
  
    
  

“Something besides driving me crazy with that tennis ball!” Mom said.

Dillon groaned and threw the ball against the wall one last time.

Thump.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll go outside.”

“Thank you,” said Mom.

“But if I die of heatstroke, it won’t be my fault,” Dillon said.

“I’ll send you out with plenty of lemonade,” said Mom. “Crisis averted.”

Dillon swung his legs off the bed, pulled on his sneakers, and shuffled out of his bedroom. Maybe Mikey was home, he thought. Mikey Dillman was his best friend and lived next door. The Dillmans had gone on a family camping trip, and Dillon had been bored out of his mind all week. If the station wagon was in the driveway, that would mean they were finally home. Dillon’s tree house had a perfect view over the hedge wall that separated his house from Mikey’s.

As promised, Mom had a full water bottle of lemonade waiting for him.

“Thank you,” said Dillon, taking a big swig. He tossed the tennis ball up and caught it. “I’ll be in my base, drinking my own sweat when the lemonade runs out.”

“Oh, knock it off,” Mom said. “Before you know it, summer will be over and you’ll be back in school. You’ll wish you had these long, lazy, hot days of summer vacation.”

Dillon shrugged and, with tennis ball in hand, headed out the back door.



The tree house had been built into the thick limbs and full canopy of a mighty oak tree, right at the edge of their property. It had two floors, a small balcony, and windows with shutters you could close for secret meetings. A ladder had been built into the trunk for access (the tree house was at least ten feet high), and one long limb stretched over the hedges and into Mikey’s yard. His parents had agreed not to cut it down and, instead, had made a rope ladder so that Mikey could get up there from his own yard.

Dillon and Mikey referred to the tree house as their “base” and decided that they were members of Captain Duke Ross’s Mars Expeditionary Force. After all, the poster did say that Captain Ross wanted them for the force. They usually sat up there reading Galactic Hero comics, drinking soda, and playing board games.

But when Dillon climbed up the ladder and into the base and peered out over the hedges, he did not see the Dillmans’ RV, just their station wagon sitting in the driveway. That, and Mikey’s older brother Mark’s beat-up pizza delivery car with the PIZZA MARIO sign still stuck to the top of it.

He picked up the stack of comics and dropped them back down on the table. He’d already reread them a dozen times, and the new issue wouldn’t come out for another couple of weeks. Playing board games by yourself was no fun. He thought about going down to the creek, or maybe the park, but that meant walking (or skateboarding), and it was entirely too hot to do either.

Then he saw it.

A big gray squirrel with an even bigger bushy tail and a white patch of fur on its chin. It had something in its mouth. Something shiny. Something that looked awfully familiar. It can’t be, Dillon thought.

Dillon spun around and pulled open the base’s candy basket. All the Sour Sugar Snakes packages were empty. Every. Single. One. And the culprit was clinging to the side of a tree, with a package in its mouth!

“Hey!” Dillon shouted, rushing back out to the small balcony. “Hey, that’s my Sour Sugar Snakes, you thief! Get back here!”
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The squirrel shook its tail and scampered up the side of the other tree.

“Give it back!”

Dillon threw the tennis ball as hard as he could.

He wanted to hit the tree. He wanted to scare the squirrel enough that it would drop his last pack of Sour Sugar Snakes and run away.

But he did not hit the tree.

He hit the squirrel. Directly. It fell backward, away from the tree, and landed on its back, in Dillon’s yard.

“Squirrel?” Dillon called. “Are you okay?”

The squirrel did not answer. It lay very, very still, its tail sticking straight out and the package of Sour Sugar Snakes in its mouth.




Greetings, friends… once again, it is I, the Keeper, your mysterious guide into the strange and unexplainable events of Wolver Hollow. By now, you may have experienced some, or all, of the other thrilling and chilling tales of weirdness that have befallen this quirky little town. Or perhaps you are new to these dark shadows and even darker secrets. But whether you have been here before, or are visiting for the first time, I must warn you-what I am about to share with you is a tale so terrifying, so shocking, that even I have trouble believing that it ever happened. But happen it did, and so, without further ado, let me take you to that fateful, sweltering summer, and a boy by the name of Dillon… Dillon Ford.
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Dillon stood over the squirrel. It definitely wasn’t moving. Maybe it was stunned, he thought. Yeah, that was it. It was just taking a nap, sleeping it off. He thought about nudging it with his foot, but then he thought about it waking up and biting him on the toe. He liked his toes and did not like the thought of a squirrel biting one. Squirrel teeth are sharp! In the end, he opted for a stick.

“Squirrel?” he asked.

He gently poked the squirrel with the stick.

Nothing.

“Mr. Squirrel, are you okay?”

He poked it again. This time just a little bit harder.

Still nothing.

“It was only a tennis ball,” Dillon said. “I wasn’t even trying to hit you.”

Dillon poked the squirrel a third time. One could never be too sure. The foil-wrapped bag of Sour Sugar Snakes fell out of the squirrel’s mouth. Dillon used the stick to pull the candy closer to him and then snatched it up. There was still a chance that the squirrel would come to and scamper after him, and he wasn’t going to have any digits near it when that happened. He shoved the candy into his pocket.

But after five minutes, it became very evident that that was not going to happen.

Dillon felt horrible.

“Squirrels are supposed to be quick, right?” he said. “And I have the worst aim ever. Like that time at the Wolver Hollow carnival when Sheriff Macklin was in the dunk tank and I wanted to dunk him so bad. And then I threw the ball and missed the entire target by, like, a mile and hit old Ms. Applewhite, who was carrying her prized apple-berry pie. She dropped the tray, right on Madeline Harper’s dog, Tucker, who bolted into the middle of Mayor Stine’s domino re-creation of the town, knocking it all over right before he placed the last domino. Mayor Stine was so angry he threw his hat in the air… which hit a floating balloon that drifted into the power line and shorted the electricity, shutting down all the rides.”

The squirrel just lay there.

“So, my point is,” said Dillon, “that I wasn’t supposed to actually hit you.”

He still didn’t feel any better. He couldn’t just leave the squirrel here, in his backyard, directly at the bottom of his base. He owed the squirrel a proper burial at least.

“I’ll be right back.”

Dillon crossed the yard and went back into the house. He knew exactly what he could use to put the squirrel in.

“Dillon Ford, you are not coming in yet,” Mom said. “You haven’t even been out there for half an hour.”

“I just need to get something from my room,” he said.
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“Dillon!”

Thump… Thump… Thump…

“Dillon Ford!” called his mom, from the bottom of the stairs.

Thump… Thump… Thump…

“I know you can hear me! Stop bouncing that tennis ball against your wall and go outside!”

Dillon lay on his bed, head at the foot of it and feet planted on the wall. One foot on either side of his Captain Duke Ross, Galactic Hero poster. Duke Ross pointed one gloved finger at Dillon and stared right at him. I WANT YOU FOR THE MARS EXPEDITIONARY FORCE read the caption at the bottom of the poster.

Dillon tossed the tennis ball against the wall again—thump—and caught it.

“But it’s so hot outside,” he hollered back.

“Do not make me come up there!” Mom said.

“But there’s nothing to do!”

Thump.

“Find something to do!”

“I am!”

Thump.
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Night Frights

The Squirrels Have Gone Nuts

By Joe McGee

Illustrated by Teo Skaffa





To Shane, Zachary, Logan, Ainsley, Sawyer, and Braeden—the Trap Pond Crew… and also to the squirrel I hit with that football
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