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TO JULIE, CHRIS, AND PAM.


In this book Sydney Mackenzie finds her lifelong pals. It seems suitable to dedicate this to my oldest Magoos with heartfelt thanks for the many years of froyo and high jinks.




The best way to predict the future is to create it.


—Abraham Lincoln





* chapter one *


LIFE ON THE SUNNY SIDE


EVEN THOUGH I HATED VAMPIRES and just about anything scary, I’d seen Fangs for You five times.


“I loved it more than last week,” my best friend, Leigh, said.


“Me too—Emiline was amazing,” I agreed. “Totally amazing!” I dreamed of being exactly like fifteen-year-old Hollywood sweetheart Emiline Hunt someday. Someday soon. I could see it now: I walk down the red carpet, blinded by camera flashes. My name is in big, bright lights—Fangs for Me : Starring Sydney Mackenzie.


Back in the real world, Leigh and I pushed open the tinted-glass door of the Regal Cinema LA.


“So what now?” Leigh asked.


“You know what would make this day even more perfect? If we went for some froyo!”


“Yes!” Leigh said. “That is a fab idea.”


We walked to Christina’s Frogurt, our favorite place for fab froyo. Christina’s had the best flavors, including California Colada, Leigh’s fave, and Satiny Red Velvet Cake, my ultimate. As we walked, I checked my phone for messages.


That’s when the unthinkable happened. A kid on a skateboard bumped into me and knocked it out of my hand. In slow motion it fell to the ground, crashed, bounced, and landed in three pieces.


[Pause for dramatic effect.]


“Sorry,” he called as he boarded away. But sorry wasn’t going to help. I’d spent months secretly cat-sitting to earn enough money for that phone.


“No biggie,” Leigh said. Of course it wasn’t a biggie to Leigh. She had her dad’s gold Amex for “emergencies.” I carried around my mom’s expired card for show. “We’ll go to the Apple Store after this and get you a new one.”


“That’s okay,” I said. “I want the new one that isn’t out yet. I totally have to have it.”


“Oh yeah. Me too,” she said. “But what will you use until then?”


I held the three pieces. “This doesn’t look bad. Jim can probably fix it.” Jim is my dad, and he is the most unhandy person in the world.


“If he can’t, I think I have my old one in a drawer somewhere. You can totally have it.” Leigh always shared her stuff with me.


We got our yogurt and ate at an outside table.


Leigh forgot about my phone, but I worried that without it I’d be a social outcast, which was something I couldn’t afford.


Wearing big hide-my-face-because-I’m-ultra-popular-and-don’t-want-to-be-recognized sunglasses, we pored over the latest issue of Teen Dream magazine, the one with Emiline Hunt on the cover.


Leigh pointed to a dress. “Your strappy Guess sandals would look good with that.”


“Totally.” The sandals weren’t actually Guess. Leigh had assumed they were, and I didn’t correct her.


I glanced at my watch. “I have to get home. My yoga instructor is coming to the house at five.” It was really Roz’s (aka my mom’s) yoga instructor, who I pretended was mine, and he wasn’t coming today. I actually had to check on the neighborhood cats. Things had changed for my family as business at our sporting goods stores slowed down: I started a secret cat-sitting business and lied to keep up appearances with Leigh, while Jim let the country club membership go and skipped a weekender in Baja with his friends. But Roz had more trouble acclimating to the Mackenzies’ new financial status. In fact, she hadn’t acclimated. “Things will turn around,” she kept saying.


“I thought yoga was Wednesdays,” Leigh said.


I dotted gloss onto my lips. “I needed an extra session this week. You know, to relax.”


“I get that. Eighth grade is totally high pressure.”


“So high,” I agreed, untangling myself from my web of lies. I grabbed a bus home with no idea that my parents were about to drop a bomb that would destroy my sunny, silver-screeny, thrilling, froyo, medium-popular world in Southern California.





* chapter two *


THE PLAN TO RUIN MY LIFE


I’M NOT ONE TO EXAGGERATE, but my parents decided to ruin my life. It started right after the yogurt.


“Roz! I’m home, and I have a serious problem.”


What if someone was trying to text me right now?


I did a double take when I saw my parents, Roz and Jim Mackenzie, hanging out in the living room when Jim should’ve been at one of the stores, and Roz should have been at Pilates.


Roz sat on the light-tan leather couch, her hands in tight fists in her lap, while Jim paced across the Oriental rug, back and forth in front of the piano that no one played.


Was I in trouble?


I recalled the recent torture I’d inflicted on my twin six-year-old brothers. I didn’t think it was bad enough to result in a lecture from both Roz and Jim.


“We have to talk to you,” Roz said. “Sit down.”


Jim’s forehead wrinkled. “We’ve sold the sporting goods stores.”


“Okay. Why?” I asked.


“We were losing money. In fact, we lost a lot of money.”


I figured we couldn’t afford to lose a lot of money.


“We’re going to make some changes.” Roz’s voice cracked around “changes.”


“Like what?” Was I going to be phoneless or homeless?


“Some very difficult, very big changes.” Her tone told me we were heading toward homeless.


“We’re thinking about this family’s future,” Jim said. “We need to make more money, and spend less—a lot less.” He looked at Roz when he said that last part.


Roz made an effort to mutter, “And save more.”


Jim’s expression lightened, and he began to look more like the glass-is-half-full kinda guy I knew. “So, we’re starting a new business! One that booms regardless of the economy.”


“A yogurt boutique?” I started dreaming of all the free taste testing Leigh and I would get to do. “Can I pick the flavors and design the T-shirts?”


They shook their heads.


“People aren’t always going to buy expensive clothes or go out to eat,” Jim explained. “We want a business that’s ‘recession proof.’ ” He made air quotes with his fingers.


“What’s ‘recession proof’?” I mimicked his quotes.


“You see, Sydney,” Roz began. “As sad as it is, people are always going to die. And they need a place . . . er . . . what I mean is, they need to go to a—”


Jim jumped in. “What your mother is trying to say is that we’ve inherited a cemetery. That’s going to be our new family business.” Jim grinned widely. This man could find the best in any terrible situation, but come on, a cemetery?


“A what?” I tugged on my ears. “These must not be working, because I think you just said ‘cemetery.’ ” Then I turned to look over each of my shoulders for a hidden camera. “Wait. This is a joke, right? Is this for a viral video contest? Good one. You got me for a minute. What do I win?”


“Syd, it’s not a joke,” Roz said. “There’s no contest.”


“A cemetery,” Jim repeated.


My mouth hung open as I waited for him to fill in the blanks.


“Yes, ma’am.” Jim smacked his hands together. “People will always have a consistent need for cemetery services. It’s brilliant!” He put his arm around Roz’s shoulders. “Isn’t that right?”


“Uh-huh.” Roz forced a smile that I suspected covered a good cry. “Your father’s uncle Ted—”


Jim interrupted. “Theodore Mackenzie the Fifth.”


“That’s right. The fifth in a long line of Mackenzie men. Well, Uncle Teddy owned a cemetery. And sadly, he recently died.”


“Bummer. Did, um, I ever meet this Uncle Ted the Fifth?”


“We weren’t close to him,” Jim said. “But since he had no children, he left the business to me. To US! And the timing couldn’t be more perfect.” He rubbed his hands together. “Perfect timing for big changes for the Mackenzies.”


“That’s right,” Roz chimed in much less convincingly.


“Yup,” Jim said. “It’s the perfect time to change businesses and move. To Delaware.”


I lifted my hand. “Hold up. Delaware?”


Roz and Jim nodded and smiled, one more enthusiastically than the other.


“Really? Where is Delaware? You’re not serious? Like, the kind of cemetery with dead people?”


I didn’t ask what was probably the most important question of all: Can I get a new phone?


Jim answered:


“Really.


“East Coast.


“Totally serious.


“Don’t think there is any other kind.


“And there’s more,” Jim said. “We’re going to drive across country, all of us together in the car for five days.” When Jim said “all of us,” he was including my brothers. “Talk about quality family time. It doesn’t get much better than that!”


Ugh!


*  *  *


Once I was convinced that they did, in fact, intend to ruin my life, I ran to my room and slammed the door.


I called Leigh on the regular old-fashioned cordless phone.


She answered, “Talk to me, Syd.”


“My life is over,” I said. “Over. Finito. Fini.”


“Again?”


“This time it really is.”


“Why?” she asked.


“Are you sitting down?”


I heard a shuffle. “I am now. Whatcha got?”


I said, “I’m moving.”


“Out of Orange County?”


“Yup.”


“To where? San Diego? San Fernando? Puh-lease don’t say San Francisco.”


“Worse.”


“Sacramento?” she asked.


“Delaware.”


“I’ve never heard of it,” Leigh said. “Is it near Palo Alto?”


“The STATE! It’s all the way over on the other side of the country.”


“Eeewww. Why? Do Roz and Jim hate you?”


“I think so,” I said. “I have a map. It’s next to New Jersey. I looked it up.”


“Doesn’t New Jersey smell like armpits?”


“I hope not,” I said. “But thanks, that’s very helpful.”


“You’re right. Your life is over. Why are they doing this to you, Magoo?” Leigh and I called everything Magoo. It came from a teacher we had once. She called Leigh a Chatty Magoo, which she so totally is, but still, that was a super-dorky thing to say. Now it was like “our word,” and we used it all the time.


I explained about the sporting goods stores, the economy, recessions, Uncle Ted, and the inheritance.


“A cemetery?” Leigh made gagging sounds. “I’m so not visiting you.”


“Why not?”


“Because it’s majorly Creepy Magoo.” Then she asked, “What are you gonna do?”


“I don’t know yet. Can I live with you?”


“Umm, I don’t think so, Syd. My mom is nuts.”


“Hmm . . .” She had a point.


“Are they leaving the Dumb-Os behind?” She meant my twin brothers. “That would be good, right?”


“I’m pretty sure they’re coming with us,” I said.





* chapter three *


THE PLAN TO REPAIR MY LIFE


THE NEXT DAY LEIGH’S MOM dropped us off at Orange County Junior High in her red Porsche. We fit right in among the fancy cars in the carpool lane. I could pretend to have a lot of name-brand things, but it was hard to make up an expensive sports car. Jim used to have one, but he traded it in for a “certified pre-owned” Jeep, which was still pretty cool because you could take the top down.


I was really bummed from the news Roz and Jim had laid on me last night. I couldn’t sleep, so I had gotten up extra early and done my hair. Every strand was perfect. The wind from the Porsche hadn’t been kind to it, so I carefully finger-combed the new, long blond highlights back into place. “Does my hair look okay?” I’d told Leigh that I had gotten it done in Hollywood, but I did it myself from a kit I got at the drugstore. Turns out I’m pretty good at drugstore hair coloring.


“It looks great, Syd,” Leigh said without looking away from her compact mirror while she walked.


That’s when Gigi Greggory walked passed us. She swept her glossy locks over her shoulder. Her feet moved, but she walked so gracefully that she practically floated. “Hey,” she said to us. “I like your hair, Sydney.”


“Thanks.” And that was why she was Gigi. She knew everybody’s name, and she always had something nice to say. Gigi joined up with a group of mega-popular girls, none of whom were as nice or as pretty. Actually, most of them weren’t nice at all.


I wanted to be popular like Gigi. Leigh and I were several rungs lower on the social ladder and always trying to climb higher; Leigh was faster than me. That’s why we were on-again, off-again BFFs, because sometimes she was too far ahead for me to catch up. Right now we were on again. I figured that was because I’d gotten a part in this year’s school production, Romeo and Juliet. It was a small, but impressive role and probably an indication of not only my future success at OCJH, but also in Hollywood.


Leigh said, “Lucky you. Gigi noticed your hair.”


“I guess.” “Lucky” wasn’t the word I’d use to describe myself today. I opened my locker and got the books I needed for film history and drama. The rest of the day was filled with other classes that someone, somewhere, must’ve thought were important.


Leigh said, “I have math. What am I ever going to need math for? Isn’t that why God made calculators?”


“Look on the bright side,” I said. “There’s chicken Caesar and tiramisu for lunch today.”


“If I survive math, I’ll meet you in the caf later,” Leigh said.


“Gotcha,” I said.


I slammed my locker, and we went our separate ways. I reached into my purse for my cell phone for something to stare at while I walked. It wasn’t there, so I stared at the floor.


The fact was that I needed a new phone really, really badly. I didn’t think Roz and Jim would sympathize with the social implications of my situation and fund a replacement.


*  *  *


Leigh and I sat at a corner table for lunch. She took out a Sharpie marker. “Okay, things we’re going to do before you move to Delaware.” She stuck a gag finger in her mouth when she said Delaware. The pukey jokes about Delaware weren’t funny anymore.


“Cali Colada froyo . . .” She wrote on a napkin.


“I want to get some California Cannoli to freeze and take with me,” I said.


“Good idea.” She wrote it down. “Tomorrow, let’s get some California rolls and sushi, because they probably don’t have that in Creepsville,” Leigh suggested.


“I’m sure they have sushi somewhere in the state,” I said.


“Maybe,” Leigh said. “But this is cooler because it’s here. California is the common denominator in what’s cool.”


“Did you learn about denominators in math today?”


We giggled. Then I smacked Leigh on the arm, harder than I meant to, because I suddenly got very excited with a HUGE idea. “You just gave me an idea about Delaware!”


“I did?” she asked.


“Yeah. Here it is: I’m from California.”


“So what?” she asked.


“That’s the silver lining in moving to Creepsville,” I said.


She wasn’t following.


“I’m tan, I’ve seen movie stars, I have great hair according to Gigi Greggory—”


“I don’t think she said ‘great.’ ”


I ignored her. “I surf.”


“You try to surf.”


I ignored that, too. “See what I’m trying to say?”


“Nope. Not even a little.”


“California is the common denominator in c-o-o-l. That’s why all the celebs are here. These Delaware peeps will think I’m totally California cool. Plus, I have great clothes,” I added. “Nobody there knows where I rank on the Orange County Junior High food chain. I can be whoever I want there. I can be their Gigi.”


We spent the rest of lunch working on a plan for me to be the most popular kid at my new school. When we finished it, I neatly folded the napkins we’d written on and put them in my backpack.


I said, “Leigh, I’m going to miss you so much. Will you visit me?”


“I’ll miss you too, and I’d text you all the time, but since you don’t have a cell phone, I guess we could e-mail sometimes,” she said. “Don’t know if I’ll visit the East Coast, if you know what I mean.”


My face fell.


Leigh must’ve noticed. “No offense. It’s all the cold, and dead stuff. There are probably all kinds of ghosts hanging around there. It’s not personal. I hope you’ll come back here and visit me.”


“Sure, Leigh,” I said, but I’d stopped listening around “dead stuff” and focused on my plan for Gigi-esque status at my new school.





* chapter four *


THE SCENERY FOR MY NEW LIFE


JIM’S JEEP DROVE EAST ON the interstate. The trees had fewer leaves every hour. It had been an unpleasant trip, like, the worst. Roz chatted about how this change would bring us all closer together, and how getting away from the California scene would be a good change. I didn’t believe a word of it. I don’t think she did either.


Since leaving our last pit stop in Maryland, the twins, Dumb-O One and Dumb-O Two, had watched nothing but Christmas DVDs and sung carols loudly. I was going totally bonkers without my phone—the itch to text and play with my apps was driving me crazy. And if I heard “Frosty” one more time, I was gonna melt that sucker myself.


I shoved earbuds in deep, shuffled a playlist, and tuned them out to focus on my popularity plan, which I named the S5. It stood for Sydney’s Super Social Stardom Schedule. I’d started it days before we left, and I finished it when we entered Colorado.


It was a simple plan, really.


THE S5


1. HAVE AN AWESOME LOOK: CLOTHES, HAIR, ETC. . . .


2. MAKE SURE EVERYONE KNOWS I’M FROM CALIFORNIA AND THAT CALIFORNIA ROCKS


3. BE NICE TO EVERYONE


4. STAR IN THE SCHOOL PLAYS


5. MOST IMPORTANT: DON’T LET ANYONE KNOW ABOUT THE CEMETERY THING


I closed my eyes, and in my head I played scenes like a movie preview, with bouncy music in the background.


Scene:


I walk into the cafeteria in my awesome dark purple tank top and white skirt. My legs are tan. Everyone waves me over to sit at their table. Since I can’t choose, I sit at an open table and invite everyone to come eat with me. They do.


My bangle bracelets knock together as I stir my iced caramel latte with a swizzle straw. The girls love my hair slightly spritzed with glitter, which I share with them.


The most popular, cutest boy in eighth grade, who all the girls love, invites me to the movies. The girls are jealous, but they can’t hate me, because I’m so nice. They beg me to act out a scene from MAXINE THE MARVELOUS, and I do. The drama teacher, who happens to be in the caf, sees my performance and asks me to take the lead in the next school production. The kids tell me that I just have to do it, so I accept.


After days of quality family time, I saw the sign WELCOME TO BUTTERMILK RIVER COVE, DELAWARE—POPULATION 800.


The streets of Buttermilk River Cove were quiet, the houses small, run-down, and close together. Dirty snow piles lined the roads like mud mountains. Christmas lights, the kind with real big bulbs, not little white twinkly ones, were lit, even though it wasn’t dark yet and Christmas was weeks ago. My excitement over my new life fizzled at the sad appearance of the town. If you thought of California as bright lights, brilliant colors, sunshine, and flashing cameras, Buttermilk River Cove was dull, dark, and depressed.


Roz fidgeted in her seat. “Turn here, Jim.”


After going down one street and making a turn, it seemed like we’d gone through the entire town.


“Oh my,” Roz said at the sight of the house. “It doesn’t look quite like the picture, does it?”


Jim didn’t seem to hear. “There she is. The Victorian. Built in 1830. Uncle Ted’s lawyer sent me the entire history of the place. It’s fascinating.”


At this sight any bouncy music emerging from my scene stopped.


Oh dark and spooky Magoo.


“That’s the house we’re going to live in?” I asked.


It was the biggest house I’d seen in Buttermilk River Cove. Its white and navy paint peeled; the shutters were crooked; the roof sagged. It kind of leaned to the right like it was tired of standing for the last hundred and eighty years or so.


On either side of the house was a black wrought-iron fence surrounded by tall, angry-looking dead weeds. Over a gated entrance, metal letters said:


LAY TO REST CEMETERY


A PLACE TO SPEND ETERNITY


ESTABLISHED 1602


Jim drove the Jeep into the half-moon-shaped driveway and pulled up next to the house. Our headlights shone on the backyard.


I could not believe what I saw.


“You’ve. Got. To. Be. Kidding. Me.”


Goose bumps covered every inch of my tan skin.


“What?” Roz said.


“Those are tombstones!” I yelled.


“Of course they’re tombstones. It’s a cemetery,” Jim said.


“You left out an important detail.” I felt deceived. “You failed to mention that the graveyard was in OUR BACKYARD!” I shivered. There was no way I was getting out of this car.


The Dumb-Os climbed over the backseat, kicking me in the head on their way out the door.


“Cool!” One yelled.


“Awesome!” Two yelled.


How could these twerps not be scared?


Jim got out. “The best way to run a business is to be at it all the time. That was a mistake I made with the sporting goods stores. I trusted other people to manage the day to day. I’m not going to do that again. The cemetery office is on the first floor of the house. We’ll live upstairs. It’ll be perfect.”


It was the opposite of perfect.


If you could take perfect and turn it upside down and run it over with a Porsche, then shove it in a NutriBullet, you might be getting close to how far we were from perfect.


I stayed in the dark car. I couldn’t believe it. Just like that, my dream of being the Buttermilk River Cove Gigi was destroyed. Gone. Blown away. Disintegrated.


I was going to be the weird kid.


The one who lived in a cemetery.


How could I possibly hide a bazillion tombstones . . . in my backyard? It wasn’t like hiding an extra toe, or a peanut allergy, or two pain-in-the-butt twin brothers, or the brand of my shoes.


My fate was sealed: I was going to be the Freaky Magoo of Buttermilk River Cove.


[Gloomy music plays in the background.]


When I realized I was in the car all alone, I reluctantly set a foot on the frozen ground, sending a chill up my back.


Jim walked up the Victorian’s front steps. They creaked. I followed, every cell of my body stuffed with fear. Jim opened the door and disappeared across the threshold. He turned on a chandelier, which barely lighted the foyer enough for us to see the faded, frayed braided rug and thick, peeling wallpaper.


“Get your bags, boys,” Jim called to One and Two. To Roz and me he said, “The movers confirmed all our stuff is here. Let’s go up and check it out.”


I grabbed Roz’s arm. She held mine, too, offering me a smidgen of comfort.


“Jim, can you find a few more lights?” she asked.


Jim flicked one switch then another, having little luck. “First thing tomorrow we’ve gotta replace some bulbs.”


“Hundred watts,” Roz suggested.


Jim didn’t hear her because he’d climbed up the curved staircase. “Ouuch!” he yelled.


Roz clenched my arm tighter. “What happened?”


“I bumped my head. I’m fine.” A dim light came on. “Ah. There we are. Our furniture looks good. It looks just like home. Come on up.”
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