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It wasn't like I could get into any more trouble, but my parents said, no, for the tenth and final time. 

"We can't trust you, Jason," my mother yelled as I fastened my seatbelt.

That voice, holy crud, that voice when she screams. Hyenas on the other side of the world prick up their ears when they hear that voice. They think it's one of their own yelping in pain at first, but then they realize, no, it's only Janet Myers yelling at her son again.

“This last stunt you pulled…” She let out this loud exhale and shook her head like the drama queen that she was. “You’re lucky we’re only sending you to your grandmother’s.”

Big deal. I got suspended. But it wasn't exactly my fault. Not all of it. Zit-faced Brian Fisher had been pushing me around since the sixth grade. He pushed everyone around, not just me. The teachers didn’t seem to care and let him get away with it. The principal didn’t know what was going on in the hallways at his own school because he never came out of his office. Until the day I got tired of it and pushed back, of course. It wasn’t my fault Brian Fisher tripped over his own backpack and fell into an opened locker, getting his head stuck. The look on his face as they greased his hair so they could pull out that melon-sized head of his was priceless. All the kids in the hallway laughed, which only made Brian angrier. Too bad Principal Davis didn't find the whole thing as funny as we did. 

And now I had the rest of the week off from school. I was stoked at first. One week on my own, gaming all day, no teachers or parents watching my every move, eating whatever and whenever I wanted. My excitement didn’t last long, though. As Mom kept reminding me, I couldn’t be trusted. Since my parents sucked up overtime at work like a turbo-powered vacuum and were never home, I was forced to spend four days with my grandmother under house arrest. 

My plan was to whine about this arrangement until my mother changed her mind and let me stay home. I only had a few minutes left before we reached my grandmother's house so I kicked the whining up a notch. "I’m old enough to take care of myself."

"You're crazy if you think you're going to sit home all day playing games."

I knew she'd throw that in my face. She wanted to play dirty? Fine. So could I. “It’s not exactly fair to Nan since she’s the one recovering from a stroke. And how is it fair to what’s-her-butt?”

Mom grumbled. "Chanice has a name." 

"I can never remember it." Actually, I could remember it, but I only wanted to get a rise out of her. “How is she supposed to babysit me when she’s busy babysitting Nan?”

“It’s only a week, Jason.”

“Her house reeks of cat pee. The smell punches you in the nose as soon as you walk in the door. Don’t act like you can’t smell it because I see you scratching your nose every time we visit.”

“You’re imagining things. That cat’s been dead for years.”

“She creeps me out, you know.”

“The cat?”

I growled. “No. Nan does.”

“Since when?”

“Since the time I found a bag of cat hair under the kitchen sink when I was looking for a flashlight. I thought it was a bag of those scratchy pads she uses to clean her pots and pans. That’s creepy.”

“You can stop now.”

“Stop what? I’m only stating facts.”

“No, you’re whining as usual.”

“Whatever.” I stared out the window, knowing I had lost that round. We were already on Nan’s street anyway.

“All right. Here are the way things are going to go. Don’t think about breaking any of these rules because I’ve instructed Chanice to report back to me. And she will, believe me.”

Great. I had a spy.

“Don't leave the house unless they ask you.” Mom clucked her tongue. “Don’t even try to sneak out at night.”

Where would I go? I didn’t know the neighborhood.

“Don't interrupt Nan and Chanice when they're doing therapy.”

Like I’d want to?

“No television or video games.”

“Geez, Mom. I stood up to a bully and this is how you’re punishing me?”

“Give me your cell phone.”

“What? Why?”

“Just give it to me.”

Grumbling, I fished it out of my coat pocket and passed it off to her. “This is so not fair.”

“I want you to clean out all the closets in the house, at least as much as you can.”

I shook my head. “Is this one of your sick jokes?”

“Nope. When you’re not catching up on your homework, you will stay busy.”

My mother didn’t have much of a sense of humor, so I knew she was serious. “I should probably get a rabies shot.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “Quit being so dramatic.”

“Dad found the bones of a rat in a pile of clothes. Poor thing was probably trapped from all the junk and died of starvation.”

To my surprise, my mother snort-laughed. “That was one closet.”

“This isn’t funny.” After grandma went into the hospital, Dad rearranged her house so she could get around easier. He even put a stair-lift in, but while he was fixing up her house, he learned that Nan never threw anything away. She stuffed everything in her closets, her spare room, down in the basement—wherever it could fit. That’s how he found the rat bones. What was I going to find? I had to get out of doing this. “Let’s make a deal, Mom. How ‘bout—”

“No.”

“You didn’t even let me finish.”

“No deal. Get going. I have to get back to work.”

I dragged myself out of the warm car and yanked the duffel bag out of the backseat before slamming the door. After this week was over, I was never going to let Mom forget this.

I took one last breath of fresh air before I rang the doorbell. 

"How's that daughter of mine?" Nan asked as soon as I walked in the door. She looked much older than she was, but at least she was on her feet again. Her voice was gruff and there was a hint of slur leftover from the stroke. "She never visits longer than an hour. Ingrate." Nan scooted away slowly toward her chair and attempted to sit down on her own before Chanice ran over in time to stop her from crashing onto the floor.

"We're glad you're here," Chanice said. "Make yourself at home."

"And don't do anything stupid," Nan blurted out.

Too late. 

I lugged my stuff upstairs and dropped everything in the middle of the bedroom floor. The room smelled like Nan's dead cat Mitzy sprayed the walls with pee before she died. Speaking of walls…it looked like a florist barfed all over them—orange flowers the size of my head with purple and red blended in. It made my eyes ache. My grandmother had no taste. 

I inched my way downstairs and caught Nan and Chanice doing physical therapy. "I'm hungry. Okay if I grab something to eat?" I shoved my hands in my pockets and waited for an answer.

Chanice didn't take her eyes off Nan, who was picking small objects up off the dining room table. "There are some leftovers from last night in the fridge. Help yourself."

I headed to the kitchen and searched the refrigerator. Leftovers from last night? Leftovers from the prehistoric era more like. The tasteless clump on my plate was chicken, once upon a time, I was sure of it. If that was what I had to look forward to for the rest of the week, I was going to starve to death.

Of course, if I had to cook, we'd all be eating far worse than cardboard like chicken. My culinary skills were limited to scrambled eggs and pre-packaged, microwavable frozen things. Maybe it was a good idea to leave the cooking to someone else. 

After I ate and got settled, it was late evening before I knew it. Chanice said Nan worked hard that day and had gone to bed early. I was on my own. I was kind of tired and, since I was trapped inside with nothing else to do, thought I'd keep up on my homework. 

Okay, I tried. I fell asleep on my History book and jerked awake a little after five in the morning. Nan and Chanice must have been up too because it sounded like they were arguing—a quiet fight but loud enough that I could hear it. 

I sneaked out of my room, hoping to catch a good scrap between two old ladies, but...nothing. Chanice's door was closed, and I heard snoring when I pressed my ear to the door. I crept down to Nan's room and listened but heard nothing, not even a moan or a groan. 

No lights, except a small nightlight, were on in the hallway. I stood still, breathing as quietly as possible so I could hear better. Except for the tick-tick of the cuckoo clock coming from downstairs, the faint hum of electricity, and the buzz of the streetlamp right outside my window, it was dead quiet. 

"For heaven's sake, go back to bed."  

I jumped. It was a man's voice. And it sounded like he was right behind me. It felt like he was right behind me. I looked all around but it was only me, alone in the hallway. I shrugged my shoulders to shake off the goose flesh. Last I checked I was the only male in the house. Unless...

With everyone else asleep, I had to check the house on my own. I searched the dimly lit hallway for something to use as a weapon but couldn't find anything heavy enough to club someone over the head. The orange glow of the nightlight cast shadows in strange places, and I blinked hard a few times so my eyes could adjust to the lack of light. 

I took a deep breath and tiptoed down the hallway, hugging the wall as I headed toward the stairs, my heart thumping in my ears. 

Just when I thought I made it without making a sound, I stepped on the creaky floorboard inches away from the top step. The noise was sharp and loud. It didn’t matter where you were in the house, you always knew when someone was coming downstairs. I held my breath and waited a few seconds before moving on. I started my way down, stopping to listen for the sounds of a break-in. 

First step—cleared Nan's motorized stair lift without banging into it and attracting even more attention. 

Second step—with shaky legs, I crouched down to get a peek of the foyer below. 

Third step—listened for grunting, heaving, hefting of Nan's goods. Who'd want old lady things anyway? I finally worked my way to the bottom step, relieved to find the house empty and burglar free. 

I let out a sharp breath and relaxed my shoulders. 

Maybe I was dreaming. I mean, I have dreamt of people talking only to wake up to myself talking in my sleep. Or sometimes I would fall asleep with the TV on and whatever was on somehow invaded my dreams. Except, no TVs were on, and I was awake. To be double sure, I pulled a couple hairs on my arm. “Ouch!” Yep. Awake. 

Strange house, strange noises. I took another deep breath.

Since I was already downstairs, I figured I’d grab a glass of chocolate milk. At least I could drink it in peace without anyone asking me why I was up in the middle of the night. Mom had some sort of an alert system in her brain so no matter what time of night I woke up, she was twenty steps and ten seconds behind me. 

After finishing my milk, I dragged myself back upstairs and listened for the voice I had heard earlier. To help me concentrate, I stared at this dog-shaped water stain on the wall, waiting, and hoping, to hear the man's voice again. Not a sound. 

"You all right?" 

Surprised, I spun around to find Chanice standing in her bedroom doorway, arms folded across her chest. She didn't look too happy to see me, but boy was I relieved to see her even if she did scare me.

I leaned on my knees to catch my breath. "Did you hear it, too?" Through the lamplight coming from the nightstand in her room, I could see her glaring at me like she had no idea what I was talking about. 

“Hear what?” she said, impatiently.

"I heard someone talking. I thought it was you and Nan." 

She leaned against the doorframe and stared at me. 

"Maybe it was the neighbors then,” I said. 

She laughed. Heat crept across my skin. I hated being laughed at. 

"Mr. and Mrs. Weston have been married for over fifty years. If they started causing a ruckus, I'd have to call an ambulance because I doubt either one of them could handle the excitement."

"They're not the only people living on this street."

"The other neighbors are preparing for their first baby, and they're usually pretty quiet. It’s just your imagination. Now, get some sleep. You've got a lot of work to do tomorrow. Correction. Today."

I nodded slowly, agreeing only so I could get away from her. Let's see: Distant voices, arguing? A voice without a body telling me to go back to bed? No one around but me? That was no dream, and I didn't imagine anything.
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Chanice banged on my door at seven in the morning. I jolted awake so hard, I rolled off the bed and onto the floor, whacking my elbow on the nightstand.  

She burst through the door. “Come on, up. You have work to do.”

“Don’t you know how to knock?”

“I’m just doing what your mother told me.” She left the room, leaving the door wide open. I stretched my leg out and kicked it closed with my foot.

“Right. I forgot.” Chanice was a spy for my mother. I had to remember that. Thinking back on the night before, I wondered if I had made a mistake in asking her about those voices I had heard. I'd have to watch my back. 

After breakfast, and zapped of energy, I yawned and dragged my feet doing whatever Nan demanded: "Put these boxes down in the basement, Jason. Shovel the sidewalk, Jason. Build me a fire, Jason. Massage my feet, Jason." Mom lied to me. Nan hadn't changed much since the stroke. She was just as bossy as before. And there was no way I was touching those crusty, old feet of hers. 

Chanice saved me from having to give Nan a foot massage by shoving a stack of boxes into my chest. “Closets.”

“Got it,” I said. When her back was turned, I rolled my eyes. “Where do I start?”

She pulled me aside and whispered, “Upstairs. Toss all the useless junk and save the good stuff in the boxes. You can start in your room.”

Good news. I could take long breaks without anyone noticing and maybe even sneak a nap. I started toward the stairs but turned back. “Uh, Chanice, what exactly is useless junk?”

After giving me the break-down of what to toss and what to keep, I headed up to my room and shut the door.

Nan bolted her closet doors with those heavy-duty sliding locks—locks you might see on a barn door, holding back an angry bull. There was a good reason for that. That closet was spring loaded, ready to shoot out all the garbage inside. If she hadn’t bolted the door, it never would have stayed shut on its own. 

The piles of boxes overstuffed with who-knows-what reminded me of my closet at home, minus the lock. If I wasn't careful, I'd turn out like Nan with closets full of stuff that hadn't seen the outside world in years. I made a mental note to clean my room and my closet when I got back home.

For the next bazillion boring hours, I separated holiday cards from letters and bills and tossed them into a box. Nan wanted to save all the cards, for sentimental reasons. 

I found broken Christmas decorations, stuffed toys, a couple of baby doll parts (mostly heads), pillowcases, a bag of socks without their mates, blankets, and yarn—lots and lots of bright colored yarn. I was afraid I'd find Nan’s dead cat, Mitzy, stuffed in there somewhere. Some of Grandpa’s old clothes were shoved at the back of the closet. Nan told me I could have his Navy P-coat. It was baggy on me, but I'd grow into it eventually. I looked pretty freakin’ awesome in it, too. Sweet.

While sorting through piles of ragged envelopes, I found an opened letter addressed to someone named Charlotte Brewer. Never heard of her. Maybe she lived here before my grandparents bought the house. There was no name or return address or other information on the envelope.

I slipped my fingers in the envelope and pulled out the letter. The writing reminded me of my own…when I was in the second grade. The ink had bled into the yellowed paper, making it look like it had gotten wet.

Heard you were back in town. This is just a friendly reminder that I have my eye on you. Keep quiet or else.

My skin prickled. Whoever this Charlotte girl was, she must have known something juicy. Curious. I placed the letter on the nightstand to remind myself to ask Nan about it later.

I double-checked all the names on the envelopes, hunting for more addressed to this Charlotte Brewer person. There was Mr. and Mrs. Floyd Johnson (my grandparents), Nancy Johnson, Floyd Johnson, and Nancy Strickler (Nan's maiden name) but nothing else for Charlotte. I pitched the old bills, empty envelopes, and unsentimental junk in a bag and headed downstairs for lunch.

Chanice used some of the trash I collected to feed the fire. The three of us huddled around the fireplace in the living room and ate the hoagies from Nan’s favorite deli. It was nice, especially sitting by the fire, but I felt like an animal at a zoo with Nan glaring at me the entire time. I checked for boogers hanging from my nose, an opened zipper, or food on my shirt, wondering what caught her attention. But after a while, I figured it was probably a side-effect of the stroke.

"What'd you do to get suspended?" Nan asked, finally. I thought for sure my mother would have given her all the dirty details about my suspension. She loves telling all her friends and family how awful I am.

Chanice stared at me, waiting for an answer, probably. I was beginning to feel naked. But just as I was about to answer Nan’s question, Chanice blurted out: "Fighting."

"What?" Nan looked shocked.

"It wasn't exactly fighting.”

"What was it exactly?" There was a hint of anger in Nan’s voice. She balled her usable hand into a fist and squirmed in her chair.

"Well, I sort of jammed someone's head into a locker." Saying it out loud did make me sound like the bad guy, but I knew better. More than half the kids at school knew who the bad guy was. "He had it coming,” I added in my defense. 

Nan gave me a hard stare, her hand still balled up in a fist. Maybe she was going to hit me, knock some sense into me, like my mother said she'd like to do to me. But just like that, Nan's mood changed. Her face relaxed, her hand relaxed, and she smiled at me. "Yeah," she mumbled, "sometimes you wonder about people." Mom said to be on the lookout for these mood swings, but I didn’t think they’d be so obvious.

I looked over at Chanice, hoping for some reassurance that Nan was okay. She mouthed the words, “She’s fine.”  That was Nan being fine? Watching her hand and face contort like she had no control over it, made my stomach ache. Glad that I had finished eating my sandwich before watching that, I tore out of the living room. Cleaning out the closets was better than being creeped out by two old women.

By the end of the day, I was wiped out, and after a long shower, I plopped into bed. Just as my head hit the pillow, I saw the Charlotte Brewer letter I had found in Nan’s things. It would have to wait until tomorrow because I wasn't getting back up. 

At least, that was my plan, but I woke up—my pillow soaked from drooling—at exactly seven minutes after five in the morning. As I lay there, watching tree shadows sway and jerk across the ceiling, a door slammed somewhere in the house. My whole body shuddered, lifting me off the bed, like I had levitated or something. The weird thing about this door slam was that it sounded like it was in the house but not really. It was definitely a door slam, and it was most certainly in the house and not from somewhere outside, but it didn’t sound real, didn’t sound like it was in real-time.

Nan had fallen asleep with the TV on last night. Maybe it was still on.

I cracked my bedroom door open and peeked in the hallway to check for any activity.

Chanice’s room was dark. 

I listened for any noises coming from Nan's room, hoping I’d hear the TV blaring as an explanation for the sound of the door slam, but the house was noiseless.  

It could have been anything. Maybe it was something outside. That had to have been it. I took a deep breath to calm myself and went back to staring at the tree shadows on the ceiling. If I crossed my eyes a little, I could turn the dancing tree limbs into a grim reaper. But when I heard a woman's voice—kind of frantic like—I quit pretending the tree limbs were the grim reaper.
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