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To Beth, and the Barnacle 
that lives next door
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THE FIRST STORY


In Which Misery Rains Down on Innocent People


This is a very, very sad story. the characters suffer terrible tragedies. People die in unspeakable ways. Only a truly horrible person would be amused by their misfortunes.


Nevertheless, it is kind of funny.


My advice is that you read this in a place where no one will notice, like a dusty attic, or a damp basement, or an abandoned shed on the outskirts of town. Don’t let anyone see you with this book. People can be judgy.


Now that you’ve taken precautions, allow me to introduce you to the Weirdie triplets.


The first of the three Weirdies was Barnacle Weirdie. He was fascinated by the bumps on people’s heads. Barnacle believed certain bumps could predict whether a person was a genius or a murderer, or both.


In restaurants, he often ran his hands all over the skulls of strangers, messing up their hair and interrupting their dinners. After a careful examination of their bumps, Barnacle would loudly announce his findings to everyone present.
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“I have discovered another killer!”


Barnacle ruined a lot of meals.


The second child was called Melancholy Weirdie. She was intrigued by the human body, especially by what was inside it. She collected bones and teeth and the occasional ear, storing them in carefully marked jars she kept in her bedroom.
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When she was seven years old, she asked a local hospital if she could watch an autopsy. Her request was denied, but Melancholy was not one to take “That is totally illegal” for an answer. She disguised herself and snuck into the morgue. A half hour into a procedure, the mortician noticed a very short doctor taking photographs of what he was doing. Melancholy is not allowed to go back to that hospital. Even if she is dying.


The third and final Weirdie went by the name Garlic Weirdie. She didn’t have a clue what happened to the dynamite stored in the gardener’s shed. Or why the matches were missing. Or how the abandoned mill exploded. Or how it came to be soaked with gasoline, for that matter.


“It is a mystery to me,” she told the police officers.


Garlic declined to take a lie detector test.
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This is all you need to know.


Let’s start the story.


















Chapter 1
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Barnacle woke with a start. something was wrong. The mansion was quiet and it was never, ever quiet. There were 380 people and animals living in the house, and they were up at all hours of the day and night talking, singing, dancing, fighting, and making a racket.


But at that moment, Barnacle heard nothing.


He rang for the servants. No one came, which just added to the feeling of wrongness. The mansion employed a staff of two hundred housekeepers, cooks, gardeners, pool cleaners, launderers, brass polishers, butlers, shoe shiners, snow shovelers, bartenders, and rug beaters whose sole purpose was to attend to the needs of the family and their 380 houseguests and various wild animals. The servants knew to answer a ringing bell.


Barnacle decided to investigate. He crawled out of bed only to be stymied by what to do next.


You see, Barnacle was the son of a very wealthy man, and the two hundred servants had been hired to do everything for him and his siblings, and I mean everything. They carried the boy up and down flights of stairs. They brushed his teeth. They cleaned his ears, cut his steaks at dinner, then chewed his steaks. Barnacle did literally nothing for himself, including getting dressed every morning. He didn’t have a clue how to put on his own clothes; why would he? Dressing yourself is for poor people! Still, he gave it his best try.


An hour and a half passed before he managed to slide on a single sock. Unfortunately, it was on his hand.


So it was late afternoon when Barnacle finally ventured out of his room and into the hall. There he found more curiosities. The hall was completely empty, not only of people, but of the furniture as well. The carpets had been pulled up and the wallpaper pulled down. The family portraits were gone, as were the nails that had held them on the walls. The doorknobs were missing, along with the doors. Even the light bulbs had been taken.
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This is odd. Someone must have an explanation, Barnacle thought, but as he went from room to room looking for somebody to give him one, he discovered them as barren as the hallways. Everyone and everything was gone.


Barnacle continued his investigation in other parts of the house. The parlor was empty, as was the library. The ballroom, the solarium, and the grand salon were also vacant. There was no one in the knife-throwing arena or in the trampoline gallery. The tigers were missing from the big-cat garden. The spears, swords, war hammers, and muskets stored in the combat dome had vanished without a trace. Even the family crypt was missing its skeletons.


It was there he stumbled upon his sister Melancholy peeking into an empty tomb. She was still dressed in her sleeping clothes—a surgeon’s smock, mask, and gloves. He suspected she didn’t know how to dress herself any better than he did.
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“I am troubled, Brother,” Melancholy said. “Something does not feel right.”


Melancholy was sensitive to strange feelings. She often spoke of seeing ghosts and phantoms. Barnacle didn’t want to dismiss the idea that his sister was psychic. Anything was possible, after all, but the family’s long history of brain sicknesses was a more likely explanation. There was just no way of knowing until he could examine her head bumps, but so far she had flatly refused.


“Have we been robbed?” his second sister, Garlic, asked, appearing from around the corner. She wore her usual blast helmet and dancer’s tutu, and gingerly carried a box of chemicals, one she knew she was not supposed to be carrying inside the house. Garlic was what grown-ups called impulsive and could not be trusted with explosives. The older servants were assigned the responsibility of carrying her volatile experiments from room to room. Barnacle once overheard a doorman complain that the job was stressful. That was shortly before he died of a heart attack, or did he blow up? Barnacle couldn’t remember.


“I did not consider a robbery,” Melancholy said. “Do robbers steal valuables and people?”


“If you steal people, you are called a kidnapper,” Garlic explained. “That is, if the people are still alive.”


Barnacle shook his head. “It is unlikely that kidnappers could carry off three hundred and eighty people and animals, as well as two hundred servants, against their will.”


“Unlikely, but not impossible,” Garlic argued. She liked to argue, especially with her brother. Their spats were long and legendary.


Barnacle liked the fighting, too. He claimed it kept his mind nimble, especially when he disproved her arguments and she resorted to violence and bloodshed. It was tempting to start a fiery debate, but it felt selfish. After all, everyone they knew and everything they owned was missing.


“Perhaps this is a case of robbers and kidnappers working together as a team,” Melancholy wondered through her surgical mask. “Though, if that is the case, I am deeply offended. Why didn’t they take me? I am incredibly valuable.”


The children agreed. Melancholy was precious.


“I suppose if we want to know for sure, we should look for a ransom note,” Garlic suggested.


It was an excellent idea. The siblings split up and searched the manor, from the bell tower to the padded rooms to the underground lake, where the fish were as big as men and known to pull you in if you stepped too close to the water’s edge. The triplets looked in the abandoned well and the secret lab and the mummification supply closets. They even poked their heads into the closed-off east wing, where their father kept his collection of wasp nests. These were also missing.


Disappointed, the children reunited in the dining room. At one time, it was the most popular space in the mansion, featuring a huge wooden table and hundreds of chairs for the family’s houseguests. The table was usually covered with foods from around the world: python kebabs, chicken in hot mayonnaise, Samoan coral worms, deep-fried butter sticks, sea cucumbers, and fried tarantulas (when they were in season). Now there was no table, no chairs, and no food. Exhausted from their search, they sat on the floor and waited, hoping something would happen to explain this mystery, but after several hours nothing did.


“I feel odd. My belly is making loud complaints,” Melancholy said. “I believe I am going to explode.”


“Mine is as well,” Barnacle said. He and Melancholy peered suspiciously at their sister, Garlic. She was, after all, responsible for most of the explosions in the manor.


“I have nothing to do with this,” Garlic said. “My belly is rumbling, too. Though, I am not complaining. In fact, I am quite excited. I have always wondered what it would feel like to blow up.”


“I suspect it will be messy,” Melancholy said. “If the servants were here, I would suggest they put down some tarps.”


Now, my friends, it may seem obvious to you that the Weirdies were just hungry and not in any real danger of blowing up, but don’t forget they were the children of a very wealthy man. Neither Barnacle nor Melancholy nor Garlic had ever experienced the pangs of hunger. Naturally, to them, exploding was the most logical conclusion.


And, of course, there was Aunt Sharlene, who actually did explode, so let’s cut them a little slack.


After a nice rest, the children resumed their search. Somewhere along the way they found the kitchen. According to Garlic, who once overheard servants talking about it, the kitchen was the source of all the food. Much like the rest of the house, almost everything was missing. The pots and pans, the stove, the sink, the refrigerator, the dishwasher, and the copper pipes, all were gone. The only thing that remained was the enormous, industrial sausage grinder—which was big enough to grind a man (hypothetically, of course)—and one thin saltine cracker.


So they sat on the floor and took turns biting off corners of the cracker. It was at that moment they found a clue.


“What is this?” Barnacle asked. A colorful brochure had been left behind on the dusty floor.


“Is it the ransom note?” Melancholy asked.


“No. It is an advertisement,” he explained, “for a cruise liner.”
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He showed his sisters the brochure. It featured photographs of a huge ship, its decks filled with people enjoying a holiday on a crystal-blue sea.


“Wait! I am receiving a message from beyond,” Melancholy confessed. Her eyes rolled into her head, and the next time she spoke, her voice was deep and gravelly. “The spirits tell me that… yes, it is getting clearer now. Everyone went on vacation.”


“Without us?” Garlic asked.


“How rude!” Barnacle cried.


The spirits agreed. It was very rude.















Chapter 2
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Before we judge their family too harshly, you must know that leaving Barnacle, Melancholy, and Garlic behind was an accident. After all, packing for a vacation can be a messy experience. Lots of little things can be forgotten: suntan lotion, flip-flops, children.…


You should also know that at that very moment, their mother and father and their many houseguests and servants were just off the coast on that very cruise ship from the brochure.


You should also know that it was sinking.


Mr. Weirdie and his wife stood on the buckling deck amid the screams and chaos. The wind whipped through their hair, and they held each other close, knowing they were about to perish.
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“Darling, I cannot help but feel somehow responsible for this tragedy,” Mr. Weirdie said as a passenger heaved himself over the railing to his death.


“Oh, poo! You must not blame yourself,” his wife said. “It is not your fault the ship has a hole in it.”


In truth, it was very much Mr. Weirdie’s fault. When he planned the vacation, he booked every single room on the boat for his family, the houseguests, the wild animals, and the servants. The captain was so excited, he granted the billionaire special privileges. Special privileges is a phrase used to explain the things rich people get to do that poor people don’t, like committing fraud and never paying taxes and, as in this case, steering a cruise liner. Mr. Weirdie didn’t know the first thing about boats or steering or directions, and within minutes he rammed the ship into an oil tanker. The crash punctured the hull, and water came in at an alarming rate. The crew did their best to plug the hole, mainly with the family portraits and suits of armor Mr. Weirdie had brought on board, but nothing worked. Everyone was doomed.


What’s that you ask?


Why didn’t they use the lifeboats?


Well, as I explained, Mr. Weirdie booked the entire ship, not only for his many houseguests and servants, but for all his belongings, including hundreds of ancient scrolls, three grand pianos, a stuffed rhinoceros, more than five hundred inventions and science experiments, boxes and boxes of doorknobs, not to mention their accompanying doors, and a lot of unnecessary and useless stuff, so there just wasn’t room for the lifeboats. They had been left behind at the dock.


What’s that you say?


Why did Mr. Weirdie bring everything he owned aboard the ship? Well, Mr. Weirdie was what some people call eccentric, which is another fancy word used to describe rich people who make unpredictable decisions. If you are poor, you aren’t eccentric. You’re unstable and a danger to yourself. But if you have money, you’re considered delightfully unusual.


How eccentric was Mr. Weirdie?


To fully understand, it’s best that we pause the story here and go back a little, to before the beginning of this tragic event.
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Chapter 3
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Not long ago, on the coast of massachusetts, where the land meets the salty sea, there was a town named Hammertoe. Most of the year it was wickedly cold, rainy, and windy. The rest of the time it was plagued by relentless meteor showers.


Despite being a miserable place to live, Hammertoe wasn’t completely abandoned. A handful of hearty people toughed it out, including Mr. Weirdie, who lived in a huge mansion named Deadeye Manor.


Like I’ve explained, Mr. Weirdie was fabulously, disgustingly, obnoxiously rich, but how did he get his money? Well, he did it the old-fashioned way—by inheriting it from someone who stole it from other people. In this case, it was his bank-robbing father, Old Man Weirdie.


Old Man Weirdie’s death came as a shock, and there are still many questions about how it happened. For instance, how did the alligators get into his bedroom? Who put poison in his late-night tea? How did a knife end up in his back? How did a knife end up in his front? Yes, lots and lots of questions. But for now, let’s stay focused on his son.


Money can buy you a lot of things, but it can’t buy you charisma, and Weirdie Junior had none. He was not what people would call handsome. He was what people would call dog-awful ugly. He was short legged, chunky on top and skinny on the bottom. His breath was horrible, and he had a high-pitched laugh that sounded a lot like a mouse caught in a trap. Eeeeee-eeee-eee.


It should come as no surprise that he was lonely, and living in Deadeye Manor only added to his suffering. The house had 384 bedrooms, and all but his own were empty. The loneliness was unbearable.


One night, while sleepwalking, he fell down a flight of stairs. He came to, bruised and bloody, only to find a painting hanging on the wall that he had never noticed. In it, his father, Old Man Weirdie, was hosting a party for other bank robbers. The house looked full, warm, and inviting.
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Mr. Weirdie took it as a sign from beyond. He’d received many messages from his father’s ghost, mainly urging him to check under his bed for alligators. This time, Old Man Weirdie’s messages were urging him to make some friends.


So to cure his loneliness, Mr. Weirdie invited people to his home—not for a party, but to live with him. He sent invitations to everyone in his family, no matter how distantly related. When they arrived, he expected to be thrilled, but his heartache continued. There were still so many empty bedrooms.


So he invited complete strangers to live in the house, then drifters and bandits, a number of semiretired pirates, an Irish medicine woman, some disgraced musicians, and quite a few grave robbers.


Still there were empty rooms.


When he ran out of people to invite, he turned his attention to the stray dogs and cats that ran through Hammertoe’s abandoned downtown. Then the wolverines and coyotes that lurked in the forests, along with a Tasmanian devil, a giraffe, a chimpanzee that juggled chain saws, and a hairless donkey he bought from a traveling petting zoo.


Yet there were still empty rooms.


The hole in his life felt like it might never close. The hole in his leg from the wolverine bite looked suspicious, too. Mr. Weirdie sank into a deep depression. That is, until fate intervened.


The circus came to Hammertoe.


In the hundreds of years since the town had been founded, burned down, and rebuilt, then burned again (twice on purpose) and rebuilt again, the circus had never come to Hammertoe. It didn’t make good financial sense. Its population was very small and the weather was lousy, plus there were the wolverines.


Fortunately for Mr. Weirdie, it was that same lousy weather that kept the circus from passing through town and on to a more lucrative setting. A surprise meteor shower came out of nowhere, and the circus was forced to stay the night.


When Mr. Weirdie heard the news, he set off to find the performers. The tightrope walkers, lion tamers, bareback riders, and sideshow performers were camped beneath a bridge. After some introductions, Mr. Weirdie offered a small fortune for the circus to put on a show just for him. The ringmaster was more than happy to take the money and, despite the meteors, ordered his crew to set up the tents.


Mr. Weirdie enjoyed the best seat at the cyclone motorcycle show. There were no lines to see the exotic-animal wrestling matches. He didn’t have to wait for funnel cake. Best of all, he was the guest of honor for the circus’s star attraction, a beautiful snake charmer called the Enchantress.


Some said the Enchantress was from the jungles of Borneo. Others said she was a princess in hiding. Still others claimed she was a high school dropout named Patty who’d grown up in a bad part of Akron, Ohio.
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