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An Unexpected Sofa


The sofa wasn’t there on Monday but it was there on Tuesday. It sat in the shade just down the road from the bus stop. A broken branch dangled from the tree above it, like maybe the sofa had fallen from the sky and damaged the tree as it fell. Then again, maybe the broken branch had been there the day before. I hadn’t noticed.


When I got there, my friend Freak was sitting on the sofa, one arm on an armrest, eating taco chips out of a Ziploc bag. For him, it was a typical breakfast.


He raised his hand for a high five, shouted my name—“River!”—and slapped my palm.


“Where’d the sofa come from?” I asked.


“Brought it from home,” he replied, as if I might believe it.


“Really,” I said, looking down toward the bus stop, where the road curved to the right. When the bus got there, we would have to run to catch it. “You could have put it closer to the bus.”


Freak shrugged and patted the cushion next to him. I noticed the fabric had a dark red stain on it, like dried blood, or maybe spaghetti sauce. I switched the cushion with the one next to it and sat.


“Chip?” Freak held the bag in my direction. With his blond hair and his pale blue T-shirt and jeans, he looked like a faded photograph. He did his own laundry and sometimes he used too much bleach.


“Thanks.”


The sofa sat in the grass at the edge of Breeland Road. Behind it stretched the six-foot-high concrete wall surrounding the Underhill place.


“When’s trash pickup?” I inquired.


“For big stuff? Friday.”


“So this should still be here tomorrow.”


“Provided Schimmelhorn doesn’t get it.”


Max Schimmelhorn runs a junk shop next to the Cheshire hardware store. A lot of people think he and I are related because he’s short and thin with a mop of red hair—but we’re not.


“You want to get here early tomorrow?” asked Freak.


“And do what?”


“Sit.”


I thought about it for a moment.


“Sure,” I said. “What’s the weather supposed to be?”


“No idea. Fiona can look it up on her phone.”


It wasn’t long before Fiona came into sight, crossing the field between Breeland Road and the houses off in the distance, where the three of us lived. Beyond our houses there was heat shimmer in the air. There usually was.


Fiona always looked like an explosion in a paint factory. Today she was wearing a red beret, a baggy green sweater, and orange-striped stockings that disappeared under the sweater, where they may or may not have clashed with her skirt, depending on whether or not she was wearing one.


“What’s this?” she asked, coming up to the sofa.


“Hot-dog stand,” said Freak.


Fiona examined the stained cushion. She flipped it over, decided the flip side was clean enough, and sat down next to me.


“This is nice,” she announced.


“Freak and I are getting here early tomorrow,” I told her.


“Why?”


“To sit. That is, if it’s not going to rain.”


“Could you check that?” inquired Freak.


Fiona pulled out her phone and poked it. She tickled it, massaged it, then tapped it three times. “Sunny tomorrow. Warmer than usual for October. You do realize it doesn’t make sense for this sofa to be here.”


“Old Man Underhill is throwing it out,” I said.


“How do you know that?” she asked.


“It’s in front of his place. It’s near his gate. Where else would it have come from?”


“Who helped him bring it down from the house? Everybody says he lives alone. He’s, like, a hundred years old. The driveway is really long. He couldn’t have carried this thing all the way down by himself.”


I turned and looked over my shoulder. Beyond the wall, one turret of the old house was visible above the trees at the top of the hill. The morning sun glinted off something in the uppermost window.


“Maybe it walked here,” suggested Freak.


Fiona and I looked at him.


“Look at the feet.”


The sofa had feet. Four of them, one at each corner, made of dark wood carved to resemble dragon claws. Each claw clutched a wooden ball.


“River’s right,” said Freak. “Who else would have furniture like this? It’s old, it’s clunky, it’s creepy. It’s gotta be Old Man Underhill’s.”


Fiona twirled a few strands of her long black hair around one of her fingers. “Have either of you ever seen a trash can out here?”


We discussed it and decided we hadn’t.


“But I once saw a grocery delivery truck go in the gate,” I said. “Maybe garbage trucks go in the same way.”


“Either that,” said Freak, “or that’s one messy house.”


A couple of bright yellow maple leaves chased each other down the road. I leaned back on the sofa, closed my eyes, and tilted my face toward the sun. After a minute or two, I felt Freak and Fiona relax into the cushions, too.


“Flash mob today?” asked Freak.


“I wouldn’t know,” said Fiona. “Never having seen a flash mob. Except on TV. I’ve certainly never been part of one. And I’m tired of you and your friend here”—I felt myself jabbed in the ribs with a bony elbow—“telling me I have. It doesn’t even make sense as a joke.”


“It said in the paper that all of you in the flash mobs have agreed to deny you were part of a flash mob,” said Freak. “That’s what I think is the really cool part. I haven’t been able to shake anybody. Not even you. And you usually blab things like crazy.”


“You’re an idiot,” Fiona stated. “How’s that for blabbing?”


My eyes opened at the sound of an engine to our right, where the bus usually came from. When the red hood of a convertible came into view instead, Fiona sat straight up, like a gopher popping out of its hole. She scrambled over the back of the sofa and hid behind it.


“Forgot your bag,” said Freak.


Fiona, moving faster than the speed of light, reached over the back of the sofa, snagged her paisley-print book bag, and disappeared again.


Travis Miller, whose name Fiona had written in flowery letters on the inside of her science notebook, went by, on his way to being dropped off at school by his older brother. His brother had a cell phone pressed against the side of his head and didn’t notice us, but Travis looked quizzically at the sofa as the car went by.


“Are they gone?” came a quiet voice behind us.


“No,” said Freak.


Fiona, who knew Freak almost as well as I did, left her hiding place and sat back down. “That was close,” she said.


Fiona was willing to hang out with Freak and me until the bus arrived, because the bus was always empty when it picked us up. It was the first stop on the bus route. If the morning conversation interested her, she might even sit with us once we got on the bus, but when the second stop came into view, she would find a new seat, well away from us. For the rest of the day, she would pretend she had never seen us before. It was understood we should never approach her in school, even during the two classes the three of us shared.


“Don’t take this personally,” she’d explained once, “but girls mature faster than boys and I really need to be with people my own age.”


“You’re one year younger than we are,” I’d pointed out.


“Yes,” she’d admitted, “but, emotionally, you’re both six.”


“How can you say that?” Freak had asked, turning toward her with two drinking straws stuck up his nose so he looked like a walrus.


The sofa seemed to get more comfortable the longer we sat on it. I would have stretched out on it, if I’d been there by myself.


“Has anybody thought to look for loose change between the cushions?” Fiona asked.


Freak and I glanced at each other. He blinked. I blinked. Then we both jumped up and tossed aside the cushions we had been sitting on.


We found a flattened peanut shell, a chewing gum wrapper, and a plaid sock.


As I reached for the sock, Freak caught my hand.


“Touch nothing! This is all evidence! We must preserve it!”


He gingerly picked up the peanut shell, the gum wrapper, and the sock and placed them carefully in the Ziploc bag he had, moments earlier, been eating taco chips out of.


“You guys are so stupid,” Fiona observed.


Freak pointed to the crease running beneath the sofa’s back cushion. I stuck my fingers into the crease and searched along it.


“Bingo!” I said, and pulled out a coin.


It was about the size of a quarter, but the tarnished metal wasn’t silver. One side had the head of a man with a goatee and the other side had a woman with a crown, both surrounded by words in an alphabet I didn’t recognize. It was the sort of coin you did not want to bet “tails” on when it was flipped.


Freak held the plastic bag open for me and I dropped the coin in. Then he felt around in the crease at the base of the armrest and pulled out a small rectangular piece of wood. Grinning, he held it up to the light. It was a domino. Double-six. He deposited it in the evidence bag.


We both turned and faced Fiona.


“Your turn,” announced Freak.


“What?” she said. “I’m not sticking my hand in this thing.”


After a moment, though, she got up, handed me the cushion she had been sitting on, and cautiously felt around in the back crease.


“Nothing… nothing… wait. Something.”


When she pulled out her hand, she was holding a dark green crayon. It looked as though it had never been used—fresh out of the box. The paper wrapper read ZUCCHINI.


“Zucchini?” said Freak. “What kind of color is that?”


“If you ever ate vegetables, you’d know,” sniffed Fiona. “It’s the rich, dark color of an early summer squash.”


Freak looked at her. “And exactly what color is that?”


She held up the crayon and pointed at it. Freak took it from her and studied it. He frowned. “I don’t remember ever seeing a zucchini crayon before.” He looked at me as though I might be a crayon expert. I shook my head.


“Maybe it’s from one of those really big sets you hear about,” suggested Fiona. “I’ve seen a box with sixty-four crayons in it. They even sell a box with one hundred twenty.” She blinked. “I can’t imagine that many colors.”


“I’ve got a shoe box full of my kid sister’s old crayons,” said Freak. “I know there aren’t any zucchinis in it.” He placed the crayon reverently into the bag.


I plunged my hand back into the crease where Fiona had left off, eager to find more stuff. I immediately yelped and yanked my hand back.


“Ow-ow-OW!”


I had a fishhook stuck in my palm, and blood was running down my fingers.


“Hold still!” ordered Fiona, whose favorite game was Operation. She held my arm steady by tucking it under her elbow and plucked the hook out. “Two hundred points!” I heard her mutter to herself, making the hook equal to the Funny Bone in the actual game. I jammed the wound in my mouth. Freak held out the evidence bag; Fiona gave him a scornful look and tossed the hook into a holly bush.


“Why would there be a fishhook in a sofa?” I demanded, feeling it was unfair that I was the one who found it.


“Why would there be a zucchini crayon?” Freak asked with a shrug, taking things a little too lightly, I thought. I wanted to remind him that blood had just been spilled, but then the bus arrived, and the next thing I knew we were on it, discussing what time we planned to arrive the following morning.


As soon as the second stop came into view and Fiona deserted us, Freak started working on unfinished homework and I did something that people tell me I do too often.


I stared dreamily out the window and let my imagination run away with me.


I imagined the inside of the sofa being as deep as the sea, and then I imagined the zucchini crayon wiggling like a worm on a hook. I imagined a fishing line attached to the hook. I tried to see where the fishing line went. Every time I tried, the line went to the exact same place.


Over the wall and up the hill, into the forbidding mansion known as Underhill House.















CHAPTER 02
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Flash Mob


For me, middle school was one never-ending game of dodgeball. Back in elementary school, I’d frequently been the victim of friendly fire. The ball always seemed to miss its actual target and hit me, no matter where I was on the circle.


Today, school started out kind of like that.


Out in the lobby, before the first bell, Morgue MacKenzie snagged me by the arm as I tried to pass his hulking frame. He looked down at me and said, “Quarter.”


Morgue was standing in front of a Juice Express Refreshment Kiosk, the capitalized first letters of the words glowing a bright purple over his head. He needed an additional twenty-five cents for a can of Agra Nation® Energy Blaster. I dug in my pocket and gave him the change.


“Why do you let him do that?” asked Freak when I joined him a few moments later.


“He’s twice my size,” I said. “And he never asks for more than he needs.”


“Next time, tell him your money is radioactive.”


“Why would he believe that?”


“You live on the edge of Hellsboro.”


“Hellsboro isn’t radioactive.”


“Morgue doesn’t know that. He’s one of those people who thinks Hellsboro is the work of the devil. I’ve heard him say he’d never set foot in it. If he thinks your money has something to do with Hellsboro, he’ll go bother somebody else.”


I decided Freak might be right.


Hellsboro was the name the Cheshire newspaper had given to our local underground coal-seam fire. Hellsboro had turned eight hundred acres on the west side of town into a treeless, lifeless wasteland. The fire had been burning for twelve years. It could burn for a hundred more, or until all the underground coal was consumed. Coal-seam fires were almost impossible to put out. Ours had pretty much stopped spreading, although a small tongue of it had stuck itself out under Breeland Road that past summer and caused a sinkhole.


At Hellsboro’s center was the abandoned Rodmore Chemical plant. Rodmore had once been a big employer for the town of Cheshire. Now it was like a cinder-covered castle in the middle of a burned-down amusement park. It had been closed since the fire started. Nobody went there anymore. People said the plant was even more dangerous than the fire that surrounded it.


The fire had made almost all of the houses in the nearby Sunnyside housing development uninhabitable. Only three families still lived in the development: Freak’s, Fiona’s, and mine. We had to walk several miles to get to the next inhabited place, if you didn’t count Old Man Underhill’s.


Most people in Cheshire feared Hellsboro. It hadn’t stopped them from renaming the high school football team the Hellions or the middle school team the Devils (a faded banner in the gym says we used to be the Cheshire Cats) or having an annual dance at the town hall called the Hellsboro Hop. But nobody went near the actual fire zone. The mayor joked that it was a good way to get a hotfoot. If reminding Morgue MacKenzie how close I lived to Hellsboro would get him to leave my money alone, I would try it. As soon as I got up the nerve to tell him.


In English class, we got our spelling tests back. The one word I got wrong was renaissance. I put in too many n’s. Renaissance means rebirth. I asked Mr. Hendricks, our teacher, why, if it meant rebirth, we didn’t just say rebirth, which is easier to spell. This led to a long lecture from him about how important it is to have a large vocabulary. Mr. Hendricks started throwing around words like quintessential, lexicographer, and hyperdiculous. Everybody blamed me for the lecture, of course. Just as, the previous week, they had blamed me for the pop quiz on Tom Sawyer, just because I’d shown up wearing suspenders. I was used to it.


At the end of class, Mr. Hendricks admitted he had made up the word hyperdiculous. He wanted to see if any of us would raise our hand and ask him what it meant. None of us did. We were, I could tell, a constant disappointment to Mr. Hendricks.
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It was during lunch that the school day really went off the tracks.


There was another flash mob.


It happened shortly after Rudy Sorkin slipped on a string bean. His feet went out from under him. He fell on the floor with his lunch tray, and we all applauded. Then the applause cut off in mid-clap. I brought my hands together two more times into the dead silence and then caught myself.


“Uh-oh,” I said to Freak.


“Not again,” he said, rolling his eyes. The last flash mob had been only a week earlier.


Almost everybody stood up, except Freak and me and two or three other kids. But the majority of the lunchroom, including Fiona, who was two tables away, and all the adult monitors and the food-service ladies, turned and faced the window.


“That’s different,” I said.


“Yeah,” agreed Freak. “Last week they faced the wall.”


Everybody clapped twice. Then they crossed their hands in front of their faces, tugged on their earlobes, put their hands on their hips, and launched into an ear-splitting performance of the song “Oklahoma.” For two and a half minutes everybody assured us that Oklahoma was doing fine, it was grand, and, while it might not be terrific, it was certainly okay.


Then everybody sat back down, finished their round of applause for Rudy Sorkin, and picked up their conversations right where they had left off. The lunchroom filled instantly with its usual noise.


The first time this had happened, over a year earlier, it had been scary. We had been new to the school then, so we thought maybe it was a middle school ritual that no one had let us in on. That time, everybody had stood, faced the kitchen, and sung about raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens. And it turned out it hadn’t been just the lunchroom. It hadn’t been just the school. It had been the entire surrounding town of Cheshire. Or 90 percent of it. People had pulled their cars to the side of the road, gotten out, and sung.


I immediately decided it was alien mind control.


The next day, the newspaper said it was a flash mob. According to the report, everybody had been texting one another on their cell phones for weeks ahead of time. They had chosen what direction to face. They had picked out the song. They had agreed that everybody would perform together, no matter where they were or what they were doing, at exactly eleven forty-eight on the morning of September 28. After it was over, everybody who participated would deny having any memory of having done it if they were questioned by any nonparticipants. It would all be part of what the paper called “a grand and glorious lark.”


To me, it seemed like a grand and glorious waste of time.


After that, it kept happening. Freak and I learned to expect a singing flash mob every eight to ten weeks. Sometimes, there was even a dance step or two.


Fiona was good at it. She followed instructions perfectly, and after each flash mob she always claimed she couldn’t remember doing anything out of the ordinary.


I started to feel left out. Since Freak and I didn’t have cell phones, we were out of the loop. We had almost gotten cells the summer we graduated from elementary school, when the Disin Tel store opened on Coal Avenue and had offered an irresistible limited-time promotion.


LISTEN TO DISIN! the cleverly rhyming banner in front of the store had proclaimed, going on in smaller print to offer free phones to every family member past the age of ten in any family that signed a one-year contract. It was so inexpensive that practically every family in town took advantage of the offer. Then Freak’s father accidentally dropped his new phone down the garbage disposal, and he took Freak’s phone to replace it. And my aunt Bernie pulled mine out of my jeans after they’d gone through the wash. I’d had the phone for one day.


“Even if we had cells, would we be doing this?” demanded Freak, after everybody had finished singing “Oklahoma.” “How is it possible that there isn’t one kid here with a cell who doesn’t think this is totally stupid? Not a single person can decide to just sit it out? And why are they doing it again so soon?”


“Maybe the Elbonian overlords are stepping up their plans for world domination,” I said, adding a couple of potato chips to my cheese sandwich. I like a sandwich with crunch.


“The Elbonian overlords?”


“Weird foreign people in the Dilbert comic strip.”


“Why would you read Dilbert? It’s about office workers.”


“Someday I figure I’ll work in a cubicle. That’s what middle school is training us for. I think there’s some serious mind control going on here.”


“You mean the flash mobs.”


“That, too.”


Freak scowled.


“You can’t be right,” he said. “This is weird.”


“No, it’s not,” I assured him.


“It’s not?”


“No,” I said. “It’s hyperdiculous.”


It was the only word that described it.
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Hellsboro


The next morning, I had a sword fight with the sofa. I hadn’t planned to. The sofa forced my hand.


I arrived early, even before Freak. I wanted to examine the sofa on my own.


The upholstery was dark green, close to the color of the zucchini crayon. A long slit ran horizontally across the fabric of the back cushion, like somebody had slashed it with a knife. That, and the stain on the cushion, were the only things wrong with it that I could see.


I flipped the cushion over. The bloodstain lined up perfectly beneath the slit. If the sofa had belonged to my aunt Bernie, she would have made a slipcover for it. She never threw anything out.


My aunt Bernadette had started working double shifts at the medical center as soon as I got out of elementary school. We’d been together more when I was younger, but now I sometimes saw her only on weekends. It was just her and me in the house.


I lunged at the sofa with my sword. It had, after all, drawn first blood with its vicious fishhook attack. I duplicated the slashing motion that must have caused the slit, then pressed my advantage with a series of lightning strokes so fast, they were impossible to see. The fact that my sword was invisible probably helped.


“En garde, Monsieur Zucchini Couch! Stab me, will you? Taste my steel!”


“You think the sofa is French?” asked Freak. I whirled to face him. I hid my invisible sword behind my back. “What are you doing?”


“Forensics,” I said, improvising. “I’m trying to figure out how the slit got in the back cushion. It might have been done with a sword.”


“You think there are guys with swords in the Underhill place?”


“Who knows what goes on in the Underhill place,” I said. Freak looked toward the house. I took the opportunity to slide my invisible sword back into its invisible sheath.


“We’re wasting valuable sitting time,” said Freak, throwing himself onto his favorite cushion. I took a seat, too, after flipping the bloodstained cushion facedown again. It wasn’t long before Fiona joined us.


“I have news,” she announced, and sat down between us. “It turns out,” she said, “there are people out there who collect crayons.”


“Yeah,” said Freak. “They’re called five-year-olds.”


“No, they’re called adults, and some of them might pay good money for the zucchini crayon we found. Especially if the crayon has never been used.”


She looked at us to make sure she had our attention. She did. She continued.


“I looked up zucchini crayon on the Internet. It’s one of over two dozen colors the crayon company doesn’t make anymore. It’s very hard to find. There were only five hundred made, for a special limited-edition box of crayons called Victory Garden.” Fiona pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of a pocket in her book bag and consulted it. “This was during World War Two. The five hundred boxes were the prizes in a radio contest for kids. Sixteen crayons per box, all named after vegetables. But the new machine they were using in the crayon factory to pack the boxes left out the zucchini crayon and put in two rutabagas instead.”


“Rutabaga?”


“Yellowish purple. Not a very popular crayon, according to the article. Most of the zucchini crayons wound up in a tray, and the tray got left on a radiator, and most of them melted.”


“So,” I said, “any zucchini crayon that survived the meltdown would be worth something?”


“How much?” asked Freak.


Fiona looked back at her piece of paper. “Five years ago a Victory Garden box of sixteen crayons, two of them rutabaga, none of them zucchini, sold at auction for five hundred dollars. The winner of the auction was quoted as saying he would happily pay the same amount or more for the missing zucchini.”


“Holy cow!” said Freak. “Do you have the guy’s name?”


“The article didn’t give it.”


“We don’t need the guy’s name,” I reasoned. “We have the crayon. We could sell it through an Internet auction site.”


“That’s what I was thinking,” agreed Fiona. “And since I’m the only one with a computer with Internet access, you should give the crayon to me.” She looked innocently at Freak.


“Yeah,” he said. “Like that’s going to happen.”


“I need to be able to describe it exactly and take a picture of it.”


“I can do that.”


“You don’t have a computer.”


“I’ll go to the library.”


Fiona stared at him for a moment. Then she said, “You’ll get yourself killed.”


Freak had no answer to that, because it was true. Freak risked his life every time he went to the library. That’s because Freak insisted on taking the shortest route.


The shortest route went straight across Hellsboro.


Freak could get in and out of Hellsboro through a hole in his backyard fence. He insisted he knew all of the safe paths, but he risked falling into a sinkhole and roasting to death every time he returned a library book. He preferred to do that, rather than pay the late fee. He said the trick to Hellsboro was to keep moving, or the bottoms of your sneakers would start to melt.


“How about,” I said, “Freak and I just come over to your house tonight and we use your computer? It’s your parents’ bowling night. We wouldn’t be in anybody’s way.”


Fiona thought about it. “It’s really my mom’s computer,” she admitted. “It’s in my parents’ room. You guys would have to stay in the kitchen while I start the auction. If my phone rings, you guys don’t make a sound while I’m on it. And the fridge is off-limits.”
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By seven thirty Freak and I were sitting in Fiona’s kitchen, eyeing the fridge. We’d taken seven or eight photos of the crayon with Fiona’s phone and had finally gotten one that was in focus and clearly showed the word Zucchini. We’d written a description for the auction—“Crayon. Cylindrical. Five inches long. Pointy. Never used. Rare zucchini color.”—and Fiona had gone off to use her mother’s eBay account. At that point she had suggested we leave. Freak had said no, we would stick around, in case the auction got a bid immediately. He said we should be there if it did.


Fiona’s refrigerator was covered with family mementos held in place with magnets. A photo of Fiona’s older sister, who was away at college, was near the top. It shared a magnet with a drawing done by her younger brother, Stevie, who was in grade school. The drawing showed a child being chased by a gargoyle with braces on its teeth. Right next to it was a photograph of Fiona, smiling, showing the braces on her teeth. Below it was a photograph of Fiona’s parents and my parents, back before my parents had died in the accident. My father was holding a fishing pole and a fish. He looked like he was having the best day of his life.


I was jealous of Fiona’s family. She would complain about them sometimes—her mother was too strict, her kid brother was a pain in the neck—but I noticed she never complained about her brother when Freak was around, and she frequently stopped herself from going on about her parents when she realized I was within hearing distance. It made me think Fiona might be more sensitive than Freak or I gave her credit for. And maybe Freak and I helped her appreciate what she had. Which, to someone like me, was a lot.


Freak opened the refrigerator door about two inches and an alarm went off.


“Hey!” shouted Fiona from the other side of the house.


Five minutes later, she walked back into the kitchen. “The auction’s been running for ten minutes and there are no bidders yet,” she announced. “I’ll let you know tomorrow if anything happens tonight. ’Bye.”


Freak and I remained seated at the kitchen table.


“Your refrigerator has an alarm on it,” Freak said.


“It’s a buzzer and a battery with a photoelectric cell. The little light in the fridge goes on, the alarm goes off. I made it so I’d know if Stevie went after the Dutch apple.”


Fiona, I was sure, would someday win a prize in the Disin Tel science contest with an invention like this. She had skipped a grade and usually knew all the answers in science class and most of the answers in English. Still, she did stupid things sometimes. She thought Travis Miller might notice her someday. She favored vomit green as a nail polish color. And she hung out with a group of girls who made fun of her behind her back. At least Freak and I made fun of her to her face.


She folded her arms and leaned defensively against the refrigerator. Her phone rang, and she shooed us out before she answered it.


“Dutch apple is the one with raisins?” Freak asked as the door was slammed in our faces.


“And lots of cinnamon,” I said dreamily as we turned away from the House of Pie.


I went with Freak to his garage and helped him bring the trash out to the curb. He carried the recycling bin. When he put it down, he rearranged it so the empty water bottles were on top, covering the other bottles. He waved his hand above the bin, as if that would fan away the lingering smell of alcohol. He looked at the house, where a single dim light glowed in the living room, and motioned for me to follow him. We went around back.


A chain-link fence with barbed wire at the top separated Freak’s backyard from the backyard of the boarded-up house on the next street over. The fence extended for miles in either direction, completely encircling Hellsboro. Every thirty feet or so a sign wired to the fence declared:




DANGER


ENTRY FORBIDDEN


TOXIC GROUNDS—SUBTERRANEAN FIRES


DO NOT ENTER


BY ORDER OF THE CHESHIRE FIRE MARSHAL





In Freak’s backyard, right below one of these signs, he had cut a triangular opening through the links and folded back the fence. It’s how he got in and out of Hellsboro. A second fence, farther in, marked where things got really dangerous. He had cut through that fence, too.


“There was an odd glow out there last night,” he said, gesturing toward Hellsboro’s center. It had been a while since Hellsboro had glowed. It happened when coal burned close to the surface. Most of the surface coal had burned off long ago. “It wasn’t the usual reddish color. It was blue. And I heard a whumpa-whumpa sound.”


“A whumpa-whumpa sound?” It was getting cold out. I suddenly felt chilled.


“It didn’t last long,” said Freak, and shrugged.


The sound of a slamming door came from Freak’s house.


“Right,” said Freak. “I’d invite you in, but—”


“I know,” I said. “It’s okay.”


I found my way back to the street.


I hung around for a moment, listening to a raised voice somewhere in Freak’s place. It was muffled, but it still made my stomach churn.


Freak’s father was under a lot of pressure. Freak always said so. I had once been alone in their living room and overheard the answering machine taking a message from a very angry man at a collection agency. He listed the number of warnings Mr. Nesterii had been given and assured him that if the bills weren’t paid, there would be legal action.


Even when I got to my own front door, I could still hear the raised voice. The voice wasn’t Freak’s. Freak almost never raised his voice. Whatever was being said ended with something that sounded like a fist smacking a tabletop. The quiet that followed was just as disturbing as what had preceded it.


I wished I hadn’t heard things like that so often before.
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The next day, Thursday, the sofa was still sitting on the edge of Breeland Road. I was surprised Max Schimmelhorn hadn’t picked it up. I thought it was a pretty nice sofa.


I was the first one there. Freak joined me a few minutes later. He had a bunch of bananas, and he gave me one.


“Is that all you’ve got for lunch?” I asked.


“They’re good for you. They’re full of potassium. My father got it into his head we needed bananas. There’re six more bunches back at the house.”


We heard shouting off in the distance. Fiona was on the far side of the field separating Breeland from Bagshot Road. She was waving a paper in the air and running toward us. Three crows took flight at her approach. Freak had once told her she’d be good at protecting farm crops.


She dashed up to the sofa, knit cap askew, and thrust the paper in our faces. Then she pulled it back, said, “No, wait,” and took a moment to catch her breath.


“Last night… before I went to bed… we had two bids on the crayon.” She was still panting heavily. “The high bid was twelve dollars, forty-seven cents.”


“Wow,” I said.


“Shut up!” she said, then continued. “This morning… after breakfast… I went online just before leaving the house… we had ten bids from five different bidders.”


“And?”


“And the high bid was seven thousand dollars.”


I grabbed the piece of paper showing a printout of the auction. She wasn’t kidding. The high bid was $7,056.72.















CHAPTER 04
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GORLAB vs. Alecto


I handed the paper to Freak. He looked at it and shook his head. “This has to be somebody’s idea of a joke. Nobody’s going to pay seven grand for a crayon.”


“Look at the bidding history.” Fiona squeezed herself onto the sofa between us, took the paper back from Freak, and pointed at the list.


“The first bidder was CRAYOLA42. He bids ten dollars. Then WaxLips bids twelve dollars and forty-seven cents. By midnight, there are three more bidders and the high bid is sixty-five dollars. Nothing happens then until about five o’clock in the morning, when two new bidders change everything. GORLAB bids a hundred dollars. Then Alecto bids five hundred. Within minutes, GORLAB bids a thousand. Alecto bids five thousand. GORLAB brings it up to seven thousand, which is where it is now, but the auction doesn’t end for another week, so who knows how high it will go!”


“So, really,” said Freak, “it’s just these two wacko bidders who have driven the price up.”


“It’s called a bidding war. Anybody who’s trying to sell anything in an auction wants it to happen. Two people who want whatever you’re selling so badly, they go crazy in the bidding.”


“Crazy is right,” agreed Freak. “When the auction ends… it’s your mother’s eBay account. She gets the money?”


“I already made her promise that whatever the final amount is, she’ll give it to us. She’ll divvy it up equally three ways. She said she would.”


“Does she know how high the bidding has gone?”


“No. I told her we were trying to sell a crayon. I haven’t told her anything else.”


I cleared my throat.


“Guys?” I said.


“I hope she doesn’t change her mind when she finds out we’re talking thousands of dollars,” said Freak.


“Why would she? A promise is a promise.”


“My father promised to take me fishing once. That was three years ago.”


“Guys?” That was me.


“What if the high bidder backs down once the auction ends? What if whoever it is doesn’t pay?”


“Then you give the high bidder some nasty feedback and ask the runner-up if he’s willing to buy it for whatever his highest bid was. Which, at the moment, is five thousand dollars.”


“GUYS!”


Fiona and Freak turned and looked at me.


“Technically,” I said in a very soft voice, “the crayon isn’t ours to sell.”


They continued to stare at me.


“What?” said Freak. “We found it in a sofa on the side of the road. The sofa is obviously being thrown out. Which means anything in the sofa is also being thrown out. The crayon was being thrown out. We found it. It’s ours. We can do whatever we want with it.”


“Old Man Underhill probably didn’t know the crayon was in the sofa. It’s something he lost. We found it. Now that we know it’s really valuable, we should return it.”


“Yesterday we thought the crayon might be worth maybe five hundred dollars,” Fiona said. “This didn’t bother you then.”


“Five hundred dollars didn’t sound like a whole lot of money, especially split three ways,” I confessed. “Seven thousand, on the other hand, sounds like a lot. Like the kind of money Underhill could use to pay for his groceries or his heating bill or his, I don’t know, his hermit tax.”


“Hermit tax?” asked Fiona.


“My aunt says everything has a tax.”


“You think Underhill needs the money?” Freak was up and pacing back and forth in front of us. “He’s got this big rambling house on something like a hundred acres of land. If he’s hard up for cash, he could sell a few acres.”


Our eyes met and I could see he knew what I was going to say before I said it.


“Who would buy land this close to Hellsboro? How many years has the For Sale sign been up in front of your own house?”


He looked stung. “Underhill doesn’t need the money. He doesn’t even know the crayon is missing. He’s supposed to be a hundred years old. When was the last time he colored? We could all make better use of the money than he could. I could pay some of my father’s bills.”


I hadn’t thought of that. But just as I decided to back off, Fiona changed her mind.


“River is right.” She sighed.


“Not you, too,” groaned Freak.


“It’s not our crayon. We should at least make an attempt to return it,” she continued. “What will probably happen is, Underhill will turn out to be this lovable old grandpa and he’ll tell us he doesn’t care about the crayon and we can keep it.”


“Either that, or he’ll kill us and eat us,” I added, as cheerfully as I could.


Freak looked from Fiona to me, and then back to Fiona. Fiona nodded encouragingly. Freak looked like he was about to explode, but then he snapped, “ALL RIGHT! Fine! If it’ll make the two of you happy, let’s ask him RIGHT NOW!”


Freak stalked over to the gate. He stood there, staring through the gate’s black metal bars and up the entrance drive to where it disappeared into the trees. Fiona and I walked over and stood on either side of him.


“Hey!” Freak barked. “Do you want your crayon back?”


He moved closer to the gate, cupped his hands around his mouth, and shouted, “DO YOU WANT YOUR CRAYON BACK?”


“What crayon would that be?” asked the gatepost to our right.


The three of us jumped three feet to the left and stared at the gatepost. After a moment, the post said, “Hello?”


Freak looked at me. “This was your idea,” he said.


I walked slowly over to the post, with Fiona and Freak behind me. I got to within four feet of it and decided I didn’t want to get any closer.


“Hello?” I said.


The post buzzed briefly, like a beehive, and a hinged metal plate in the center of it dropped open with a clang. Dimly, in the dark cubbyhole, we could see a lens and the grille of a speaker.


“Yes?” said the voice.


“Y-you c-can,” I stammered. “You can hear us?”


“No, I’m watching you through the camera and reading your lips. Of course I can hear you. What’s this about a crayon?”


It was a man’s voice, but he didn’t sound particularly old.


“We found this crayon,” I said. Then I caught myself. I realized I had no idea who I was talking to.


“The kind of crayon you color with?” asked the voice. “That kind of crayon?”


“Excuse me,” I said. “I’m sorry, I forgot to introduce myself. My name is River Monroe. And this is Fiona Shuck. And that’s, um, Freak Nesterii.”


“Pleased to meet you.”


“And you are?”


“Excuse me?”


“You haven’t told us your name. We don’t know who we’re talking to.”


“Oh. Sorry. Remiss of me. My friends call me Alf.”


“What do people you’ve just met call you?”


“Alf.”


“Alf Underhill?”


“No.”


“You’re not an Underhill?”


“No.”


The three of us exchanged glances. Then the voice said, “Oh. I see. You’re at the gate of the Underhill place. So you think there might be an Underhill here. You’re not relatives, are you?”


“Relatives of who?” asked Fiona.


“Whom,” corrected the voice. “Relatives of Claude Underhill.”


“No, we’re not,” I replied.


“Then you won’t be too upset to learn that Claude is deceased.”


“He died?” I squeaked.


“Three years ago. Age ninety-seven. In a toboggan accident.”


“He was tobogganing?”


“He was out in the carriage barn and a toboggan fell on his head. He should not have tugged on the rope.”


I wondered if, possibly, I had been right about the chances of us getting eaten.


“So… who are you?”


“I purchased the place shortly after he died. I’ve been living here for the past three years. Since I rarely go out, and the local papers contained no mention of Underhill’s death, I can see where you might have thought I was him. But I’m not. What’s this about a crayon?”


“It couldn’t have been your crayon,” said Freak hastily. “I’m sure it was Mr. Underhill’s when he was a boy. Sorry to have bothered you.”


“I purchased the house and its entire contents. This would have included Claude Underhill’s childhood playthings, if they were anywhere on the grounds. His Frisbee. His Hula-Hoop. His Silly Putty. His crayons.”


“So,” I said, “if we found one of those things, it would rightfully belong to you?”


“I’m afraid that’s how it works. You found a crayon you think once belonged to Claude Underhill? Where did you find it?”


“Between the sofa cushions.”


There was a pause. Then the voice said, “What sofa?”


“The sofa,” said Freak, sounding exasperated, “that has been sitting out here by the gate for the past three days. It’s big and green, with dragon-claw feet.”


“Oh, that sofa. I was wondering where it had gotten to. I didn’t realize it was missing until yesterday evening when I tried to sit down. You can imagine my surprise. What color is the crayon?”


Freak had an expression on his face that said he thought we were talking to a crazy person. I expect I had the same expression on mine.


“Zucchini,” Fiona said.


“Zucchini? Really? Sounds unusual. Possibly valuable. Not that I’m an expert. Have you considered selling it on the Internet?”


Again, we looked at one another. Fiona silently mouthed the words, Don’t tell him.


I turned back to the post and said, “As a matter of fact, we started an auction last night.”


“Oh?” said Alf. “Would that happen to be a printout of the auction on that piece of paper Fiona just this moment tried to hide behind her back?”


Fiona shook her head. I nodded.


“Could you send that paper up here? I’d like to see it.”


“Send it up?”


“Bring it to the mail slot.”


Fiona and I tugged the paper back and forth a few times before she finally released it. I took it to the post.


“Reach into the opening.”


“No!” said Fiona, running up beside me.


“It’s perfectly safe,” said Alf. “That little mechanical glitch—the one that resulted in your mail carrier getting the nickname ‘Lefty’—was fixed several years ago. Reach in, take out the canister, put the paper in the canister, and put the canister back where you found it. Then close the door.”


Fiona tried to stop me, but I reached past her into the hole and found a brass cylinder. It popped open when I pressed a button on its lid, and I followed Alf’s instructions. As soon as I pushed the door closed, something went FOOP! inside the post. After a moment the hinged door fell back open, and the canister was gone.


“Pneumatic,” Alf explained. “Forced air shoots the canister up here like a pea through a peashooter. Or, if you modern kids don’t play with peashooters anymore, a deadly poisoned dart through a blowgun.”


“We don’t play with blowguns much, either,” Freak informed him.


“It’s all those video games. Kids don’t play outside anymore.” Alf sighed. “My, my. Seven thousand dollars for a zucchini crayon. That was as of, when? Five thirty this morning. That was several hours ago. I wonder…” Briefly, Alf started humming a tune to himself. It sounded like something from The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. “Ah. You might be interested to know the current high bid is eleven thousand, four hundred and fifty-three dollars and eighty-six cents. Alecto is currently in the lead.”


“Are you kidding?” asked Freak.


“Do I look like I’m kidding?”


“You look,” said Freak, “like a camera lens.”


“Yes. I suppose I would. So the three of you are trying to sell a crayon that, technically, belongs to me. Any thoughts on that?”


“I think we should split whatever it sells for equally,” I said.


“Do you?” asked Alf. “You mean half for me and half for the three of you?”


“I meant more like a quarter for each of us. We did, after all, rescue the crayon from the sofa and get the auction started.”


The silence seemed to go on forever. The three of us looked expectantly at the camera lens.


“If this is a staring contest,” Freak whispered, “we’re going to lose.”


“I think we should discuss this,” Alf finally said. “Face-to-face. I’d invite you up right now, but your bus is only thirty-five seconds away and you have a full day’s schooling ahead. Why don’t you return later this afternoon? After school lets out, and after track and chess club and school newspaper?”


It took us a moment to absorb the implications of what Alf had said.


“How—?” Fiona started, and I finished the question with, “—did you know we have track and chess and newspaper?”


“It was a lucky guess,” said Alf, sounding pleased with himself. “Shall we say four o’clock? Here at the gate? I’ll buzz it open and you can come right up. Please bring the crayon with you when you come. Along with anything else you may have found in my sofa.”


“I don’t know—” I started to say.


“It’s a date, then!” declared Alf.


The metal door of the gatepost snapped shut with a loud bang, just as air brakes burped at the bus stop.
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