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Chapter 1
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In My Aunt’s Shoes


My great-aunt Gabby always comes to visit once a year. We never know exactly when. But this time, a year had passed and then another, and there had been no sign of her. Not even a postcard. Not that she had ever sent me a postcard, which would have been nice. My aunt traveled all over the world, to cities like Kathmandu and countries like Polynesia and places so unusual that practically nobody had ever heard of them. And I wouldn’t have, either, if my great-aunt Gabby hadn’t told me about them.


And then one day, while my parents were at work, she appeared at our front door. She looked just the same as always: wearing the same army-green windbreaker she always wears no matter what the weather is like, with a heavy scarf wrapped around her neck. By her side was the same old worn-out, lumpy suitcase covered in foreign stamps, a few more than there’d been the last time, plastered on top of one another in a muddy rainbow. I wrapped my arms around her plump middle and cried, “Where have you been, Aunt Gabby?”
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“Well, I’m here now, aren’t I?” said Aunt Gabby in a gravelly voice as she returned the squeeze.


And then I asked the same question I always did. I didn’t want to sound greedy, but the words came out of my mouth before I could stop them: “What did you bring me?”


“Now don’t be impatient,” said Aunt Gabby. “Give me a chance to put up my feet.”


She took off her coat and scarf, revealing the silver braid that trailed all the way to the middle of her back. She headed to the living room and let her suitcase drop onto the rug with a thump. And just as she always did, she plopped herself into the easy chair, kicked off her boots, tugged off her dark wool socks, and propped up her tired, wrinkled, stinky bare feet onto the footrest. Her feet smelled like dirty laundry that had been washed with Camembert cheese, but it was her smell, my aunt Gabby’s smell. And just like the smell of her stinky tobacco, it reminded me of her stories and her presents, so I didn’t mind. Well, not that much anyway.


My great-aunt Gabby always brings me something special from her travels. Her presents never come in fancy wrapping paper. That’s why, for as long as I could remember, I always believed that the best presents came in brown paper packages. As usual, I wasn’t disappointed. When I ripped away the plain brown paper and threw open the lid of the box, there they were resting inside, like two black beetles snuggled in old tissue paper. But I didn’t know quite how special they were until I lifted them out, and the ancient tissue crumbled away. The tips came to long points that curled upwards like the kind of shoes witches wore, and the white laces almost glowed against their shiny black surface. Even the insides were special: they were lined with the softest gray fur, and when I put them on they felt amazing.
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“They’re foovaloos shoes,” my aunt Gabby said.


“What are foovaloos shoes?” The question seemed harmless enough.


My aunt squinted at me with eyes as gray as rocks in a riverbed, and in a sandpaper whisper said, “Martin, do you solemnly promise to keep this just between you and me?”


I don’t know why she whispered. It wasn’t like there was anyone around to hear. At least, nobody besides me and my pug dog, Gorgo. And after giving my aunt’s feet a sniff, Gorgo had plopped back down onto his dog bed.


I solemnly promised.


“They are made from the skin of an ancient beast called the foovaloos,” my aunt said.


“What’s a foovaloos?” I asked.


“It looked like a cross between an anteater and a panther, but with smooth shiny black skin. It could be very ferocious.”


That was a hard thing to picture.


“About a hundred years ago, shoes made from foovaloos were as common as anything. You could get them from any Peruvian cobbler. A foovaloos had fur on the inside of its skin instead of the outside, which is why the shoes are so comfortable. Of course, now they are very rare.”


“They are comfortable,” I agreed.


“Unfortunately the foovaloos were hunted to extinction by poachers just so they could make shoes out of them.”


At first I wasn’t so sure how I felt about this. A foovaloos, perhaps one of the last ones, had died for my shoes. But all I had to do was wriggle my toes in the luxurious fur and it was easy enough to forget.


“Where did you get them?” I asked. And you might think this question, too, was harmless enough. But while some questions might seem perfectly harmless, not all answers are.
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A second set of wrinkles formed around a wrinkly frown as she said, “I’m sorry, Martin. There are some things a kid your age shouldn’t be told.”


But I wasn’t going to give up that easily.


“I’m older now, Aunt Gabby. I can handle it,” I insisted.


Then the wrinkles relaxed into a crinkly smile. “How old are you again?”


“I’m eleven,” I said. I figured twelve would have been pushing it, but I was nearly ten and a half, so it wasn’t that big of a stretch.


“You know, by the time I was your age, I was spending my summers working on a Mississippi gator farm for a dollar a day plus tips. Did you know if you put a baby alligator on its back and rub its belly you can put it to sleep?”


And as much as I wanted to hear about baby alligators and Mississippi gator farms, I wasn’t going to let her change the subject. So, instead of answering, I folded my arms and stared into those milky gray eyes.


“Well, I suppose you’re old enough,” said Aunt Gabby. And with a sly look, she leaned in closer. “Are you really sure you want to know?”


I pretended to think it over before I said, “Yes.”


“Now this is just between you and me.”


Again I swore I wouldn’t tell.


My aunt leaned in even closer, so close I could smell the stinky tobacco on her breath. Then she whispered in a voice so soft and raspy I had to strain to hear, “I got them at the Black Market.” The words sounded mysterious, but strangely familiar, like something I’d overheard someone talking about once a long time ago.


“What’s the Black Market?” I had to ask.


“At first I thought it was only a rumor,” my aunt began, “a story passed on from traveler to traveler. I had never taken it too seriously. Not until I discovered it for myself. You see, the Black Market, is where they sell the rarest and strangest and most terrible things you can imagine. And every Halloween, in some dark back alley somewhere in the world, the Black Market sets up business.”


“You mean, tomorrow night?” I asked. Halloween, my very favorite holiday, was only one night away, and I had been getting ready for weeks. I loved Halloween and all things scary, especially old horror movies. I was the biggest old-horror-movie fan there was. I had seen practically every vintage horror classic ever made, from Frankenstein to I Was a Teenage Werewolf. The only bigger fan than me was my aunt herself. She’d taken me to see my very first horror movie when I was five years old, X: The Man with the X-Ray Eyes. I’d had nightmares for days. I’ve been hooked ever since.


“That’s right, tomorrow night,” said my aunt. “But no one knows where it will be next. It’s in a different dark alley every year and never in the same place twice. And of course, everything in the Black Market is absolutely illegal. You can get arrested for just looking at some of the things they sell there.”


I looked down at my feet.


“But those foovaloos shoes are probably okay,” assured my aunt. “Most people don’t know what foovaloos skin looks like. They’ll think it’s ordinary patent leather, which is exactly what you should tell them,” she said as she winked one beady eye. “Only a real expert would know for sure. And if they told the police, they would have to admit that they’d been to the Black Market. And nobody tells anyone they’ve been to the Black Market. It’s strictly forbidden. I’m only telling you because I know you can keep a secret.”


“How did you find the Black Market, Aunt Gabby?” I asked.


“In a way, it found me,” said my aunt.


“What do you mean?” How could a place find a person?


“Some people spend their entire lives looking for the Black Market and never find it, while others find it whether they’re searching for it or not. Some say this isn’t by accident. That the Black Market only appears to a chosen few. It’s even rumored that, to most ordinary people, the Black Market is invisible, but I’m not so sure that’s true. You can’t believe everything you hear, you know.”


“How do you know if you’re one of the people who is supposed to find it?” I asked.


“Some say it’s something in your blood. Like how some people, no matter where they are, can always find true north. Others are said to be drawn to it because there’s something that they, and only they, are meant to find there. What I do know for sure is that if you see the mark of a crescent moon turned sideways like a teacup, the Black Market is near. Like this,” said Aunt Gabby, tracing the shape onto my hand with a finger. “Like a little smile. And that’s how I found it. One Halloween night while traveling in the Yucatán I saw that teacup moon carved into a stone wall. And of course, once I found the Black Market, I had to get something. And the first person I thought of when I saw those shoes was my great-nephew, Martin.”


“Thanks for buying them for me, Aunt Gabby! You’re the best aunt in the entire world!” I said. And meant it.


“Well, I didn’t exactly buy them. They won’t accept money at the Black Market,” my aunt went on. “You have to bring something equally rare and strange and illegal to trade. And it’s not by accident that it turns up on Halloween. The idea is that everyone arrives in their Halloween costumes so no one will be able to recognize one another. Since no one wants anyone to know that they’ve been to the Black Market.”


I thought about this for a while. I imagined an alley full of people dressed in all kinds of crazy costumes. A place where they sold terrible things from tables covered in black velvet. What I couldn’t imagine was what those terrible things might be. Besides my foovaloos shoes, of course. Which weren’t really so terrible, even if they were made from an extinct animal. But what was so awful that you could get arrested just for looking at it?


“I almost forgot! If by the rarest of chances you come across the Black Market, there’s a secret word. Only people who know the secret word are allowed inside.”


“What is it?” I asked.


“I don’t know, Martin. A kid your age—” said Aunt Gabby.


“Please, Aunt Gabby? I won’t tell anyone, I swear!”


My aunt’s eyes grew even milkier as she looked deep in thought. Then they brightened again. “You know, Martin, when I was your age, I was just as curious. And that curiosity has never left me. I’m never in one place long before the travel bug starts itching inside me to discover some place new. And of all my nephews, you’re the most like me.”


“Thanks, Aunt Gabby!” I said.


The only other nephew she had, great or otherwise, was my dad, so there wasn’t much competition in that department. But it was still a big compliment. There was no one in my family I’d rather be like than my great-aunt Gabby.


“So are you sure you want to hear it, Martin? Once you know the word there’s no going back. If you ever do someday find the Black Market—or it finds you—say this word and all its terrible secrets will be revealed.”


Again, I pretended to think it over before giving a solemn nod.


She whispered the secret word in my ear.


“Now don’t tell a soul. There aren’t many people who know about the Black Market, and now you’re one of them. So best keep it close to your chest.”


But before I had a chance to ask anything else, like what my chest had to do with it, my aunt said, “I’m going out back for a smoke,” and as much as I wanted to know more about the Black Market, I knew better than to follow. She would sit on the back porch swing, the stem of her long pipe curving like an archer’s bow all the way to the porch steps, ending in a thimble-sized bowl that billowed with tobacco smoke. In no time, the porch would fill up with a thick cloud of the stinky stuff, so thick you could barely make out my aunt in the murk.


Then I remembered that I was supposed to meet Jess at the library! I grabbed my backpack, jumped on my bike, and pedaled as fast as I could. It wasn’t until I was halfway there that I realized I was still wearing my foovaloos shoes.


While I was locking up my bike in front of the library, there was another kid locking up his. He was one of those tough-looking kids who was always sneering. He sneered at me and then sneered at my shoes. That’s when I really started to regret wearing my foovaloos shoes. Because no matter what I thought about them, there was no telling what a kid like that would do if he decided he didn’t like the looks of me or my weird, wonderful shoes. But instead of giving me problems, he walked right past me and pushed open the big glass door of the library. I slipped inside behind him. He turned around and gave me a nod before heading into the stacks. It was one of those nods that cool kids give each other instead of waving. So maybe he was one of those kids whose expression was naturally sneery and he didn’t mean anything by it. Either way, it was a close call.


What I saw next made me forget all about the sneery kid. There are some things in this world you rely on to always be the same, like a cup of hot cocoa when it’s snowing outside or a bowl of mint chocolate chip ice cream when you’ve got a sore throat. There had been one librarian and only one librarian at the Cranberry County Library for as long as I could remember. He wore plaid flannel shirts and had a friendly mustache that curled around the corners of his always-smiling mouth. But the guy behind the front desk was like the anti–flannel shirt librarian. He wore a pinstripe suit that looked too big for his skinny body, and his lips turned into an upside-down V that made him look like a grumpy carp. Maybe the regular librarian, for the first time in his life, was taking a sick day or a vacation and they’d had to call in a substitute. Or maybe something awful had happened to him and this was his permanent replacement. The idea that the smiley librarian could be gone forever gave me a queasy feeling that no amount of hot cocoa could have comforted.


The Substitute Librarian looked me up and down through the bottoms of his thick glasses. This was a hundred times worse than the way the tough-looking kid had looked at me. He paid extra special snooty attention to my shoes. If there wasn’t already a rule about what kind of footwear you were allowed to wear in the library, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he was making one up right there on the spot. There was no way I was going to ask him what had happened to the smiley librarian.


I rushed past the front desk and spotted Jess at the end of one of the long tables in the middle of the library. I would have recognized those French braids anywhere. They were “French braids” not “pigtails.” She hated when people called them pigtails. It wasn’t easy to braid your own hair, particularly into French braids, so you couldn’t blame her for being insulted.


One of the many reasons why Jess is awesome—and also my best friend—is because she’s the third-biggest horror fan I know—third, after me and my aunt. But I was the one who got her into it. She was hooked from the first time I showed her The Curse of the Werewolf with Oliver Reed. Some people would have started her off with the Lon Chaney Jr. version, The Wolf Man, but the Hammer films version is better, because Reed steals every scene he’s in. But Jess and I both agree that Lon Chaney Jr.’s Wolf Man is a close second.
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Before I could apologize, Jess gave me a cranky “You’re late.” But when she noticed my shoes, her expression changed. “Those are the coolest things I’ve ever seen!”


It was a high compliment coming from Jess. Jess is a shoe connoisseur. She has what must be the largest collection in the world of vintage Converse high-top trainers. She probably has every color and every style ever made.


“Where did you get those?” she asked, wide-eyed.


“My great-aunt Gabby got them for me. They’re foovaloos shoes.”


“What are foovaloos shoes?”


“They’re made of foovaloos skin. A foovaloos is a rare extinct animal,” I whispered. Well, it was the library, so I was already whispering, but I whispered a little more softly.


“Really? Isn’t wearing extinct animals against the law or something?” Jess whispered back.


“Yeah. My aunt says they’re pretty much illegal. But they’ve been extinct for like a hundred years. So it’s not like they’re an endangered species,” I added, not wanting Jess to think I was some kind of animal hater.


“Good point. It’s not like not wearing them will make them any less extinct. I mean: they are awesome, no sense in letting them go to waste,” considered Jess a little too loudly.


At this, the Substitute Librarian aimed a knife-sharp glare at Jess.


“We should probably keep our voices down,” I whispered.


“Sorry,” whispered Jess.


“But my aunt says that only an expert can tell they’re foovaloos and that there aren’t many experts around, so I’m pretty much safe. Most people should think they’re made out of ordinary patent leather.”


“Can I try them on?”


“I don’t know,” I said. I had just gotten them, and I wasn’t eager to part with them.


“I only want to try them for a second. Then I’ll give them right back, I swear.”


It was hard to say no to Jess. Besides: Jess was my best friend, and I wanted her to know the full extent of their coolness. So I carefully tugged them off my feet and passed them over.


Jess unlaced her canary yellow Converse high-top trainers, lined them up neatly beside her backpack, and slid on the foovaloos shoes. As soon as she put them on, a look of surprise crept over her face. Then delight.
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“These feel amazing!” said Jess as she rocked back and forth on the curved heels.


The Substitute Librarian aimed another withering glare in our direction. The old librarian—the real librarian—never seemed to care if you were a little loud every once in a while. But not this guy.


“Sorry,” Jess whispered. “But I feel so fabulous right now. If I had these, I’d wear them all the time!” She rocked faster as if her feet were miniature rocking horses. I hadn’t tried rocking on them like that. It looked like fun.


“They’re not the kind of shoes you wear anytime you want, you know,” I said. “They’re special. For special occasions. I’m saving them for Halloween. For my costume. I didn’t mean to wear them to the library.”


“Oh, that’ll be perfect!” said Jess.


“I know,” I said proudly.


“So where can I get a pair?”


“Well, they’re extremely rare.” Then, before I could stop myself, I blurted, “There’s only one place in the world you can get them.”


“Where?” asked Jess.


“I promised my aunt I wouldn’t tell.”


Then she gave me that look that she gives where she raises one eyebrow—a look that says, “You can’t be serious.”


“I don’t know, Jess,” I said.


“Come on. When have I ever given away a secret?”


She had a point. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but only because you’re my best friend. This secret is worse than illegal!”


Again, I said this just a little too loudly, and got another murdery glare from the Substitute Librarian.


So I lowered my voice even more and said, “The Black Market.”


“Really? I think I’ve heard of that somewhere before. What is it?”


And then I whispered everything that my great-aunt Gabby had told me. The only thing I left out was the secret word. I figured that out of respect for my aunt I should at least keep one of her secrets. I had promised.


“Wow,” said Jess after I’d finished my story. “You know we have to find this place, right? Halloween’s tomorrow night!”


As if I could forget my favorite holiday!


“But my aunt said it’s in a different place every year. It could be anyplace in the whole world.”


“Which is why it could just as easily be here.”


“I don’t know, Jess.”


“Think about it: wouldn’t you hate it if it happened to be in Cranberry and you missed it just because you didn’t bother to look? Come on. It’s at least worth a try.”


“Where would we even start?”


“It’ll be easy. All we have to do is check all the best dark alleys. It shouldn’t take that long. There can’t be that many dark alleys in downtown Cranberry.”


“We should also probably work on our Civil War project.”


“Yeah, that. I almost forgot.”


“And you’re still wearing my shoes.”


“Can I wear them just a little longer?”


“I guess,” I said. It was Jess. And I liked the idea that she was into them as much as I was.


“And if you ever want to trade, I’ll give you two pairs of Chucks for them,” said Jess. “Any pair you want.”


“Chucks” was short for Chuck Taylor’s, the other name for Converse high-top trainers. This was because they were named after Chuck Taylor, the famous basketball player and shoe salesman who had perfected their unique design, a fact Jess would never let me forget. But I wasn’t about to give up my foovaloos shoes for anything. So I imitated Jess’s famous raised-eyebrow look. I couldn’t do it as well as she could, but I could do a pretty good imitation. I’d been practicing in the mirror.


Then the Substitute Librarian gave me another one of his glares, like he was sharpening an axe under his desk. I hadn’t even said anything. It was as if he could tell that we were thinking loud thoughts.


When we were finished studying—if you could call it studying—I almost walked out of the library in my socks.


“My shoes, Jess!” I said, again a little too loudly. And though I forced myself not to look, I swear I could feel the hot glare of the Substitute Librarian’s eyeballs on my skin.


“Sorry,” Jess said, tugging off the foovaloos shoes.


I put my foovaloos shoes back on while Jess laced up her Chucks.


At the checkout desk, the sneery kid was checking out a book. I craned over his shoulder to see what it was. It had a picture of a ballerina on the front. I tried to read the title, but it was upside down, so all I could make out was “Anna Pav—” something. Why a kid like that would be checking out a book about a ballerina, I couldn’t guess. He must have been getting it for somebody else. When it was my turn, the Substitute Librarian said, “You need to learn to be more quiet.” And then he hissed, “This. Is. A library.”


“I’m sorry,” I said, not feeling at all sorry.


Then he put his bony face up close to mine. Really close. Up close, his eyes looked like two hard-boiled eggs cut in half at the place where his glasses met his nose. Then he said in a very quiet whisper, “I could hear every word.”


My whole body turned to ice water. As soon as I checked out our Civil War book, we got out of there as fast as possible.
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Jess said, “Don’t listen to him. He was only saying that to mess with us.”


“You don’t know that! What if he heard us? What if he calls the police about my shoes?”


“There’s no way he could have heard everything. He was clear across the room! He’d have to have super hearing or something. And he’s not going to call the police. He’s got nothing on us.”


“That’s easy for you to say. I’m the one wearing shoes made out of an extinct animal.”


“Like he could prove it even if he did hear us. You told me yourself: it takes an expert!”


“What if he’s an expert?”


“Not likely.”


Jess had to be right. How likely could it be?


“Do you want to go to the Sip & Stop to get a Big Chug?” asked Jess.


“That’s okay,” I said.


“My treat,” offered Jess.


“Nah, I should probably go home.”


Ordinarily I wouldn’t have turned down a free Big Chug, but after the tough-looking kid and the Substitute Librarian, I didn’t want to give anyone else a chance to get all judgy about my shoes. So Jess headed for the Sip & Stop and I headed home.


As I pedaled home, I thought about what Jess had said about my foovaloos shoes. No matter what anybody else thought, she knew how amazing and fabulous they were, and that was enough for me. But most of all, I thought about the Black Market. Until Jess had mentioned it, I hadn’t thought about actually looking for it. But once the idea had wriggled its way inside my head, I started to think that maybe Jess was right: the Black Market could just as well be in downtown Cranberry as anywhere else. And as the idea had a chance to worm and squirm and stew, I thought: if it was here, and someone was going to find it, why not us?
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