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CHAPTER 1


Breakfast with Dead People


I’VE BEEN STAYING WITH MY AUNT FOR NEARLY TWO weeks, and in that time, I’ve had thirteen nightmares. Aunt Marie said that’s what happens when getting used to sleeping in a strange place.


Emphasis on the strange.


I woke up gasping from the latest, my hands in a white-knuckled grip on the silken purple covers of this ridiculous bed. There was light coming in through the blinds, but I couldn’t shake the stifling darkness from my dream. I couldn’t forget the eerie, pale faces of the people. Even now, I felt their cold fingers reaching for me.


I shuddered and gulped in grateful breaths of fresh air. I was fine. It was a dream. I wasn’t in that hot, dark place with those silent, dead people.


I was just… here. In this bizarre bed, in this silly room, with the broken fireplace and the crates stacked four feet high along the wall. And, of course, the raven.


I glanced above the door, where, naturally, he was still there. A stuffed raven doesn’t tend to move. He was perched on the little plaster head, still staring down at me with his beady glass eyes.


I’d like to think he was looking after me, but that’s not how the poem goes.


“Morning, Chip,” I said to the raven as I threw back the covers. I figured if you were going to have a dead bird staring at you while you slept, got dressed, and did your homework, you might as well have the decency to give it a name. Chip’s name was in honor of the tiny little piece missing from his beak.


What, were you expecting “Nevermore”?


After getting dressed in my school uniform, I opened the door and carefully edged my way down the hallway toward the stairs. Raven’s Rest has been in my family for generations, and boy, can you tell. Nearly every square inch of living space is stacked, floor to ceiling, with artifacts my family has collected over the years and remnants of businesses they failed to get off the ground. The dark, narrow hallways are tricky to navigate, given all the boxes and crates. Technically, Aunt Marie and I were cleaning everything out. But it was a slow process.


Chip and the rest of my bedroom’s unfortunate decor were the result of my aunt’s attempt to turn this Baltimore townhouse into the world’s most elaborate Edgar Allan Poe–themed bed-and-breakfast. But until she managed to clean out some of this junk, it was also the world’s most unsuccessful Edgar Allan Poe–themed bed-and-breakfast.


My room—in case you hadn’t guessed—was supposed to be themed like Poe’s most famous poem, “The Raven.” It was the least offensive of the choices available. I couldn’t imagine how bad my nightmares would be if I were staying in “The Pit and the Pendulum” or “The Tell-Tale Heart.”


I followed my nose to the kitchen, where I found Aunt Marie frosting a fresh batch of cinnamon buns and crooning along to Stevie Nicks. I didn’t think much of the beds in this place, but the breakfasts couldn’t be beat.


Now all we needed was paying customers.


The kitchen has large windows that let in a lot of morning light, though some of them are blocked by stacks of crates filled with decades’ worth of what Aunt Marie calls history—and what any rational person would call junk. One whole wall of the kitchen is devoted to broken appliances of yesteryear, hunching there like a hoarder’s hobgoblins.


Aunt Marie was so intent on piping frosting on the buns that she didn’t notice me at first, but Cattarina—her slender tortoiseshell cat—picked her way across the floor between crates to rub her furry, multicolored cheek against my knee socks. I reached down to give her a scratch behind her ears. Before coming to stay at Raven’s Rest, I never thought of myself as a cat person, but Cattarina was growing on me.


If nothing else, she was the tidiest living thing in the house.


“Ellen!” Aunt Marie looked up from her pastries and pressed a hand to her chest. “You startled me, standing in the shadows like that. I thought you were a ghost!”


Of course she did. Raven’s Rest, you see, was said to be haunted by none other than the ghost of Edgar Allan Poe.


Should I have been offended that she thought I, a sixteen-year-old girl in a school uniform blazer and a plaid skirt, looked like a two-hundred-year-old, dead, alcoholic poet? I say yes.


But I didn’t say it out loud. Instead, I pulled up a barstool to the kitchen island and grabbed the coffee pot off the warmer. I never used to drink coffee, but the nightmares have been doing a real number on my sleep schedule, so I was in desperate need of some caffeine.


Aunt Marie watched me add four heaping spoonfuls of sugar and half a cup of milk to the mug. “I’d be concerned about letting you drink coffee in the morning,” she said, “but honestly, I don’t know how much you’re actually getting when you dilute it like that.”


I rolled my eyes and kept stirring. The resulting concoction was pale gray in color, like the skin of the people in my dreams. I pushed it away.


Aunt Marie handed me a cinnamon bun. “More nightmares?”


“Yeah.” Then I took a huge bite of the bun, because if my mouth was full, I couldn’t very well answer any more questions, could I?


Aunt Marie didn’t press; she just went back to frosting. When she didn’t have other guests to feed—which was always—she sold her baked goods on the ground floor of the townhouse, out of a storefront that has been at least five different businesses run by various members of my family that I can remember. There was the bar my grandfather ran before they lost the liquor license. The corner store managed by my grandmother before she died. The short-lived record store, which was my father’s baby. And the coffee shop and “art space” my aunt kept trying to make happen.


Her coffee was terrible, but she got by on pastries.


The silence stretched between us, and I could not think of another thing to talk about. Was there weather today? Did sports teams even exist?


All I could think about was the people from my nightmare. Their black, pitted eyes; their long, unhinged mouths.


Last night was the worst to date. Even the cinnamon-infused sugar currently making a beeline for my bloodstream did little to dispel the chill.


Fine, Aunt Marie. You win.


“I was in total darkness, and I couldn’t breathe,” I said all in a rush.


“Hmm.” Aunt Marie considered this, then turned to the stove and ladled out a mug of something steaming. She placed it in front of me. Apple cider.


That actually did sound really good right now. I took a warming sip. Better than the ghostly coffee.


“Buried alive?” she asked, the way some grown-ups ask if you have homework.


“No—I was wandering around, in the darkness. I wasn’t trapped.”


She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Could be immurement instead of burial. You know, being entombed? Bricked up inside the catacombs, like in ‘The Cask of Amontillado.’” She sounded almost excited about the idea.


I blinked at her. “Explain to me how that’s better.”


“Oh, it’s not. But it does support my theory.”


Aunt Marie believed dreams were trying to tell you something. Oh, I forgot to mention her short stint as a psychic doing tarot readings on the ground floor. That was after her band broke up, though.


Anyway, her theory was that all my nightmares could be traced back to stories by Edgar Allan Poe. “The Cask of Amontillado” was a typically gruesome Poe yarn in which one Italian nobleman lures another into an underground burial vault with the promise of wine, only to lock him in there to die and rot.


Fun times. Poe also loved writing stories about murder, torture, houses collapsing, and corpses being reanimated, so that’s something I apparently had to look forward to. I’d just love to be finished with all the horror stories and on to the other, nicer things he wrote about—like finding buried treasure, or arranging furniture.


Yes, arranging furniture. The man was pretty prolific for a guy who died at forty.


For generations, my family has been obsessed with Edgar Allan Poe. According to family lore, we’re his direct descendants, thanks to a fling my five-times great-grandmother supposedly had with Poe a few days before his untimely death here in Baltimore in 1849.


This house was a tavern back then, and the story goes that he was as enamored of the barmaid as he was of the drinks she poured.


Thanks to that little accident, everyone in my family possessed the following: one, the middle name of Poe, and two, a positively encyclopedic knowledge of the poet and everything he ever did. My grandmother used to recite “Annabel Lee” to me as a lullaby when I was still in my crib. The very barstool I currently occupied was supposedly the one Poe sipped his last drink on.


At least, that’s what they say.


Dad and I didn’t believe it, though. We left Raven’s Rest and all the Poe stuff behind ten years ago. Our apartment across town had not one single Poe reference. Our clocks had no pendulums, and the only birds we discussed were the Orioles.


But Aunt Marie believed that now that I was back living here, it would all start coming up again. Every ill-fated Poe reference from my childhood, dredged up from my formative memories and reconfigured as a series of unavoidable nightmares.


Not even old Edgar could come up with something so horrific.


“I’m in ‘The Raven’ room, not the ‘Cask of Amontillado’ room,” I pointed out.


“We don’t have an Amontillado room.” Aunt Marie brightened. “But maybe after we clear out the basement, I could make one. I’m thinking wine cellar-slash-boudoir…”


All of a sudden, being bricked up and left to die sounded somewhat appealing.


You’d think so too if you saw the state of that basement. We’d spent all weekend down there, and most of our efforts were still stacked in crates on this very kitchen island.


We were never getting anywhere with this project before Dad came back to fetch me. I was only staying with Aunt Marie for a couple of months, while he was out of town on a construction job.


“So, basically you think that the nightmares will stop as soon as I move out.” It was a small comfort.


“Or,” Aunt Marie continued, “we could redo one of the guest rooms. De-Poe it, for the sake of your unconscious mind? What do girls your age like? Rainbows? Robots? Strangely beautiful K-pop stars?”


“Don’t worry about it. I won’t be here that long.” Dad said he’d be back as soon as he cashed out this gig. We’d get a new place. A bigger place, closer to my school. Maybe something with a backyard, so I could finally have a puppy.


“I don’t want you suffering,” Aunt Marie insisted. “And I don’t want you feeling like you have to drink the worst coffee in Baltimore to stay awake for school, either.”


We both examined my abandoned coffee mug and its pale, ghostly contents.


Here’s why I know I wasn’t dreaming about “The Cask of Amontillado.” The victim in Poe’s story was chained to the wall and left alone to die. But I wasn’t alone in that stifling darkness. There were others there with me—sickly, glowing people with skin somewhere between smoke and parchment, their features oddly stretched, like reflections in dark glass. They reached for me with long, spindly fingers. They clutched at their necks. They screamed with no sound.


The dreams were horrible, like the stories of Edgar Allan Poe. But it wasn’t Poe dreaming them up. It was me. The edges of the people I saw were blurry, watery, like their souls were being drained away, but I could still make out the details.


The woman in leggings and a T-shirt. The man wearing headphones. The boy in the hoodie. They weren’t the nineteenth-century creations of a genius literary mind. They were people like I’d see on the street every day. They were all of them suffocating, just like I was in the dream.


They were all of them dead.


“It was just a dream,” I said aloud, as much to convince myself as to inform Aunt Marie. “It’s no big deal.”


Dad and Aunt Marie didn’t really look that much alike. Dad was kind of rough around the edges, with the full sleeves of tattoos and the shaved head, while Aunt Marie had this whole flowy earth-mother thing going on. But when they gave me the look that meant they weren’t buying a word I said, you could absolutely tell they were brother and sister. And Aunt Marie was totally giving me that look now.


“Okay,” she said. “But don’t be in such a rush to move out. You know I’d hate to lose my decluttering buddy.”


I’d been here for two weeks and we’d barely made a dent, mainly because Aunt Marie insisted on going through all my boxes after I was done and de-decluttering the things I chose to throw away.


Even if I did ask her to redo my room, I doubted we’d ever get around to it. She still hadn’t finished “The Bells” room, mainly because she couldn’t find a way to make it both authentic and quiet enough for anyone to sleep in.


“It’s fine,” I said. I went back to stuffing my face with cinnamon roll, and she went back to frosting the rest of the batch. Cattarina found a ray of sunlight to sit in and bathe her ears. For a moment, we could pretend this was a normal household having a normal breakfast.


“Everything going well at school?” Aunt Marie asked, somewhat awkwardly. “All your… homework done?”


It was actually kind of cute how she was learning to parent a teenager in real time. The first week I was here, she operated on memories from my childhood, when I last lived in this house. She bought me chicken nuggets shaped like dinosaurs and thought I needed little star stickers to encourage me to finish my schoolwork and brush my teeth.


I had to admit, those nuggets were still pretty good. But I didn’t need stickers to remind me to get my homework done. Getting good grades was vital to keeping my scholarship at Evergreen Prep.


Which reminded me, I’d better get a move on if I wanted to make it to school on time. Thanks to my new living arrangement, I needed to take two different buses to get all the way across town.


“Thanks for breakfast,” I told Aunt Marie, and grabbed my backpack.


That’s when disaster struck. Somehow, the fabric of my backpack caught against a frayed piece of wood on the nearest crate, and when I went to yank the strap over my shoulder, everything went flying.


Including me.


The next thing I knew, I was splayed out on the linoleum of the kitchen floor among the contents of my homework binder and at least a decade’s worth of Reynolds family basement junk. Old newspapers, broken knickknacks, some bronzed baby shoes, at least three books, and—oh, ick. Were those mouse droppings?


“Ellen!” Aunt Marie stood over me, the bangles on her wrists clanging as she leaned down to help me up. “Are you okay?”


I brushed her off, then I did the same with the mouse droppings. “I’m fine. I’m fine!” I was going to be late, was what I was. I reached over to gather up my schoolwork among the detritus.


And that’s when I saw it. Or rather, him.


There, in the shadows of the corridor. I blinked and he was gone, but—just for a second—I thought I saw him.


Him-him.


Mr. Edgar Allan Poe.















CHAPTER 2


Textbooks About Bloody Murder


NATURALLY, I DID NOT OPEN MY MOUTH AND SAY anything as dumb as “Hey, Aunt Marie, I think I just saw the ghost of Edgar Allan Poe in the hall.” I’d never hear the end of it.


Instead, I shoved all my junk back in my bag, made sure every light in the hallway was on, and sprinted as fast as I could down the hall and out the door. I didn’t even lock it behind me.


But that was surely just because I was running late. I didn’t really think there was a ghost lurking in the hall. That would be crazy, right?


Outside, the sun glinted on the damp cobblestone streets, the air smelled like the harbor, and the very idea of ghosts—in dreams or otherwise—seemed kind of silly. The morning was still warm, with none of the autumn chill I knew was due around the corner, and there were already people out, setting up their café tables, walking their dogs, jogging, or heading out on their commute. Normal, living people doing normal, living things.


I took a deep, cleansing breath.


Maybe Aunt Marie was right about one thing. Moving back to Raven’s Rest was causing all kinds of things to get stirred up.


I hurried several blocks and just managed to flag down the bus before it pulled away. My school doesn’t provide transportation, so now that I live down here, I have to take two public buses to get across town and up to the campus. Mr. Sousa, the bus driver, likes to keep an eye out for me—not only because he knows I take this route every day, but also because there can sometimes be weirdos on board.


Today, though, it was the usual mix of commuters wearing headphones or catching up on their sleep… or sometimes both. I reached into my bag for my own earbuds.


Which is when I realized two things. One, they must have fallen out along with my school stuff when I fell in the kitchen and are probably lying among mouse droppings on the linoleum back at home. And two, there was a strange book in my backpack.


The cover was made of cracked leather, with embossing worn so smooth by the passage of time that I couldn’t make out what it said. When I opened it, the first pages cracked and crumbled to dust right before my eyes.


I sneezed, which quickly obliterated two more. I clapped my free hand over my nose and mouth in mortification.


“Bless you,” said the little old lady across the aisle.


I turned to thank her, but the words died on my lips as I took in the man seated behind her.


It was him again. Edgar Allan Poe. Riding the City Link bus uptown in a three-piece suit, his cravat jauntily knotted beneath his pale, mustachioed face.


Quickly, I whirled back around in my seat, my heart pounding.


This was not like the dead people in my nightmares. Poe didn’t look menacing. He didn’t even look dead. Okay, maybe he was a bit… translucent around the edges, especially where the sunlight hit him.


I sneaked another look. He nodded politely, in greeting.


I spun back around. What was happening?


I needed to get a grip. There was an obvious explanation. He was probably just an impersonator, riding the bus to a gig. This city was full of Poe stuff. Poe museums, public housing, memorabilia, a brand of craft beer… They even called their football team the Ravens, for heaven’s sake. This was just some guy, on his way to an acting job.


Except… real people didn’t tend to be see-through.


I braved one more peek. The old lady across the way was giving me a weird look. If she thought I was odd, she should check out the dead person behind her.


The bus traveled through an underpass, momentarily plunging us into shadow. The figure of Edgar Allan Poe flickered in the changing light. His lack of substance didn’t seem to bother him at all, though. He glanced my way again and smiled.


You have never seen a smile on the face of Edgar Allan Poe. Trust me, you can’t even imagine what that looks like.


Not that it was a bad smile. In fact, it was kind of nice. Friendly, even.


“Ellen!” I turned around. It was Mr. Sousa, the driver. “Hon, this is your stop.”


“Oh, sorry.” I’d been so distracted by Poe I hadn’t even noticed. I slid the mysterious book back into my bag.


When I stood up to leave, I took one last look around, but he was nowhere to be seen.


[image: ]


There was no sign of Poe on the next bus, and I didn’t see him as I headed up the long, tree-lined lane from the bus stop to the school. I spent the walk convincing myself he was just an impersonator, and that I probably needed glasses.


Evergreen Prep is usually a relief after all the clutter of Raven’s Rest. The school is stuffed with history too, but the pristine, moneyed kind—polished floors and giant libraries where none of the books get taken out because we all have top-of-the-line laptops. There are two main school buildings. The New Building is all sleek glass and non-right angles, and houses the gym, the math and science departments, the black box theater, the cafeteria, and the hall of lockers. And then there is the Old Building, which I think was some mansion once owned by a Victorian-era shipping millionaire, and holds the administrative offices, the library, and a few low-tech classrooms. All the rooms in the Old Building are cramped, with high ceilings covered in elaborate plaster figurines. Even the railings of the stairs are carved to look like fantastic beasts.


I think I’m the only student here who prefers the New Building. But I have a raven staring at me while I sleep, so I don’t need a gargoyle watching over my shoulder in history class, too. Also, my favorite classes are math and computer science, which are both in the New Building. Numbers are way better than poetry. They’re neat and orderly, and they always make perfect sense.


English is in the Old Building, mostly, I think, because we don’t need any specialized equipment or electronics in the room. I had it second period after computer science, so after a peaceful, entirely spirit-free hour of learning about developments in cybersecurity, I dashed across the green into the Old Building and ascended the polished staircase to my dreaded American Literature seminar. English class was never my favorite, and this year was proving to be particularly bad.


I slid into my seat along the wall just as our teacher, Ms. Morris, began handing out our new texts. Ms. Morris likes us to read on paper—she says we’re more careful than when we read on a screen.


She obviously didn’t see me disintegrate that antique volume on the bus. It was still sitting in the outer pocket of my bag, hopefully not getting crushed by my binder.


Ms. Morris passed by, and a creased paperback landed on the surface of my desk. I stifled a groan as I saw his stupid face staring up at me from the cover. I recognized this particular portrait of Poe. It was the Thompson daguerreotype, and I hated the fact that I could identify it on sight.


Daguerreotypes were a kind of old-timey photograph, and Poe took several after he became famous. This one was the last-known portrait before his death. The picture showed the writer staring at the camera, his eyes haunted, his hairline receding, his odd little mustache covering a mouth that seemed about to speak.


Honestly, he looked way better on the bus this morning, even with the pallor and the whole being a little bit see-through thing.


Below the portrait was printed the title The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe.


This was definitely not my week.


Ms. Morris began her lecture on our new unit, and I tuned right out. She wasn’t going to say anything I hadn’t heard a thousand times before. The good news was, no homework in English class this month. They’d all be reading “The Tell-Tale Heart” or “Annabel Lee” for the first time. I got those as bedtime stories in preschool.


“Ms. Morris?” One row down, Rebecca Lambert primly raised her hand. “I object to studying this author. He was incredibly problematic.”


“Yes, Miss Lambert. He was a very complicated man—”


“He was a creep!” Rebecca insisted. “He married his thirteen-year-old sister.”


“Cousin,” I corrected, and immediately regretted it. All eyes in the room slid toward me. “Virginia Clemm was his thirteen-year-old cousin.”


“Like that’s any better?” Rebecca sneered.


“Well, it was at least legal to marry your cousin,” I offered, which was yet another mistake. How had I somehow put myself in the position of defending Poe’s marriage to his teenage cousin? It was creepy. Rebecca was right.


And the look she was giving me now was pitched somewhere between disgust and pity. I realized I would probably never have someone to sit with at lunch again if I didn’t shut up.


Though I never would have won any popularity contests last year, I wasn’t the pariah I’d been lately. I’d always had some classmates I would consider friends. Sure, they had big houses and nice cars and at least two parents, but I didn’t really feel the differences between us. I’d had partners for school projects and friends at lunch.


But everything changed last summer. We were supposed to go on a trip to Ocean City, but I had to bail at the last minute because my dad got that job out west and I had to move in with my aunt. Can’t really drop everything to spend a day at the beach when you’re busy shoving all your worldly possessions into a few suitcases. I don’t remember exactly what I told the other girls—that week was mostly a blur, to be honest—but they were not amused. After a string of super angry texts, most of them from Rebecca, I got deleted from the group chat. I guess when they move, their mommies or their maids do all the packing for them.


Even worse, when school started back up, it was obvious that I was not forgiven. Rebecca and the rest of that group have all been treating me like some kind of criminal.


I’d like to think that this whole thing is just temporary, like staying at Raven’s Rest, but who was I kidding? I was doomed.


While Ms. Morris danced around the unsavory facts of Poe’s life, I tried my best not to listen, just in case I was compelled to offer any more corrections. Besides, I knew all this stuff already.


Poe was born in Boston into a family of stage actors, and his suffering began early. His dad abandoned them, and his mom died young. The kids were all split up, and Poe was taken in by a rich, childless couple in Richmond, Virginia, named Allan. The Allans raised him but never formally adopted him. After dropping out of both the University of Virginia and West Point, Poe was disinherited by his foster father and moved in with distant family here in Baltimore. Including the aforementioned teenage cousin.


After that, his life was a series of more tragedies: He traveled around the country, in and out of work, always desperately poor. His sketchy marriage to his cousin was supposedly happy, but then she got sick and died. He achieved fame in writing but never really made any money from it. And then, his mysterious death at only forty left behind a legacy of haunting stories and poems, mostly about beautiful dead women.


Speaking as someone with more than a passing familiarity with dead people, they weren’t very beautiful at all. At least, not the ones in my nightmares. The details from last night’s dream were already fading for me. This morning, it all felt so clear, but now it was like a reflection in water, bubbling away.


There were three of them, I think, or maybe four. Their eyes glowing pits, their mouths open in screams I couldn’t hear. Their too-long arms reaching toward me, their fingers clawing against some barrier I could not see. And that last ghost, the boy with the blond hair. The one who flew right at my face.


They’d all been terrifying, but they’d also been dreams. It was weird those scared me so much more than the sudden appearance of Edgar Allan Poe on the bus. Seeing dead people in your dreams could be explained. But up and about and walking—er, riding—around?


Was I going crazy?


“Wasn’t he crazy?” one of my classmates asked, and I stared at him wide-eyed for a second before I realized everyone else was still talking about Poe.


“No, he was a drunk,” said another.


“It’s hard to say what was the root cause of Poe’s health problems,” Ms. Morris explained. “There are accounts of him drinking too much, or getting fired from jobs for being drunk. It’s also true that he suffered from bouts of hallucinations, even what doctors today would call mania or psychosis. And he was able to write very honestly and genuinely from the perspective of psychotic narrators, like the murderers in stories like ‘A Tell-Tale Heart’ or ‘The Black Cat.’”


If you were crazy, did you know you were going crazy? Did you know that the things you saw that weren’t real… weren’t real?


“But,” Ms. Morris went on, “back then, they didn’t have the kind of medications we have for people who are suffering from mental health crises. It’s possible Poe’s difficulties with alcohol were a form of self-medication. It’s just impossible for us to know.”


Don’t worry, Ms. Morris, I’ll ask him on the bus home, I wanted to joke.


I looked down at the book on my desk. Poe’s face stared up at me, rumpled and haunted. I wondered what his dreams were like. Did he have nightmares like mine?


The door to the classroom opened and in walked the principal, leading another student. From my spot against the far wall, I couldn’t quite see the new kid, except to note that he was tall and apparently hadn’t gotten the memo about not being allowed to wear hoodies over your uniform. Maybe he didn’t have all the pieces yet.


“Ms. Morris,” said the principal, Ms. Engle. “We have a new addition to your class.”


The two adults remained in hushed conference for a minute while everyone else in the class openly gawked at the new kid like sharks sensing feeding time in the tank.


Rebecca was practically breaking her neck two rows over trying to get a glimpse of him, but I had already decided that I was profoundly uninterested. Instead, I read the opening stanza of “The Raven” just in case—I don’t know—it could have changed since I last recited it from memory.


Nope. The midnight was still dreary, the narrator was still weary, and he was still whining about his poor deceased girlfriend, Lenore.


“—a seat over there by the wall” was all I heard Ms. Morris say. As the new boy passed my desk, I casually glanced up, determined to be the one person who didn’t have an entire fit over something as mundane as a new student.


Unfortunately, I was extremely wrong about that.


Because what I saw was the dead boy from my dream. The ghost with the glowing eyes. It was impossible, but I’d know the blond hair and that face anywhere.


In my shock, I must have knocked the Poe book off my desk. I leaned over to pick it up, at precisely the same moment as the new boy. Our heads cracked together.


“Ow,” he said.


Our eyes locked and his pale, grayish-blue eyes looked nothing like the scary pits I’d seen last night.


“You’re dead!” I blurted, way too loud.


His mouth dropped open. “Excuse me?”


“Um, Ms. Engle?” said Rebecca, somewhere above. “Ellen Reynolds just threatened to kill the new kid.”















CHAPTER 3


The Principal’s Office of DOOM


I AM NOT THE TYPE OF KID WHO KNOWS WHAT THE inside of a principal’s office looks like. I’m the kind who hides the bumper stickers that say things like “My Child Is an Honor Student at Evergreen Prep” before my dad can do anything so embarrassing as put them on his laptop sleeve. The kind whose report cards state “is a delight in class” and for whom teachers scramble to find more work so I don’t grow bored waiting for the other kids to finish. The kind who secures fancy scholarships to private prep schools where the tuition costs more than anyone in my family makes in a year.


At least, I used to be.


Now, apparently, I’m the type that’s hauled into Ms. Engle’s office. She’s sitting on the other side of a desk that’s probably a century old and made from the hull of a sunken Confederate warship or something, and she’s looking at me as if I’ve suddenly morphed into some kind of disappointment.


I’ve always liked Ms. Engle—the little I’ve interacted with her. She’s young and seems to really care about the school. She was always at lacrosse games last year, she goes to the plays, and she even handed out certificates after the intramural coding challenge last spring. While I don’t have a ton of experience with the disciplinary side of the school, I haven’t heard any horror stories either.


But maybe that’s just because the kids who get in trouble don’t live to tell the tale.


How did this become my day? Literally the only thing that has gone right this morning was Aunt Marie’s cinnamon roll. The rest of it has been all nightmares and mouse droppings and seeing dead people around every corner.


Or… not-so-dead people.


When most people have bad days, they wish they could have just stayed in bed. But my bed was designed to look like a creepy poem, complete with a dead bird staring at me. It’s not my bed, not my room, not my home. School is supposed to be my escape.


And now Poe and my nightmares are haunting me here too.


But I couldn’t even worry about that now. First, I needed to avoid getting expelled.


I’ve already tried all the usual excuses. The Seven Stages of Getting-out-of-Trouble Grief.


Stage One, Shock: “Wait, what?”


Stage Two, Denial: “No I didn’t!”


Stage Three, Anger: “Shut up, Rebecca.” (This was the point where I was kicked out of class.) The last thing I saw was the not-so-dead boy’s surprised face.


Stage Four, Bargaining: As I was marched toward the principal’s office, I tried to talk my way out of it. “Rebecca misunderstood. She’s had it in for me since school started. Please, just let me explain.”


Stage Five, Guilt: Ms. Engle was stone-faced the entire trip downstairs to the administration suite on the second floor of the Old Building. She wasn’t going to listen to me. Even worse, there were other people in the hallway staring at me as I followed behind. I cast my eyes at the thick carpet. Would they call Aunt Marie? Would they call my dad?


And so here I sat, deep in Stage Six: Depression.


“I honestly don’t understand, Miss Reynolds,” she was saying. “This kind of outburst is completely unacceptable in this institution. You threatened another student—”
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