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This is dedicated to my dad, who had always dreamed of writing a book of his own. I hope this would have, in some small way, fulfilled that dream.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHERE THE WHOLE THING STARTS

Like any good story worth telling, or bad one for that matter, mine starts in the mall.

The toy store, to be precise.

Normally, it would’ve just been another routine family outing, but as I’ve learned over the years with us, nothing is ever routine. We were on winter break from school, and Mom and Dad were a little behind on their Christmas shopping, for a change—and with it being only a few days away, they were running out of time. It was one of those things where they would follow my sister Abby and me around and take notes on whatever we looked at, and then just like that, those same things would magically appear under the tree on Christmas morning.

At eight years old, Abby never put two and two together.

At twelve, I did.

Mom and Dad were kind of clueless about that sort of stuff, but I never said anything to Abby. One, I didn’t want to spoil things for her. Two, if it meant keeping quiet for Abby’s sake and still getting gifts in the process, then I could play along.

I even made it easy for them. I told them exactly what I wanted. An iPhone. Nothing else. Nothing to plan for, nothing to figure out. An iPhone. They had promised me one for my birthday. Always saying, “When you’re twelve, Devin.” Well, that birthday had come and gone without one. But it was okay. I’m not the complaining type. I even smiled and said thank you for the new shirts and socks they gave me instead.

Yeah, socks. If there was one thing I never wanted to get again as a gift, it was socks.

But that wasn’t going to cut it this time. Not for Christmas. If I didn’t get an iPhone, there was going to be trouble. And by trouble, I mean that I would probably smile again, and say thank you again for whatever lame gift they gave me. That’s the problem with being the good one. You don’t really have it in you to follow through with the threat of bad behavior.

My sister, Abby, on the other hand …

Let’s just say that when Abby didn’t get what she wanted, she had perfected the art of the tantrum. And Mom and Dad bought it. Every single time.

In the back of my mind, I’d always had a feeling that Abby knew exactly what she was doing. The problem was, I could never prove it. But if tantrum-throwing had been an Olympic sport, Abby would’ve been a gold medalist.

First her mouth would close, and her nostrils would flare. Then her eyes would narrow into tiny slits. Her glare would penetrate you like daggers through flesh … and that’s when it would turn really ugly.

She would collapse to the floor, like her skeleton had been plucked from her body. She’d contract like a Slinky before somehow melting into a puddle. Her high-pitched shrieks would burst every eardrum within a five-mile radius, until they actually rose by several octaves into something that resembled a silent scream, not detectable by human ears. The only way to know that it was still going on was by the howling of neighborhood dogs.

And my parents?

Well, they would do just about anything, and I mean anything, to prevent that from happening. They claim they never spoiled her, but I knew that wasn’t true. They did just about everything in their power to avoid the volcanic eruption, which I liked to call, Mount Saint Abby.

That’s where we were now, with the countdown to eruption about to begin in … three, two, one …

“Mooooooooooom!” Abby yelled from one aisle of the toy store, causing several heads to almost snap off from the violent, whip-like reaction as they turned toward the sound of the scream.

Mom rushed over. “What is it, Abby?”

Abby pointed in every direction. Up, down, and side to side on each shelf. “The Cuddle Bunny, Mom! They don’t have the Cuddle Bunny. I want the Cuddle Bunny!”

The Cuddle Bunny just happened to be what every other kid in the country also wanted. It was part of the FAB line of toys. FAB stood for Furry Animated Bestie. In reality, it looked just like any other regular stuffed animal, but as the commercials liked to say, it was also soooo much more. A FAB could play music and interact with you. It could walk, it could talk, it could probably make a sandwich if you asked it to. It was your robotic pal. But the most annoying thing about the FAB? That mind-numbing song.

I’m not going sing it for you, because if I did, it would worm its way into your brain and destroy any form of intelligence you might have. It has such power and control over a person that during the course of the day, you would find the lyrics escaping your lips without even realizing what was happening. The thing is, you’re powerless to stop it. There have already been several news reports about people who had to be institutionalized because they’d been driven insane by it. I mean, literally insane.

Okay, I made that part up, but it wouldn’t surprise me if it really happened. Because that’s how annoying a FAB was. And the bottom line? Abby wanted one … and they were nowhere to be found.

“Well, they don’t have any right now,” Mom said. “But who knows? Maybe Santa will bring you one for Christmas.”

Abby’s hands curled into little shaking fists. “But I don’t want it at Christmas. I want it now! Let Santa bring me something else for Christmas.”

“I’m sure Santa can’t wait to bring toys to tantrum-throwing little girls,” I said under my breath.

“Moooooooom!”

Mom glared at me. “Devin!”

“Dad!” I said, although I’m not sure why, since he wasn’t even in the aisle yet.

A moment later, he wove his way through the throng of holiday shoppers. His face was pale, expressionless. He looked over to Mom and slowly shook his head.

Mom’s hand flew to her mouth as she glanced over to Abby and smiled. It was phony and plastic. “Or,” she said.

Abby looked up. “What?”

“I was reading somewhere that the Cuddle Bunny isn’t really as good as everybody first thought. There’ve been lots of problems with it. People say that they break easily and all the kids who got one wound up hating them and never playing with them again.”

Abby folded her arms. “So, give me theirs.”

She was good at this. To her, this was almost like a game, and she hated to lose.

I already knew what that meant for Mom and Dad. They had no chance to win.

“Or,” Dad said, “Maybe Santa will get you something else that you might enjoy even more.”

Abby’s face turned red. Her nostrils flared. It looked like Dad’s words had finally hit her. “Santa’s not bringing me a Cuddle Bunny? But I’ve been sooooo good!”

“Compared to a velociraptor,” I said.

Abby stomped her foot and pointed at me. “Mooooooom!”

“Devin!”

“Dad!” I said again, still not exactly sure why, since he didn’t help me whatsoever. Instead, he just stood behind Mom, off where she couldn’t see him, and shook his head.

I rolled my eyes. I’d been through this scene way too many times before and it was always the same ending. I’ll spare you the details of what happened next, but the end result was that our mugshots were now not-so-proudly displayed under the NOT WELCOMED BACK sign taped next to every Helen of Toys cash register.

Okay, that part wasn’t true. What was true, though, was the part where Mom and Dad bought Abby over three bags’ worth of toys.

I actually wouldn’t have minded so much if not for the fact that Abby gave me a little smirk when Mom and Dad weren’t looking. As I said, that kid knew exactly what she was doing. Unfortunately, Mom and Dad never realized it.

To make matters worse? On the ride home, it was like it none of it ever happened. Abby reverted from evil-genius mode back into eight-year-old kid as she giggled and played with her new toys while Dad went on and on with one of his boring stories about how the mall was going green and recycling their water.

Mom pretended to be interested.

“It’s amazing,” Dad said. “Soon all malls will be doing this. If not, they should. This is too important of an issue.”

Mom was busy staring at her phone. “Yes, dear. It’s amazing.”

He smiled. “And I helped design it.”

“We’re all very proud of you,” Mom said.

I think Dad expected a bigger reaction than that. The problem was that we’d heard about it a bunch of times already. Every time we went to the mall, as a matter of fact. By now we could all practically recite his recycled water story by heart. I’m sure in Dad’s world, working for the town of Gravesend, it was all extremely exciting, but in the Dexter household, it was already old news.

This was the moment where, if I’d had a phone, I would’ve popped the earbuds in and listened to music to avoid everything else, but since I didn’t, I was stuck hearing it all again. Every once in a while, I gave a little “That’s great, Dad,” to show I was paying attention, but all I really wanted to do was get back home and out of the car. Well, that is, until we actually did get home.

Two things happened when we finally reached our house that were the beginning of everything bad.

The first? That would have to be the moving van—the one right across the street from my house. If the van was the gunpowder, then the second was the spark.

That would be Tommy.

Okay, maybe it’s overstating it a little to say that Tommy was the cause of all the problems, but he sure didn’t help. Don’t get me wrong, for the most part I liked hanging out with him—I’d known him ever since I was born. Tommy is my cousin. We were pretty much thrown together as babies and had been forced to hang out ever since.

Mostly I don’t mind, because after all this time, he’s become kind of sort of like my best friend, which pretty much speaks volumes about the state of my buddy list. But there is this other thing about Tommy that nobody realizes.

He’s crazy.

I don’t mean arguing with the voices in your head type of crazy, although I wouldn’t swear to it that he didn’t. All I knew was that more often than not, whenever I did hang with Tommy, it meant trouble. Usually for me. I’m not saying that I’m an angel, but out of the twenty-three times we’d been given detention in school, I could honestly say that twenty of them were entirely his fault, with the others being at least partially.

Trouble seemed to find him, and somehow I’m always around when it happens. I try to tell Mom about it, but she always talks about how he’s family, and family sticks together through thick and thin, and that sort of stuff.

The worst is when she says that I must be exaggerating. That’s the one that always gets me. Tommy does a really good job of acting innocent in front of adults. So good, in fact, that nobody seems to believe how much trouble he can be. Not my parents, not his parents, not the teachers, and not even the principal—but I think he’s just tired of us always being in his office for something.

The bottom line was, Tommy meant trouble. And that trouble was sitting on his bike in my driveway, waiting for me.

I tapped Dad’s shoulder from the back seat. “Dad, quick, pull into the garage and close it behind you. I’m not in the mood for him right now.”

“Devin!” Mom said. “That’s not nice. He’s family.”

“Besides,” Dad said, “he’s right in the middle of the driveway. I couldn’t do it without running him over.”

“He’ll move,” I said. “Probably.”

Dad shook his head. “I can’t take that chance. If he doesn’t, my insurance premiums will go way up and I’m paying enough as it is.”

I never know with Dad whether he’s joking or not, he speaks so seriously. But either way, he slowed down and stopped before reaching the garage. Which meant that I had no choice but to get out of the car and see … Tommy.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I came by to see if you wanted to hang out.”

“I’m tired, we just got back from the mall.”

“Devin!” Mom said. “That’s not nice.”

Tommy held up his hand. “It’s okay, Aunt Megan. I’m not offended. If Devin says he’s tired, I’m sure he doesn’t mean anything bad by it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, brother.”

“There’s no excuse for being rude.” Mom shook her head. “Now, apologize.”

“What? I didn’t do anything. Dad?” I turned to him for help.

“Can’t do anything now, Devin. I’m carrying stuff into the house.” He grabbed the bags from Abby and dragged her along inside.

He had been my only shot. I’d have no choice now. I turned to Tommy. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

Tommy looked at Mom. “I didn’t hear him, Aunt Megan.”

Mom frowned. “No, Tommy, neither did I.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Devin!” Mom raised her voice, in that not quite a yell, but more than regular speaking tone. It was her signal that she was not to be messed with. She used it often and was good at it.

I sighed. “I’m sorry.” I turned to Mom. “Okay?”

Mom turned to Tommy. “Okay?”

Tommy nodded. “Yes, Aunt Megan.”

“Good!” she said. “Now I’m going inside. Come in soon for dinner. Would you like to join us, Tommy?”

“I’d love that, Aunt Megan. You’re the best cook ever.”

“Good grief,” I said.

“Why, thank you, Tommy. I’m glad someone around here appreciates me.” She glanced at me. “Now, you two go have fun until I call you in, but stay only around the yard, okay?”

“We will.” Tommy nodded.

I watched and waited until Mom got into the house before I unloaded on Tommy. “What are you doing here? Didn’t I tell you to stay away from me?”

“You meant that?”

“Yeah, I did. That’s your problem, you never listen.”

“Wait a second. Are you still mad about the other day?”

“You mean when the motorcycle gang chased us across town? No, I’m not mad about that at all. Why would I be?”

“Oh, good,” Tommy said. “I was worried you’d be upset.”

“Of course, I’m upset!” I said. “A gang, Tommy. A motorcycle gang! What twelve-year-old gets chased by a motorcycle gang? Between that and the police and all the detentions at school! I mean, we must lead the entire county in detentions.”

Tommy scowled. “That’s ridiculous. There have to be a lot of schools in the county. There’s no way to know what’s happening in each one.”

I rubbed my eyes. I felt my usual Tommy headache coming on. “Seriously, please stop.”

Clang!

We turned toward the sound and saw several huge muscular guys carrying things from the moving van into the house across the street.

“Careful!” A much smaller man ran beside them, shouting and waving his arms. His voice cracked. He seemed to be their boss. I knew because he was carrying a clipboard, and from what I’ve seen, the one carrying a clipboard and doing nothing while giving everyone else orders was usually the one in charge. “You guys break anything, it’s coming out of your salaries. Now, hurry up! I promised it would be done by tonight.”

“We’re going as fast as we can!” one particularly large guy grunted as he helped carry something out of the truck. He backed out, along with four other guys, carrying a massive sized … cooking pot? It was maybe four feet around and looked like it was big enough to put up soup for hundreds of people.

One of them groaned. “Who has a pot this big anyway?”

“How should I know?” Clipboard-Man shrugged. “Maybe it’s for parties. Whatever, just be careful.”

“What’s this?” Another mover came into view, carrying a giant ball made from glass. It looked like an oversized marble.

“How should I know?” Clipboard-Man asked. “Just be careful with it.”

“What are you, scared?” One of the movers laughed.

Clipboard-Man ran his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know. It’s just that there’s something weird about this one.”

“Don’t worry, Chief,” one of the movers said. “We’ll protect you.”

The others laughed again.

They carried the pot up the steps of the porch. The front door opened. They went in, but something else came out. It was small, black, and furry. A cat. It slinked along the edge of the porch and stopped.

It turned toward me, and its eyes narrowed.

My heart thumped. Something strange about it.

Tommy tapped my shoulder. “Devin?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t know how to tell you this, but I think you have a witch moving in across the street.”


CHAPTER TWO

GUESS WHO’S COMING TO DINNER?

You know how sometimes you watch a scary movie and all the clues are right in front of the characters, but they’re just too stupid to realize it? Well, that’s the way I was feeling then. It wasn’t just the cauldron and the crystal ball—it was also this weird sense settling in. All I know is, if this had been a movie, I would’ve been screaming at the top of my lungs for them to get out of there.

Unfortunately, the “there” was Tommy and me holed up in my room, pacing back and forth, trying to figure out if what we had just seen was really what we had just seen. I wasn’t sure but was having a very tough time trying to convince myself otherwise, especially because of Tommy, who was staring out the window through a pair of binoculars.

“What are you doing?” I asked. “It’s creepy. Why do you even carry binoculars with you?”

“Huh? Oh, I learned a long time ago that you never know when you’re going to need them. Especially in this town. Like now for example. This is the best way to spy on a witch. I’d be able to see almost everything, except for that stupid tree in the way.” He angled himself, trying to get a better view around the tree that stood right outside my window.

“There are no such things as witches,” I said, realizing I was saying it more for my benefit than his.

He lowered the binoculars, turned to me, and scowled. “Really? You can say that after what we just saw?”

I shrugged. “What did we see? We really didn’t see anything, just a pot, a glass ball, and a black cat. Big deal. Anybody could have those things. Doesn’t mean they’re a witch.”

“Doesn’t mean they’re a witch?” His eyes narrowed. “You are very lucky I’m here.”

“Why?”

He looked through the binoculars again. “Did you ever hear of Billy Thompson?”

I shook my head. “Who?”

He turned to me slowly. “Billy Thompson was a kid who lived in this neighborhood around twenty years ago, before your time.”

“And yours.”

He ignored me. “Anyway, Billy Thompson was just like you and me, a regular kid, until one day, a witch moved right next door to him.”

I swallowed hard. I hated that every time Tommy told me a story, I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. He always seemed so sure of himself. “That’s not true,” I said.

“Whose story is this?”

“Yours, but—”

“Are you going to let me finish or not?”

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

“So anyway, one day Billy goes snooping around, because nobody believes him that a witch lived next door.”

“And?”

“And he disappears.” Tommy snapped his fingers. “Just like that. And nobody heard about him ever again or remembered that he even existed.”

“Wow …” I breathed out the word, then thought. “Wait a second … but you just mentioned him.”

“What?”

“You just said that nobody remembered that he existed, but you just mentioned him. Your story doesn’t make any sense.”

He frowned. “Why are you trying to ruin the story?”

“I’m not. I’m just saying it doesn’t make any sense. It can’t be that nobody remembered him, if you’re talking about him now.”

Tommy waved his hand in front of him. “Never mind. You’re confusing me. The point is, Billy Thompson went snooping and disappeared. I think they found, like, human bones in the witch’s soup or something like that.” He went back to the binoculars.

I thought of the ridiculously large pot I had seen. My leg trembled a little. “I don’t believe you.” My voice cracked. “There’s no such thing as witches.”

“Oh, yeah?” He offered me the binoculars. “Take a peek at this.”

I took them from him and looked through to see the movers down below. They walked out of the van in single file, each one carrying an armful of—“Brooms?”

“Well?” Tommy said, the smugness clear in his voice. “What do you make of that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she just likes to keep a clean house?”

My door flew open and Mom burst into the room. “Devin, get ready for—Devin! Are you spying on our neighbors with binoculars?”

“No, I—”

“I told him it was wrong, Aunt Megan,” Tommy cut in.

I turned to him. “What?”

She glanced at Tommy but didn’t say anything. She reached out. “C’mon, hand them over.”

I held my tongue and placed them in her hand. If Tommy was upset about his binoculars, he didn’t show it. He didn’t even blink.

“You can’t go spying on people with binoculars, Devin.”

Tommy wrinkled his nose. “It’s creepy.”

I sighed. “What do you want, Mom?”

“Oh, yes. Dinner is almost ready and I want you to be on your best behavior. I invited the new neighbor.”

Tommy whipped his head in my direction.

“What?” I said. “What did you do that for?”

“What are you yelling about?” Mom asked. “What’s wrong with inviting the neighbor?”

Tommy and I glanced at each other. What could I say that wouldn’t make her think I was nuts? I couldn’t exactly tell her that I was pretty sure we had a witch living across the street. Finally, I went with, “Because it’s not safe to let a stranger into your house. Everyone knows that. What if it’s some crazy, psycho serial killer? Have you thought of that? Because then you just let them in here to murder all of us.” I’m not really good under pressure.

Mom folded her arms and tapped her foot as she stared at me for several moments before speaking. “Did your father let you watch scary movies again? I warned him about this.” She glanced toward my door. “He is so going to get it.”

“I didn’t watch any scary movies!” I said.

“Okay, then I don’t know what this is all about, but our new neighbor is coming for dinner, and I want you to behave.” She wagged her finger at me. “And that means none of this serial-killer type of talk.” She shook her head, turned, and stormed out.

Tommy rushed to my side. “I think your mom’s been compromised. We might have to eliminate her.”

I shoved him away. “Will you cut it out? You’re not eliminating my mom. And by the way, thanks for the binocular thing. Now she thinks I’m as creepy as you are.”

“Who cares about the binoculars?” He pointed out the window. “You have a witch living right across the street from you! Who, by the way, is coming here for dinner, and all you care about is the binoculars? Help me come up with a plan! We don’t have much time.” He paced the floor back and forth, smacking his hand against his forehead. “C’mon, think.”

“Okay, enough! I knew it was a mistake listening to you. You always make it so I’m not thinking clear, and then I’m the one who gets in trouble. You know what? I don’t care if she is a witch. I’d rather deal with her than with you anyway. You’re nuts.”

“Yeah, keep telling yourself that.” He tapped his chest. “Then, I’ll be the only one alive while she’s feasting on your brains tonight.”

“Do you even hear how stupid that sounds? That’s what I’m talking about. She’s not going to eat our brains, and she’s not a witch.”

“Tell that to Billy Thompson.”

“You made him up!”

“Let’s agree to disagree on that one. The point is that you have a witch coming over, and we need to prepare.” He began searching through my room, lifting papers and looking under my bed.

“What are you doing?”

He got up and rifled through my desk. “Do you have any wooden stakes?”

“What are you talking about?”

His face lit up. “Garlic!” He snapped his fingers. “Wait. I got it! Silver bullets!”

I ran over to stop him from going through my things. “Are you out of your mind? Where would I get silver bullets? And besides, that’s for werewolves.”

“Not just.”

I pointed to the door. “Please go. I’m begging you.”

“You know, I’m trying to save your life here. So maybe you should be thanking me instead of yelling.”

“I’d thank you even more if you left.”

“Okay, if you tell me right now that there’s not even any part of you that thinks she might be a witch, then I’ll go. But first, think about this.” He started counting off items on his fingers. “The cauldron, the brooms, the crystal ball, and that weird black cat. Still not one part of you?”

I opened my mouth to answer him, but for some reason the words wouldn’t come out. As stupid as it sounded, all of it together bothered me. Even scared me a little. I knew in the back of my mind that this was how Tommy always got me, but I had to admit, everything he was saying started to make sense. “I don’t know. It’s probably nothing.”

“Probably? You don’t sound convinced at all.” He threw his hands out, palms up. “So, how about we prepare? Just in case? If she’s not a witch, then no harm done. But if she is, then we’ll be ready for her.”

I sighed. Anything to get him to stop. “Fine. What do we have to do?”

He clapped. “Yes! You won’t regret this.”

“I’m regretting it already.”

“Okay, first off, where do you stand on holy water?”

“What are you talking about? Who has holy water?”

He scratched his chin. “We’ll have to get some. Put it on our list.”

“List? What list?”

“You have to make a list!” He pointed to my desk and snapped his fingers. “Go on, I’ll wait.” He watched until I got out a pen and sheet of paper to take notes.

“Okay, I have paper. Now what?”

Tommy paced the room, rattling off items, not even caring whether or not I was paying attention anymore. “Silver bullets, wooden stakes, garlic. Definitely plenty of garlic.”

“That’s for vampires.”

“It works on all evil creatures, don’t you know anything?”

I took a deep breath and scribbled it down. “Fine, garlic. Go on.”

“Holy water is the best. I’ll have to get some on the way home.”

“Where do you get holy water?”

He turned serious. “You don’t want to know the places I know.”

“Oh, brother,” I said.

“Stop interrupting me.” He banged his head with his fist. “What else do we need?”

Before he could continue, the sound of the doorbell interrupted us. Tommy and I exchanged glances. If his face was anything like mine, I knew how scared I looked.

“What do we do?” I whispered.

“Why are you whispering?”

I shrugged and whispered again, “I don’t know.”

“Okay, let me think, let me think …” He snapped his fingers and pointed to me. “Listen to me very carefully. You’re going to go downstairs.”

“Me? Why me?”

“It’s your house! And besides, I’m going to take care of things up here.”

“What things?”

“You leave that to me. But I need you to stall before you open the door. I need some time. And no matter what you do, don’t invite her into the house.”

“Why?”

“She can’t enter your house unless you invite her in. She’ll, like, burn or something.”

I scowled. “That’s also for vampires.”

“It’s for all evil creatures!” he yelled. “Now, you have to start trusting me on this. I know what I’m talking about.”

“Where’d you get your information?”

He stared at me. “I can’t reveal all my sources.”

“You’re a moron.”

“That’s another thing that we’ll have to agree to disagree on. All I know is, if Billy Thompson had had someone like me in his life, he still would’ve been here today.”

“You made him up.”

“I’m not going to argue about this now.” He walked over to my door and opened it. “Now, go! But remember, no matter what, don’t invite her in!”

I took a step out into the hall and turned around. “Wait a second. You just kicked me out of my own room.”

“We don’t have time for this!” Tommy said. “Every second you wait is another second the witch gets closer to having Devin stew for dinner. She’ll be eating your brains and using your bones to pick her teeth. And remember this, they start with the kids first. Because to them, kids are the tastiest.”

I thought a moment. “Well, wouldn’t they start with Abby?”

“Yeah, but you’d be next.”

“You’re three months younger than I am.”

“You’re wasting time again! Now get down there and stall!” He slammed the door in my face.

As I walked down the stairs, I could hear the sounds of objects crashing in my room. A part of me wanted to let the witch in, so maybe she would eat Tommy, but with each step, I thought about if this were real. Would she kill us right away? Or maybe wait and fatten us up first? I kept trying to remind myself that there were no such things as witches, but it was no use—the seeds of doubt were already planted.

I took the last step and reached the hallway where the front door was. Nobody had answered it yet. Good. Maybe if nobody did, she’d just go away.

Brriiiing! The doorbell again.

What were the chances that nobody had heard that the second time?

“Mooooooooom!” Abby yelled. “Somebody’s at the door!”

I winced. Stupid Abby.

Mom rushed into the hall. “What are you doing? Why aren’t you opening it?”

“Mom,” I said in a hushed tone. “Don’t answer it.”

“What? Why not?”

“It’s dangerous.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not this again. I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I’m not discussing it while someone’s waiting at the door. We’ll talk about it later.”

“Don’t, Mom, I’m telling you, I have a bad feeling about this.”

She bent down and touched my cheek. “Sweetie, I think maybe you’ve been watching too many scary movies.”

“I haven’t.”

“I’m going to let your father have it later. But for now, just listen. We’re only inviting a new neighbor, who doesn’t know anybody else in this town, for dinner. That’s all. Okay?”

Hearing her say it like that made me wonder if I’d been overreacting. Tommy could do that to you. Make you not think clearly. Who knows how many times I’d gotten in trouble because of him? Finally, I nodded. “Okay.”

She smiled. “Good boy. Now, let’s not keep our guest waiting.”

She reached for the door.


CHAPTER THREE

MEETING THE WITCH?

A thousand thoughts went through my mind as Mom reached for the door, many of them having to do with me as the main ingredient in some type of witch-stew. But the thing that was getting to me the most, was just what was I going to do when she opened the door? Stupid Tommy and his stupid plans. He didn’t tell me anything. If the neighbor was a witch, I was not at all ready for her. Would she use her magic right away? Maybe she would put me under her spell and make me her slave. A zombie slave, having to eat brains in order to survive. Or maybe she’d put a curse on my family, which would last hundreds of years until someone broke it by having to kiss me and … okay, maybe I was getting a little carried away.

Still, I braced myself just in case, when it suddenly occurred to me: I hadn’t even seen her yet. Not good. I had no idea what type of witch I’d be facing. Would she be the old, ugly, wrinkly kind? Or maybe young, beautiful, and evil? Wait! It was also possible that she might be the plain-looking one, who was all nice to everyone, and nobody ever suspected her of being a witch until it was too late.
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