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PENELOPE HATED IT WHEN her toys would talk to her.

“C’mon angel,” the stuffed polar bear said. “You can’t lie there all day.”

“Watch me,” she said and then rolled over in her bed and found herself face to face with another stuffed animal, this time a cat. It was old. One of its eyes had been replaced with a shirt button.

“No one appreciates a nap more than me, I can assure you,” the stuffed cat said as it rubbed its scratchy cheeks against her face. “But you need to get out of bed.”

Penelope pulled the covers up over her head. Maybe if they couldn’t see her, they would stop talking. But she knew better than that. Why would they stop now? They had been talking to her for as long as she could remember. Not just the toys, either. Birds and dogs always loved to stop and say ‘hello’ to her. Most cats didn’t talk to her very often though. Cats are kind of rude.

Once, when she was very, very young, she had been playing in the back yard when it started raining. Not a gentle, pleasant rain, a regular downpour. Rain fell like angels were emptying out their baths. The noise of the rain hitting the ground, the roof of her house, and the concrete sidewalk was deafening. She had taken shelter under a tree that was as old as the town and had a thick canopy full of fat leaves that protected her from most of the rain. Even though she was not getting wet, the loud noise and the wall of water that stood between her and the back door scared her. She was only five years old after all.

It was then that she was fairly sure that she heard the tree singing to her. It sang a soft lullaby in a language that she didn’t understand then (and wouldn’t understand now, for that matter). Most people would have been quite shocked by a singing tree. But by the time she was five Penelope was used to such things. The singing of the tree had made the fear of the noisy rain fade away and an hour later her father had found her curled up in the tree’s roots, sound asleep.

She heard the rustling of lace and dollar-store costume fabric. She knew that it was Lady Midnight, her porcelain doll, climbing up on the bed. She groaned. Lady Midnight had a way of making her feel one inch tall. Lady Midnight was the only one of her dolls that had named herself. The box that she had come in said that her name was “Melody”, but Lady Midnight would turn up her nose if anyone dared to call her that, so no one did.

“I know that you are upset, dear,” the doll whispered through the blanket. “But it’s not what he would have wanted you to do. You need to get up. Do it for him.”

Penelope closed her eyes and stopped listening.

“That’s not fair,” she said.

Maybe the toys were still talking to her, she didn’t know. She squeezed her eyes shut as tight as she could, but warm tears still found their way out and rolled down her cheeks. She had told herself that she wasn’t going to cry anymore. It was the third time that morning that she had told herself that, and it was the third time she had been wrong.

The police had given up. They had made a good show of looking concerned, but Penelope was old enough now to know better. You don’t get very far in middle school if you can’t tell the difference between someone who cares and someone who is pretending to care.

“There’s still hope,” they told Penelope.

“Men his age do this from time to time,” they told her mother. “People get funny when they get to the middle of their life. Sometimes it’s too much and they run off for a bit to try and feel young again. But they come back. Usually.”

Penelope knew that her mother didn’t believe them any more than she did. But her mom had smiled and shook their hands and said “thank you” anyway. When the police had left, she locked the door tightly behind them, kissed her daughter once on the forehead, and disappeared into her bedroom. She came out only to take care of her essential needs, and every time Penelope could see that her mom was falling apart.

After a while, the creeping miasma (a miasma is like a really bad smell that follows you around) of despair that surrounded her mother began to work its way into Penelope as well. As the hours ticked relentlessly by on the clock, her spirit drained out of her. Her legs and arms felt like they were full of wet sand. Her head was stuffed with cotton, and the world was shrouded in a gray fog that never cleared up.

She felt like she was drowning in sadness and had neither the strength nor the desire to try to swim back to shore. She was also ashamed at letting herself feel this badly. Lady Midnight was right. Her father would not approve of the way she was behaving, or rather not behaving.

There was a knocking sound. No, not a knock, a tap. Over and over again. The sound of something hard striking the glass in her window. She slowly pulled the cover down just enough to peek back out into the real world. There was a crow, black as the back of a closet at midnight, rapping its beak again against her window.

“Wonderful,” she thought. Not because she was happy to see the bird but because she knew that the bird would never, ever, stop tapping until she opened the window and let him in. He was impossible to ignore. He would sit on the ledge and knock on her window until the moon fell back into the sea. 

With a loud groan she swung her legs out over the edge of the bed and slowly lowered herself down to the ground. One bare foot touched the rug that was under her bed, the other touched the ice-cold hard wood of her floor. She liked the way both surfaces felt on her soles.

The bird looked in the window, directly into her eyes. She stuck out her tongue, although she would have preferred to express her frustration using a certain finger that the adults like to wave at each other from time to time. Please don’t tell your parents about that last sentence, I would hate for them to not let you finish reading this book.

The crow rolled its eyes, which is something that most people don’t believe that a crow could do. It rolled its eyes and when it noticed that the young girl was still sitting on the side of her bed, wiggling her toes against the different textures beneath her feet, it started tapping on the glass again, only a bit louder this time.

“Oh God, all right!” She half yelled and then stood up and walked to the window as the toys – some stuffed, some plastic, some wooden – parted before her. They had circled her bed like an army laying siege to a giant’s castle.

“So, she can still move after all,” The polar bear growled.

“Hush,” Lady Midnight scolded. “Don’t make her angry or she might go back down.”

In fact, Penelope had every intention of going back into her cocoon as soon as she had dealt with the annoyance at her window. There was nothing outside of the rectangular space formed by her mattress that held any interest for her. In bed she was warm and she was safe and (when the toys would shut up) she could dream. Dream of the father who had disappeared.

She shook her head. That’s the kind of thinking Dad would not like.

The cold breeze that seeped into her room through the window made the hair on her arms stand up. She undid the latch and jerked the window open the way people do when they want to make sure the person on the other side knows they are angry. The crow hopped in as soon as he could fit underneath.

“Took you long enough,” He rasped as he fluttered up and landed on top of her vanity case. “Like to have froze to death out there.”

Penelope gave him a look that said that she did not believe for an instant that he had been anywhere near freezing to death. The look also held distinct notes of annoyance and anger.

“Aren’t you late for school?” The crow asked, cocking its deeply black head to one side.

“I’m not going,” she said as she sat back on the edge of the bed, ignoring all the disapproving looks from the stuffed animals and toys that surrounded her.

“You most certainly are,” The crow, whose name was Fetch by the way, said loudly.

Most people don’t take orders from birds. I certainly don’t and I am guessing that you don’t either. But if there is ever a bird that’s going to boss you around, it would be a crow. Like I said earlier, they can’t be ignored. So, while they don’t have any real authority, they can nag you into doing whatever they want you to do.

Fetch had been nagging Penelope for most of her life. But, unlike other crows, which are a bunch of thieves who shouldn’t be trusted, Fetch was more like an uncle who didn’t really care that much for children but usually gave out good advice.

Usually.

“You can’t make me go back there,” Penelope pleaded. “They all think I am weird enough as it is. What will they say about dad?”

“A lot of things,” Fetch said as he hopped and then flew up to the top of her headboard and inspected a shiny necklace that hung there. “They’ll say a lot of things, some of them even to your face. But that’s what people do. Especially the smelly ones at your school.”

“My school doesn’t smell,” Penelope said without paying attention to her own words. She was staring out the window. There were cars moving up and down her street. The wind was slowly stirring the last few leaves that were clinging to the trees. Outside, the world was going on as if nothing had happened.

“’Course it does. All humans stink, but the ones about your age are the worst. You’ll see. When you get to be as old as me.”

Penelope blinked and then turned to look at the large, black crow sitting on top of her headboard, holding the silver necklace in its beak. “You’re not even as old as me.”

“Not in human years, no,” Fetch replied through a mouthful of necklace. “In bird years I’m older than your dad. Where is the old bloke anyway?”

“Gone,” she said simply and stared at her feet.

The crow didn’t ask for an explanation. He rarely did. He always seemed to be able to see straight into the heart of the matter. “Well, people do that sometimes.”

“He’s not ‘people’ he’s my dad and he’ll come home soon, I know it,” she said loudly and this time she almost believed it.

“Of course he will my dear,” Lady Midnight said as she placed a cold, porcelain hand on Penelope’s back. “He’s a very smart man, if he’s in any sort of trouble, I don’t doubt for a moment that he could find his way out of it.”

“That’s right,” Penelope said as she stood up. “He’s the smartest man alive, mom said so.”

“Well, you’re already standing up,” Fetch said and then fluttered down to sit on the windowsill again. “Might as well go to school.”

“I think he’s right,” Snowflake, the polar bear who hated his name, growled. “For once. If nothing else, it will help keep your mind occupied until your father comes home.”

“Course I’m right,” Fetch said angrily. “Sitting round here looking all gloomy won’t make him come home any faster. And when he does come home, you think he wants to see you with your hair all in knots and sitting around in your pajamas instead of going to school?”

“But,” she started to say and then Fetch cut her off.

“No buts. You look like you've been in bed for a month, there’s even drool on your cheek,” Fetch said. “And that hair. I know a witch that would boil me alive for a single curl of that copper mane of yours, and you let it all go to rubbish.”

She thought about it as she wiped the drool stain off her cheek. The bed gave her comfort, but not enough. It was the easy way out. It made things better now, but it wouldn’t make things better later. Dad was gone and there was nothing she could do about it. He would either come home or he wouldn’t. If he did, she would be mad at him for a while for leaving without saying anything, but then she would forgive him and it would all be okay again.

But there was the chance that he wouldn’t come home, and that’s what scared her the most. Not because she was afraid that he didn’t love her anymore, but because she couldn’t imagine what would be powerful enough to keep him away. He was, after all, very stubborn. Just like his only daughter.

“Whatever,” Penelope said but began gathering up her things to grab a quick shower before going to school.

“You can let me out now,” Fetch said and then knocked twice on the window glass for emphasis.

“Sure, as soon as you put down my necklace.”

The look of shock on Fetch’s face would fool no one. “What? This? Oh, completely forgot I had it.” He dropped it on the ground and Penelope opened the window. He hopped outside and with one last longing look back at the shiny silver rope on the ground, he took off. Penelope watched him disappear among the bare trees and low gray clouds and could not help but smile.

Penelope bent down and picked up the necklace. It was warm in her hands, and whenever she held it, she felt like someone was watching over her. It had been a gift from her Dad on her twelfth birthday, a day that felt like a million years ago.

“Wherever you go, this will help take care of you,” He had told her with a look on his face that was far more serious than usual.

She sighed and put the necklace on. When it first pressed against her skin, she was almost certain that she heard a voice, her father’s voice. She looked quickly around the room but of course he was not there. She sighed one more time and started looking for something to wear to school that day.
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​Chapter Two
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PENELOPE WALKED DOWN the street, kicking the leaves that made a thin carpet on the ground. Autumn was always a difficult time for her, even when her father wasn’t missing. She could feel death all around her – in the falling leaves, in the withering flowers, and in the mournful songs of those birds who knew that they would not live to see another spring.

Autumn stank of death. Winter was cold and dreary but silent as the world slumbered peacefully until the sun could find the strength to warm the air again. Spring was a raucous (raucous means really loud) ceremony of life and love. Summer was calm and still and hot and the air tasted like ripening apples and sweat.

All around her she could hear the squirrels chattering as they made their final preparations for the long cold that was due to arrive any day now. Far above her head, so far that she could not see them but only sense their presence, a flight of birds made their way south. Autumn was a time of death. But it was also a terribly busy time for those who would not be passing away just yet.

“Off to school?”

Penelope looked up and saw a red-tail squirrel sitting on a low branch. It was looking right at her and she knew it would be impolite not to answer.

“Yes,” she said, stopping to look around. She didn’t want anyone to see her talking to the animal. It was always so very difficult to explain, particularly to the grownups.

“Fetch asked me to keep an eye on you,” The squirrel said. Squirrels are very bad at keeping secrets.

“I told him I was going to school,” she huffed. “Why does he have to have spies?”

“He was worried about you.”

“Worried? What’s there to worry about?”

Now it was the squirrels’ turn to look around to make sure no one was listening to them.

“Bad things are coming,” The squirrel whispered.

“What kinds of things?” Penelope asked even though she didn’t really care. She was more interested in finding out why Fetch was having her followed.

“Really bad.”

Penelope sighed. She knew from a lifetime of experience that it was not worth her time to try and get details from a squirrel. Squirrels are very flighty. They never pay attention to anything for very long. Half of the nuts they bury in the ground are never found again because the squirrels can’t keep track of where they all are.

A hand grabbed the back of her neck, and someone yelled “Boo!”

Penelope jumped and spun around. There was a tall, terribly thin girl standing there smiling from ear to ear. It was her one human friend, Pepper.

“Talking to the squirrels again?” Pepper said with a wink.

“Whatever,” Penelope said and started off down the street toward school.

“Goodbye Mr. Squirrel!” Pepper shouted and then followed Penelope.

Pepper had long since stopped asking questions about Penelope’s sometimes odd behavior. They had been “friends” since the first day of kindergarten. I say “friends” because in Penelope’s mind she did not understand “best friends” or even “close friends”. Penelope finds it difficult to relate to other people, especially people who can’t hear animals, toys, or trees talking. Pepper, on the other hand, could be friends with a rock and both she and the rock would be very happy about the arrangement. 

Pepper is the most sincere person on planet Earth (I checked). Although Penelope didn’t know it (and please don’t tell her I said so) Pepper took extra time out of her day to make sure that Penelope always had at least one friend. Although a life without friends is something Pepper will never have to worry about, she imagines that it must be pretty nasty, and so she wants to make sure that no one ever has to feel that way if she can do something about it. Penelope and Pepper care more for each other than they realize, as you’ll find out later.

Pepper fell in step beside her “friend”.

“Heard anything from your dad?” Pepper asked. If anyone else had asked that question, Penelope would have gotten mad. She knew that Pepper was sincere, however, so she didn’t.

“Nothing yet,” Penelope said. “But I suppose he will be coming home soon.”

“Probably,” Pepper said. “One time my Rick, my dad I mean, went away for a month on business. It was horrible. I know it’s not the same, but I can at least see how bad it must be for you, at least a little bit.”

Penelope didn’t say anything for a few minutes. The school was coming into sight at the end of the road. A tall, wide brick building that looks probably just like every other middle school in America. Lots of bricks, lots of windows, a few trees and sidewalks, and a bunch of young people coming and going and trying to either make sure everyone notices them or trying to make sure no one ever notices them.

“If I just knew something,” Penelope said. “Why he went. Where he went. If he was ever coming back. But I don’t know any of that, and that’s what makes it a million times worse. If he were going to be gone for ten years, at least I would know. If he were on the moon, at least I would know. But I don’t. I don’t know and it freaks me out.”

Penelope suddenly noticed that her hand was on the necklace. For some reason, whenever she thought about her dad, one or both of her hands seemed to stray up to her neck, feeling the warm chain around her throat. Somehow, it made her feel better. Not much, but a little.

“You want to come stay at my house tonight?” Pepper asked.

Penelope gave it some serious consideration as she put her hand back down. Pepper’s house was nice, and her parents were even nicer. Penelope had been there a few times, and from the very first time she had walked through the door, Pepper’s family made her feel welcome.

“Not yet,” Penelope said. “If he comes home. When he comes home, I mean. I want to be there the minute he walks through the door. I need to know the answers as soon as possible. Thanks, though.”

“No problema,” Pepper said. “Mi casa es su casa.”

“Is that Spanish?”

“Maybe. Just something I heard on TV. I think it means ‘my house is your house.’ It could also mean ‘the dog is on the laptop’ for all I know.”

Penelope giggled despite herself and that simple laugh together with the presence of her “friend” made Penelope feel just a little better.

“See you at lunch,” Pepper said and dashed off as they entered Myers Middle School.

As soon as Pepper left, Penelope’s good mood began to fade almost immediately. As she went to her locker, grabbed her books, and proceeded down the hall to homeroom, she could feel their eyes on her. They were watching her even more closely than they normally did. She had always been sort of the “weird” kid, now she was the weird kid whose dad was missing.

In addition to talking to various things, Penelope could also almost always know what someone was feeling. Cindy Morgan wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay but was afraid to be seen with the ‘freak’. Tommy Norman didn’t care one way or the other. He just wanted her to stay away from him. Rylee Flanagan apparently didn’t know anything. Jason Riddle wanted to be nice to her so that he could score points with Pepper, whom he had a not-so-secret crush on.

In the nine years she had been in school she had grown immune to their stares, or so she had thought. Today was different. Today their eyes bored straight into her and she felt naked. She thought longingly of her bed and how good it would feel to pull her blanket up over her head and go back to sleep. But first she would lock all her toys in the closet.

The morning bell rang just as she reached her homeroom, and she decided to stick it out for at least a little while. She had been an outcast her whole life, one more day wouldn’t make that much of a difference. The stares and looks she was getting were really no worse than they had been on the day she had worn that hideous lime-green sweater to school.

Mr. Washburn was a great teacher, but he didn’t really understand that most teenagers prefer not to talk about life outside of school.

“Penelope, it’s good to see you back in class,” he said and Penelope’s heart froze. She knew what he was going to say next. “I take it your dad has come home? How is he?”

In the space of a moment, Penelope thought of a thousand different answers. She chose the one that was the least true.

“Not yet,” she said. “Next week he said.”

“Oh! So, you’ve talked to him?”

“Yeah,” She lied. “He called last night. He went straight to, um, Seattle after work one day. His secretary was supposed to tell us, but she forgot. He had no idea we had been worrying so much about him.”

Penelope’s face flushed. She had never told so many lies in such a short span of time. Her heart was pounding and she took a deep breath as she waited for everyone to start accusing her of being a liar.

“Wow,” Mr. Washburn said. “What a mix up. I am so glad everything is okay.”

Then he went on with the morning announcements. Penelope looked around the room. They all believed her, she could see it. There were a couple of them who were disappointed that there hadn’t been bad news. It wasn’t that they actually wanted something bad to happen to her dad, it’s just that bad news would have been a lot more exciting than a forgetful secretary.

But that wasn’t the odd thing. The odd thing was that Penelope actually believed it herself. Just a little bit. She knew, of course, that her dad didn’t call the night before. But now that she had said that he did, it almost felt real.

“He’ll be home on Monday,” she said loudly, even though no one had asked. Mr. Washburn smiled and nodded his head and then continued with the announcements.

She knew that she was digging herself a hole, but she didn’t care. Every time she repeated the lie, it became more convincing. By second period, the details were beginning to grow.

“Yeah, the secretary will probably get let go when Dad gets home,” she told Marcia in Biology. “Dad didn’t like her that much to begin with and when he heard how upset Mom was, he was pretty fired up.”

By fourth period, she couldn’t stop herself anymore.

“He said Monday for sure,” she told anyone who would listen. “He’s working on some big merger deal. Supposed to be pretty hush-hush so don’t tell your parents I said anything.”

Each repetition of the lie did more than just cement the false reality in her head. It also made more and more of the looks go away. Every time she told the lie, the fake worry and the hidden judgment in her classmate’s eyes would go away. Spreading the lie was like putting water on a fire, or lotion on a terrible itch. The more she told it, the better she felt. No one but Penelope knew that her dad did not even have a secretary, and that she had never even heard him say the word ‘merger’, it was just something she had heard on television once.

Everyone except Pepper, of course. When Penelope was explaining to their sixth-period algebra class that her dad’s flight home had been upgraded to first-class because his company felt so bad about the mix-up, Pepper just stared at her without saying a word. She knew that Penelope was lying and Penelope knew she knew. But it was too late for Penelope to stop now. The itch was too bad to not do whatever it took to make it go away.

Pepper was a good enough friend to not call Penelope out on her lie. There really was no reason to do so. They both knew that when Monday rolled around that if Penelope’s Dad had not come home, then her web of lies would fall apart, and the looks and the judgment would be worse than ever. Pepper looked at Penelope the way you would look at a friend who was shoplifting just to try and fit in. You feel more pity than anger, and that’s what Penelope saw in Pepper’s face: pity.

“So, Monday, huh?” Pepper said as they walked home together after school. “That’s only three days away, you must be pretty excited.”

Penelope knew that Pepper was testing her. Would she lie to the only friend that she had, or would she be honest? Penelope couldn’t make up her mind, which made her feel really weird inside. She was torn in two. On one hand she didn’t want to lie to her friend, especially when that lie would almost certainly destroy whatever friendship they had. On the other hand, the lie had become so comforting, so real that Penelope wasn’t one hundred percent sure that it wasn’t true anymore.

Luckily, Pepper was not going to press the issue. She could see Penelope’s pain. She couldn’t see things as clearly as Penelope, but she could still see when someone was hurting.

“Anyway, the invitation still stands. If you want to come over tonight and stay, just give me a call. We can get pizza. We could even get those weird fish on it you like so much.”

“They’re called anchovies and they’re not weird, they’re delicious,” Penelope said while her stomach tied itself up in knots.

“Your boyfriend is waiting for you. I better get going. Call me!” Pepper said and then turned down her street. Penelope looked around, confused about the boyfriend remark and then she noticed the squirrel from the morning. It was still sitting on the same branch, and it was staring at her.

“Don’t you have anything better to do?” Penelope demanded.

The squirrel didn’t answer. It simply puffed out its fat squirrel cheeks and continued to stare. Nothing the little rodent could have said would have made her any angrier than the look on the squirrel’s face.

“I don’t need you spying on me,” she said. “Everything is fine. Dad will be home on Monday. So, you can tell Fetch to leave me alone and you can go back to burying your stupid nuts.”

“What makes you think he is coming home on Monday?” The squirrel asked.

“Because he told me. Last night. Said he would be here on Monday. Now go away.”

And with that, Penelope turned around and walked away. She could still feel the squirrel’s eye on her back. The squirrel had not believed her. He was smarter than the kids at her school.

But it didn’t matter. Dad was going to be home on Monday. She was sure of it. After all, it was no secret (at least to her) that she had magical powers. Maybe one of those powers was seeing into the future. Maybe the reason the story about him coming home on Monday came so easily to her was because it was the truth, because she was having a premonition (a premonition is when someone knows what is going to happen in the future).

“Seeing the future could come in handy,” She thought. “We could win the lottery!”

By the time Penelope walked up the steps on the front porch and into the house, she was not only entirely certain that Dad would be home on Monday, she was also making plans for the millions of dollars they would soon be winning.
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​Chapter Three
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WHEN THE LAST BELL rang on Monday, Penelope bolted out of class, down the hall, and out onto the street. She did not wait for Pepper. She did not even remember to make sure she had her homework. All that mattered was getting home as soon as possible.

Dad was coming home today.

Maybe he was already there, sitting at the kitchen table and explaining to Mom why he had been gone so long, apologizing for making everyone worry, and promising never to let it happen again. Mom was probably crying. She cries about everything.

Penelope passed underneath the tree branch where Fetch’s little spy was still sitting, still watching. Penelope didn’t stop to say anything. She was too out of breath to do so even if she wanted. However, she could not miss the look of pity in the squirrel’s eyes as she passed underneath him.
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