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TO MY MOTHER, WHO LET ME RENT 
MY FIRST SCARY MOVIE.


(SPOILER WARNING, IT WAS ALIEN, I WAS 
PROBABLY TOO YOUNG FOR IT, OOPS.)
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“SO THERE IT IS,” HARLEY Wurth said, pointing out the window of his bedroom, past the overhanging roof, toward a big-trunked pine tree. It was Sunday, and he had texted both Ethan and Olivia an hour ago:


HUMONGOUS ELEPHANT FORSYTHIA


They knew what their secret code meant, so they headed right over, and now they were looking out the window with him.


Harley had a big goofy smile on his face. (Because he always did. Olivia said he was definitely the reincarnated spirit of a golden retriever. That felt true to Ethan.)


Ethan—that is to say, Ethan Pitowski, who lived a mile away, on the other end of Main Street—squinted into the sun. “I don’t see it.” He let his gaze drift past the tree, down to the narrow, bumpy sidewalk. The houses on this side of town were older: Victorians that gave way to ranch-style homes. On Ethan’s side of town, the sidewalks were straighter and wider, and the houses were of a style his mother called “craftsman.” She often said that the Victorians and the craftsmans didn’t really get along—some stylistic battle of old versus new, tired versus modern, both in terms of money and how long they’d lived there. Don’t even get her started on the ranch-style homes, either. Ethan didn’t understand any of it. Adults were weird. “Sorry, Harley. Are you sure it’s in the tree?”


“Oh, it’s there,” Harley said, using both hands to hook bits of his raggedy blond mullet around his oversize ears. “I swear.”


“Yeah, I don’t see it either,” Olivia James said. Harley was tall, but Olivia was even taller—she, a Black girl with big purple glasses and Invisalign braces, was all legs and all arms and a puff of hair that only extended her height.


Ethan had an idea. “Maybe send it a text?”


“On it,” Olivia said. She pulled out her phone and said, “Open the window so we can hear.”


Harley shrugged, then opened it, grunting. He seemed to take a moment to enjoy the late spring breeze blowing in, making a little mm sound. Ethan almost expected his tongue to loll out of his mouth like a dog with its head out the car window.


Olivia used her phone to text Harley’s.


Sure enough, out there in the pine tree—


Ding-doo-ding


At that, Ethan finally saw the phone tucked in the crook of two branches. The screen glowed for a minute and then dimmed again.


Olivia saw it too.


“Can’t you just climb back out there and get it?” she asked Harley. “I mean, you put it there.”


Harley shrugged again. “Oh yeah, no, I didn’t put it out there.”


Blink, blink. Ethan felt crazy for asking, but he had to. “So… how, exactly, did it get into the tree?”


“Oh! Haha, yeah. Mister Chitters took it.”


Olivia and Ethan shared a what exactly is Harley talking about now kind of look. This was a regular occurrence. Because, well. Harley was Harley.


“Mister Chitters,” Olivia said, repeating the words in a low tone. Incredulous. Dubious. Most uncertain.


“Haha, yeah, he’s my squirrel friend.”


Another look. Another round of blink blink blink. “You have a squirrel friend?” Ethan asked, twitching a little. A tiny anxiety bubble appeared in his mind, threatening to swell and then go pop.


“Totally.” Harley itched the armpit of his shirt, which displayed art for a band called Demongallop. It showed a horse with demon horns riding a spiky electric guitar. Ethan didn’t like it. “We hang out sometimes.”


“I don’t think he’s much of a friend if he stole your phone,” Olivia said.


“He just got confused because of the peanut butter.”


Conversations with Harley were sometimes like riding a roller coaster designed by a five-year-old who’s gone goofy on energy drinks. In the middle of a hurricane.


Olivia was done being polite. “Harley, just spit it out!”


“Oh, okay. Yeah, so sometimes I sit here by the window and watch Mister Chitters, and then sometimes I open the window and we, like, hang out and stuff, and I tell Mister Chitters my problems and Mister Chitters chitters his problems at me and it’s real cool, and then one time I was like, Aw, man, I bet you’re hungry, Mister C, and so I went downstairs and got some peanut butter and put it on my phone like a little plate, and I served it to him and he seemed to really, really like it, like, a lot, but then when he was done? He took the plate.”


“The plate… being your phone.”


“That’s right.”


“And why didn’t you use, like, a spoon?”


“Because I knew my mom wouldn’t want me using one of our spoons,” he said, as if that made all the sense in the world.


Ethan could not contain his squick at this point. He kept it calm at first: “Harley, you shouldn’t be that close to a wild animal. They have diseases. Did you know that marmots carry the Plague? You know? The Black Death.”


Uh-oh. He found himself speaking faster and faster, a burbling babble of ahhhhhhhHHHHH. But it was impossible to slow down.


“Don’t even get me started on rabies. So who knows what kind of diseases squirrels have. And now that thing has touched your phone, and—and—” His brain raced, and he was imagining that Harley was the vector for some weird squirrel-human hybrid disease, and that they were all sucking in tainted squirrel breath, and he felt his breathing quicken and his pulse race and—


It was Harley and Olivia’s turn to share a look. They had a patented Ethan look just like Ethan and Olivia had a Harley one.


“Dude,” Olivia said. “You’re spiraling.”


“A little,” Ethan said, almost gasping.


“C’mere,” she said, beckoning him closer. Then she did the thing where she got up alongside him and pushed her shoulder against his—like she was a tree he could lean on. And he did. “You’re good,” she said.


“It’s cool, man. Mister Chitters doesn’t have diseases, probably,” Harley blurted out. “He’s just nuts for peanuts—hahaha! Get it? Because nuts? Though I don’t think peanuts are nuts. They’re legumes. Shoot. And I don’t think there are any good legume jokes.” Jokes were his way of offering reassurance. While Ethan was sure everything was going to go utterly wrong all the time, Harley was the opposite: certain that things would work out, no worries, it’ll be fine to jump into this quarry, or to eat those weird berries, or to ramp a skateboard over that beehive. “Anyway! I just want my phone back.”


Ethan tried to calm his panic attack. He had techniques. Being with his friends helped. Olivia’s voice and presence were good for this sort of thing. She steadied him.


“Okay,” he said, nodding. “Okay.”


“Awesome,” Harley said. “So I was thinking, like, I’d just take a running jump off the roof and grab the phone, and you guys could hang out at the bottom of the tree and catch me after.”


“Ennnh,” Olivia said, again dubious. “Ethan, you wanna take this?”


Ethan shook his head, anxiety ramping right back up. “No! No. No. Harley, that is not a plan, that is a guaranteed admission to the hospital. You can’t just jump into a tree! You’ll break things! An arm! A leg! The very crucial neck!”


“I dunno,” Harley said, pronouncing it eye-unno. “I’m nimble.”


(Spoiler warning: He was not nimble.)


“Nah,” Olivia said. “You’re not. Ethan’s right, Har. Bad idea. We will not be able to catch you. But I got a better idea.” To Ethan she said, “You got your notebook?”


He nodded. It was as reliable as rain that Ethan had his notebook on him.


“Start to draw this—”


Except, interruption. Suddenly the door opened and Harley’s dad came in. He was like an inflated, swollen version of Harley. Taller, wider, not muscly so much as marshmallowy. He, too, had a mullet: His was a well-washed chestnut color. He wore a tie-dye sleeveless T-shirt and cargo shorts, despite it being spring and still a little chilly out.


“’Sup, kids, whatcha doing?” Mr. Wurth asked.


“Just trying to rescue my phone out of the tree because a squirrel took it,” Harley said.


“Oh, gnarly,” the dad said, with no further questions. “Have fun.”


“Wait,” Olivia called out. “Mr. Wurth, do you have, like, a bungee cord?”


“Sure. I use a bunch in my trailer.” Harley’s dad always had junk around—buying it, selling it, transporting it. “I’ll grab a few.”


At that, Olivia began instructing Ethan on how to draw her plan—basically, they were going to create a swing out of bungee cords and, from the corner of the roof, swing Harley over to the tree. Ethan furiously sketched this out—he was pretty proud of how much Harley looked like Harley, even though he was a little kawaii cartoon version. (His big mullety bucket head in particular was pretty perfect, Ethan decided.) He felt himself calming down, returning to normal, enjoying the peace that drawing brought him.


“Aw, man, looks cool,” came a voice over Ethan’s shoulder, and he nearly peed his pants. It was just Mr. Wurth, though, having come back in with the bungee cords. “Looks like fun, too.”


It was unsurprising that Mr. Wurth was just as excited about this plan as Harley—Harley’s father was famous for once getting his meaty hand stuck in a pickle jar. He got it out by doing a karate punch against the countertop. (He had to get seven stitches, a fact he thought was “pretty rad, huh?”) That was just one of his many misadventures. The phrase like father, like son hadn’t made much sense to Ethan before he met the Wurth family, but now he had to wonder.


So if Harley was on board with Olivia’s plan, and Harley’s father was on board, that meant this was very clearly a bad idea.


Ethan felt himself poised to spiral again.


“Okay. No. Okay. We’re not—we’re not doing this.” He started scribbling hasty doodles of the potential dangers. “Harley could fall, break a leg.” There, a snapped stick figure leg emitting little lightning-bolt pain lines. “He could impale himself on a branch.” Stick Figure Harley now had a tree branch emerging from his stick figure heart. “He could get the bungee cord wrapped around his ankle and smack into the side of the house, and then he’d just be dangling and… and… I don’t know, a deer could attack him!” Stick Figure Harley dangled on the page, speared by the many-pointed antlers of Stick Figure Deer.


Harley said, with utter seriousness, “It would be an honor to be attacked by a deer. They’re so majestic.”


“Ethan, I think the plan is good—” Olivia started to say, but Ethan interrupted with another objection.


“Not to mention the sap.” This he didn’t even bother to draw. “Pine trees are gooey with sap, and that stuff does not come off with regular soap. What if Harley gets stuck to the tree and can never ever get unstuck—”


“Ethan—”


“Wait.”


Hold up.


Sap.


Sticky.


He did a quick scan of Harley’s room, which was of course a mess—a chaos bomb of clothes in piles and a half-assembled drum kit and LEGO bricks left around like caltrops. But there on the wall, next to a Demongallop poster, was a kid’s bow-and-arrow set.


“That’s it,” he said.


Everyone leaned in, as if to silently ask, What’s it?


Ethan grinned and began to draw.
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IT TOOK THEM A WHILE. Mr. Wurth watched, rapt, as they tied the bungee cord to the arrow and got a little tree sap to apply to the arrow’s suction-cup tip. (Kids were not supposed to play with sharp arrows, a fact that both Harley and his father seemed to find disagreeable.) Then they each took shots at the phone. Ethan knew he was going to get a blister or accidentally put out his eye with a sap-smeared arrow, and his shot went wide as he winced. Harley was impatient enough that he never really lined up his shot, so the arrow stuck to the trunk and they had to tug it free. Olivia, on the other hand, was as cool as an open refrigerator on a hot summer day and stayed steady-handed and stock-still. Her first arrow flew true, hitting the phone in the crook of the branches. Fwud!


And it stuck! They reeled in the phone, then celebrated their triumph with popcorn and Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups. Harley didn’t even care that his phone was sticky, maybe forever. You know. Because of the sap.
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They had a good thing going, these three friends, but Ethan sometimes felt like he didn’t fit in with them. Olivia was cool and confident. Harley wasn’t confident so much as he just didn’t think too hard about anything and, like any good golden retriever, would run instantly toward danger to help a friend (or if it looked fun). And then there was Ethan. Ethan, the secret artist, because his parents didn’t want him to be an artist. Ethan, who was not confident at all, but permanently uncertain and entirely scared of everything and everyone in the world. Except his friends. He wasn’t scared of them.


On days like today, when their plan came together and they had fun doing it, their group made sense. Olivia always told Ethan, “That’s your thing, dude. You keep us real. Harley wants to do everything and I think I can do anything, but you keep our feet on the ground.”


He was glad to have a role, but he knew he wasn’t exactly the most awesome kind of friend to hang out with—he felt like a boat anchor, the person who keeps you down, the friend who reminds you that maybe you can’t do something, the pal who describes in nattering detail all your limitations and how if you’re not careful, you’ll get eaten by a shark or get tetanus or catch some weird squirrel disease.


But today, at least, their friendship worked.


Tomorrow, Monday, back at school—well, that would bring a new set of worries, wouldn’t it?
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MONDAY. SCHOOL. RECESS.


Wandering outside, Ethan saw the group of kids gathering at the picnic benches behind the big green wooden wall on the school playground—a group that seemed to be growing by the moment. Kids were being summoned by the mere presence of other kids, as if the group were a planetoid mass with increasing gravity, the crowd swelling with pairs and trios of friends and enemies alike, cliques and clumps and the rare loner. And to this Ethan said, Nope, no chance, and turned to walk back the other way.


(After all, those kids were probably full of germs. They might have mice in their pockets, or snakes, and mice could have hantavirus, and snakes might carry salmonella. And even if none of that was true, Ethan did not want to bother any of the kids by being near them, or looking weird, or acting weird, or bumping into someone. He hoped not to draw their ire or, honestly, their attention at all. Life was just… easier that way.)


Except, then he heard it:


“Dude. Dude! Dude.”


It was Olivia calling to him from within the crowd. She was easy to see, given that she was taller than all of them.


She summoned Ethan with a swishing arm.


Ethan shook his head stiffly. No, mm-mm, uh-uh.


“DUDE,” she said, the word hissed through her braces.


Then Harley popped up next to her like a happy groundhog, his face cut in half by a big goofy smile. He waved Ethan closer too, bellowing for Ethan because Harley had no chill.


“Ethan! Yo! Ethan! Ethan! Hey! Hey, man! Hey! Ethan! Hey! C’mere!”


Now a few looks drifted toward Ethan. The gazes of other children pinned him like beams from Superman’s eyes, and Ethan felt warmer and warmer, like he was on fire under their scrutinous stares.


And that was how Ethan ended up caught in the group’s gravity too. Summoned by the power of the crowd, drawn like a magnet to a magnet. He wished instead to be repelled, to be pushed away and cast to the margins.


AHHHHH, he thought, screaming internally, as he headed toward the gathering kids, his gut curdling like milk and lemonade.


As Ethan joined Olivia and Harley, he heard the voice of Kevin Rook. The richest kid in the sixth grade was holding court.


“—yeah, you know the Monarch Theater, the one down on Belkin Street? Yeah, the one that closed down. I know the manager. He hooked me up.”


Billy Senf, a little dark-haired, dark-eyed kidney stone of a boy, piped up: “Is it really that scary?”


Kevin Rook, who sat not on the bench of the picnic table but on the table itself, bit into a chonky triangle of Toblerone chocolate. “Eh, I haven’t watched it yet. But it’s supposed to not just be kinda scary—it’s supposed to be the scariest movie ever made. People, like, freaked in the theater when it came out forever ago. They all yarfed and slipped around on their yarf, and then they passed out in their own yack and, like, had to go into therapy after.”


Rachel Malinenko, the richest girl in class, nodded knowingly, because there was no arena in which she did not claim total supreme expertise, and said, “Yup, it’s true. People died. They went to the theater, and they were so scared by this movie, their hearts basically exploded like Mentos in Diet Coke. Boosh.”


The crowd gasped collectively. A murmur of shock passed through them like an electric current.


Ethan didn’t know what was going on, but he liked precisely none of it.


He tried to squirm away, sneaking back out through the crowd—


—but Olivia fishhooked him under the armpit and pulled him back in.


Harley leaned toward Ethan and said in a whispered voice way too loud and unwhispery, “Kevin got a copy of Demons of Death 4: Death Fingers, and he’s gonna play it this Friday night at his house.”


“Everybody is invited,” Olivia said, her face aglow with the possibility. “Ev-er-ee-bod-ee.”


“Cool,” Ethan said, forcing a toothy smile and an awkward thumbs-up.


Again he tried to extract himself.


And again Olivia dragged him back.


The gravity of crowds, he thought. Ugh ugh ugh aahhhhhh.


Other questions arose from the teeming mass of sixth graders as Ethan tucked in his arms and tried not to sweat, which only made him sweat more.


“Is it, like, streaming or whatever?”


Kevin Rook: “Nah, it’s a tape. An old-timey VCR tape.”


At this, the kids all looked askance at one another with something approaching a perfect combination of wonder and disgust. This spawned a momentary conversation about how people used to watch movies on big ugly tapes instead of with the click of a button or swipe of their finger, and then one kid said something about how his dad still collected something called “laser discs” and how cool that sounded. Eventually Kevin Rook told them all to shut up, and they got back to talking about the scariest scary movie.


“Do we have to watch the first three movies before this one?”


Kevin Rook: “What? No. Who cares?”


(To this, an echo from the crowd in agreement. Yeah, duh, who cares?)


“Are your parents going to be home?”


Kevin Rook, grinning like a cat: “I’m gonna show the movie on parent-engagement night.” On that phrase, parent-engagement night, Kevin Rook did a bit of a theatrical hand flourish. (While his father was some kind of super-important business guy, his mother was once a Broadway actress.) “All our parents will be here learning about stupid volunteering garbage and community barf and PTA blah… while all of us will be at my house. Watching the freakiest, frightiest, poop-your-pantsiest movie you little milk babies have ever seen.”
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AS NOTED, ETHAN PITOWSKI WAS scared of pretty much everything.


This, to Ethan, was just good sense. The world was bonkers. Legit cuckoo bananapants bonkers. Sure, you had your classic, obvious things to be afraid of: dog bites, open manhole covers, creepy vans, various funguses. But if you went ahead and scratched the paint off human existence, it was easy to find an unholy host of horrible potential outcomes. He’d read a story where a chunk of frozen bodily waste fell off the bottom of a commercial airliner and punched a hole through a suburban house like a meteor made of frosty poop and icy pee. Or… or… did you know that sometimes space junk, like old satellites, could fall on your head? It went up, and eventually it had to come down. Randomly. Space junk might just crater the bus on the way to school one day. Or… or… or, there were parasites. Tiny worms. Itty-bitty bugs. Microscopic paramecia and bacteria and what was the other thing? Amoebas! So many amoebas! Too many amoebas! They just wanted to get in your brain and take it over and turn it to goo, like in a horror movie.


Maybe even in the horror movie.


The one Kevin Rook planned to show to all the sixth graders—


At least, to those who showed up.


But Ethan would not show up to Kevin Rook’s house on Friday night. Not Friday night, not next week, not in a million years.


He was definitely, certainly, absolutely not going.
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“OH YES YOU ARE, ETHAN Pitowski,” Olivia said later that day, walking home with him and Harley. They walked down a sidewalk interrupted by the bulges of roots from the many trees that lined the streets. They hopped over the crooked concrete. Ethan mostly tried not to trip. “You are so going. I’m going. Harley’s going. We are all going.”


Harley galloped up alongside him, nodding. “It’s gonna be awesome. It’s Demons of Death part four, Ethan. Part four! I mean, what! I can’t even! It’s gonna be so scary!”


Olivia shot him a look, drawing a thumb across her neck as if to say, Cool it with the scary talk.


“Sorry,” Harley said. “I mean, it’ll probably… not be scary?”


“Yeah right,” Ethan said, stooped over from his heavy backpack, his arms crossed in front of him, the flats of his palms tucked under his pits. “You heard what they were saying. People were barfing when they saw it. People died. I don’t want to barf or be near barf. And I definitely don’t want to die.”


Harley laughed. “I dunno, sounds kinda rad to me. I mean, not the dying. And not the puking.” He paused and said in a lower voice, “Maybe the puking.”


Harley already loved horror movies. And weird video games. And heavy metal. His shirt at this very moment had a skull on fire coming out of a dragon’s mouth, and inside the skull’s mouth was some kinda D&D barbarian man playing a guitar that was also a sword. And the sword was on fire. (The band was called Clöd and, according to Harley, was from a place called Swertzendenland, which was not an actual country, but you couldn’t convince him of that, and when you tried, he said, “Sorry, I’m not a geographist,” which also wasn’t a thing.)


Olivia danced in front of Ethan, walking backward as he walked forward. “Listen. This is middle school, dude. It’s shark time. Swim forward or drown. We are not the popular kids. We are not the cool kids. We do not do sports, are not on student council, are not rich. We are destined to remain sad, lonely weirdos unless—” She made a dramatic flourish of grabbing something out of the air. “Unless we seize our destiny. You know how often an invitation like this comes our way? You ever been invited to Kevin Rook’s house?” Before either Ethan or Harley could answer, she said: “Yeah, me either.”


“Why are we being invited?” Ethan asked. “Smells like a trap.”


“Everything smells like a trap to you, Ethan.” Olivia shrugged. “Think about it. He’s inviting the whole dang class because he knows if he doesn’t, the kids who don’t get to go are gonna snitch on his butt. Rook’s a jerk, but he’s not a stupid jerk.”
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