come back from the dead? 

The grass was black below their knees and everywhere else the flashlight beams reached. I snatched my hand away from the tree in front of me. All the trees were now leafless and black, their gnarled limbs stretching into the night. The tips of the branches swayed in a breeze I didn’t feel. All the trees, except three of them. Three of them looked completely normal. Three.

A shudder rippled through me as I looked at the Sarahs again. Neither of them looked like Mom, but I needed to check on her.  

I started to turn. The Sarahs’ eyes snapped open, and I froze. They glowed a bright blue. One of them swiveled her head around to look at the cops. She opened her dark mouth even wider and hissed. The cop flew backward and slammed into a tree. He fell into a heap without a sound, his flashlight spinning in the dirt next to him.

I slapped both hands across my mouth to keep from screaming.

The other cop ran off in the direction of the gate.

I backed away, unable to tear my eyes from the man at the base of the tree. One of the dead hissed again. I turned to run. Both pairs of glowing blue eyes fixed on me. 

I sprinted out of there, but the ground shifted. Then something gave a loud crack. 

The whispering and hissing grew louder. It surrounded me. Icy breath sighed against my cheeks. I darted a look to one side and saw blue eyes above a black mouth. 

Oh my God, what was happening? I pumped my legs harder, but the ground shifted again, and I went sprawling. Violent shudders shook the earth. Blind in the darkness, I reached out for anything to keep me steady.

I fought to get up again, but the ground wouldn’t let me. Something brushed my leg. I felt its iciness through my pants as the touch tightened into an iron grip. 

Then my body was jerked backward along the ground. I dug my fingers in to fight the pull, ripping out clumps of blackened, crispy grass, but I couldn’t stop myself. Horror flooded my body. 

I looked behind me. A look-alike’s hand was curled around my ankle. She yanked again, and I slid toward her.

Another hiss. This time in front of me. The other look-alike knelt down and slid a frozen finger over my bloody knuckles before I could rip my hand from the twists of grass. I screamed, but the death smell cut it off with a gag. 

The earth bucked again. Sharp cracks ricocheted beneath us. Unfazed, the look-alike in front nodded to the one in back, and a sharp jerk on my ankle dragged me past headstone after headstone. Faster and faster. 

I scrambled for a handhold, anything, please anything! I kicked and tore and fought at the icy grip that held me. The other walked behind us and tilted her head one way then the other, like she was studying me. All I could see were her glowing eyes. I screamed again.

Fierce crashes below the ground mimicked the pump of my blood. Then tree roots burst from the earth, spraying me with dirt. They coiled up both look-alike’s legs and waists. Branches from nearby trees bent to the ground and weaved together to form nearly solid walls separating them from me. Blazing blue eyes peered through small cracks between the branches. Another tree limb slithered over the wrist of the one who still held me tight and cuffed it to the ground, forcing her to let me go. 

The ground rumbled. Now free, I scrambled away from the look-alikes. Sharp cracks sounded behind me. My heart thundered. But I heard a voice.

“Hold on to me.”

Someone exhaled a warm breath on my neck and lifted me. My stomach lurched as the ground disappeared. I opened my mouth to scream, but only shaky breaths came out. We dropped, my stomach rocketing to my throat, and I threw my arms around the neck of the person who carried me. I felt a hood, like one on a sweatshirt.

Darkness enveloped us as we shot forward through complete darkness. The air whistled. There was a string of pops and a sort of shuffling. The smell of damp soil filled my nose. Cold grit struck my skin until someone’s hand shielded my face. Were we underground? We must’ve been, but I couldn’t open my eyes because of our speed.

We stopped. The suddenness of it snapped my eyes open. I gasped. We stood on the edge of the video store parking lot. Only a few cars remained.

I turned my face to Scary Boy’s. My arms were still wrapped around his neck even though he’d put me down. His mouth was too close to mine. The fierceness in his eyes seemed to flicker. 

I shoved him away. 

“What just happened?” I shouted, my volume cutting craters in the silence.

“I told you not to come to the cemetery at night. Do you ever listen?”  

My breath came in quick pants. I was shaking so much, I didn’t think I would ever stop. “Who were they? And what did they want with me?”

“You buried something with your mother tonight, didn’t you?” The streetlight behind him sharpened the angles of his face and made him look somehow meaner and panicked at the same time. “I warned you, but you refused to listen.”

I rubbed the empty spot where Callum’s ring had been. “I had to.”

“Why?” he demanded.

Heavy footfalls pounded toward us. It was Callum, Jo, and Miguel. Relief snipped the snag in my lungs, and I breathed deep.

Jo threw her arms around me. “Are you okay?”

“I am now,” I said, pulling away to look at her. “Are you?”

“Yeah. We smelled...” She screwed up her face. “Something horrible and then people started screaming that Sarah was at the cemetery. The cops must have been nearby because they were there in two seconds. But Callum found me and Miguel, and we ran.”

“You didn’t see anything?” I asked.

“No. Did you?”

My mouth was too dry to answer, so I shook my head. 

Callum glared at Scary Boy. “Who are you?”

Scary Boy glanced at me. “I’m Tram.”

“Tram who?” Callum asked, crossing his arms.

“Just Tram.”

“Just Tram.” Callum sneered and puffed up his chest like he wanted to pounce. “Are you fucking with me?”

“Callum,” I said, but I could hardly get his name out through my clenched teeth.

Scary Boy—I mean Tram—diced Callum to pieces with his sharp eyes. “No.”

Callum jerked his chin toward me. “How do you know Leigh?”

“Callum Monroe, take off your dirty socks and stuff them in your mouth,” Jo warned and gave him an icy glare. “Please excuse my brother, Tram. I’m Jo. This is Miguel. You already know my dear brother Cal. And you know Leigh. How do you know Leigh?”

Tram and I shared a look. “I’m a friend of the family.” He stuck out his hand. “And a friend to Leigh’s friends.”

Jo pumped his hand up and down with a grin stretched across her face. Miguel shook his hand, too, but Callum stood like a statue, his eyes pointing bullets.

“We better go before more cops come,” Miguel said, his arm circling Jo’s waist.

“I don’t want to be anywhere near Sarah if she really is at the cemetery.” Jo hugged herself and scooted closer to Miguel. “Ready?”

If only it had been Sarah, I might’ve been able to stop shaking. Might have. “Just give me a minute.”

She and Miguel went to his car, but Callum stayed where he was, still imitating a statue.

I sighed. “Give me a minute, Callum.”

“I’ll be in my car if you need me, Leigh.” He raised his eyebrows at Tram and stalked away.

Tram took a step backward. “I should go.”

“Will you check on my mom?”

He frowned. “Your mom’s fine.”

After what I’d seen at the graveyard, nothing was fine. “Will you check on her anyway? And those cops, too?”

His intense gaze cut through me. “I promise,” he said.

I nodded and took a step closer to him to make sure the others wouldn’t hear. “I think you saved me from...them. Somehow.” A soft breeze turned his blond curls toward the streetlight, crowning him. “Thank you.” 

His gaze didn’t waver from my face while he took another step backward. “You’re welcome.”

“Are those...Sarahs still back there?” The night breathed a chilly sigh, and I stuffed my hands in my pockets, suddenly freezing. A symphony of crickets split the darkness with their spring song.

“They’re trapped,” he said with a nod. “They won’t escape.”

I narrowed my eyes. “How did you do all that?”

Tram half-turned toward the graveyard, silent.

“I’m coming back. Tomorrow.” I stepped toward him to jab at his chest with a finger. He felt rigid, like someone chiseled him out of a cliff. “You’ll have a lot of questions to answer, and I won’t leave until you do.”

“Fine.” A twitch of a smile turned up the corner of his mouth. He walked off.

“Tomorrow then,” I said. “And not at night.”
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It was official—the graveyard in daylight was way better than at night. The sun shined brightly, giving Dad, Darby, and me plenty of light to see. Wind blew like it was supposed to. The tree roots and branches were in their normal places. The ground wasn’t shaking. Even the beer cans and bottles were gone. 

And, and as far as I could tell, no dead ladies with glowing blue eyes hung around to drag me across the graves. Hurray for that. The thought of their icicle hands touching me drove spikes of shivers between my shoulder blades. I kept shooting glances behind me just to be sure those ladies weren’t around.

Yellow crime scene tape bordered off an area inside a cluster of normal-looking trees. All but three hadn’t been normal the night before. One more thing to add to the growing list of confusing. I remember quite vividly pulling up clumps of crispy, black grass. Why were Sarah’s footprints the only black grass around?

Behind her footprints, Sarah’s nightmare tree had been leveled to a black stump. I guessed the white-haired guy was tired of looking at it.

He was talking to several police officers who stood inside the tape, heads bent, faces solemn. I averted my eyes. Was that one policeman okay? I couldn’t go over there and tell them what I saw last night because they would never believe me anyway.

Dad looked over at the policemen. “I wonder what happened over there.”

I kept quiet and looked down at Mom’s smooth, flat grave.

“Are those your mom’s gardening gloves?” Dad asked.

My gaze followed his pointed finger. The thumb of her purple glove poked out from under the pile of twigs and waved in a soft breeze. 

“Uh, I brought them,” I said. “For Mom. A few days ago so she’d have them.”

“Well, I think we should take them home, Leigh. They could get ruined out here.”

“Okay.” After last night, I was already reconsidering the whole burying items in Mom’s grave thing. I would just have to think of another way to keep her in the ground. 

Her headstone gleamed in the sunlight, and I squinted to read the inscription.

Kassandra Baxton

1981 - 2014

Sparks Fly Everywhere She Is

Engraved in the marble was a photo of her smiling face, looking up at a sky filled with colorful fireworks.

“I remember that night.” Darby’s mouth lifted into a smile before it fell back into a frown. “She was almost as excited as me.”

“She packed enough food for all of Krapper and wrangled us to the park,” I said, then bit the inside of my cheek to keep any stray tears from falling. “Even I had a good time.”

We stood looking at her headstone for a long time. I tucked that happy memory of Mom away with the thousands of others I didn’t want to forget. Like when she cart-sailed the aisles at the grocery store or her obsession with brushing her teeth three times a day.

Dad knelt and put a single red rose next to the fresh wreath of leaves I was sure belonged to Tram. It was kind of nice of him to weave the leaves together like that for Mom. I looked around for a glimpse of a green sweatshirt but didn’t see him. 

Darby stepped forward, her body stiff. She placed her small bouquet of Mom’s lilacs on the grave. Her shoulders hitched, and she threw her arms around Mom’s headstone.

I reached for Dad’s hand as Darby’s grief tore my heart in two. The wind tried to dry my tears, but there were too many. With blurry eyes, I looked at Dad. He covered his face with the hand that wasn’t squeezing mine.

How were we supposed to function without Mom? How were we supposed to go on if we broke down like an old car on the side of the road every time we thought of her? She was everything. My inner gas tank pointed to E without her, and I would never be the same because of it.

I let go of Dad and crouched next to Darby to circle my arms around her tiny body and hoist her up. She fell against me, and I half dragged, half carried her away from Mom’s headstone. Glancing at Dad, who watched me with tears streaming down his face, I told him it was time to go through the father/daughter psychic bond we shared. Ours wasn’t quite as strong as mine and Mom’s, but he seemed to get the message.
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