














JASPER DASH AND THE FLAME-PITS OF DELAWARE
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YOU MAY NOT HAVE WASTED YOUR MONEY YET ON THESE OTHER THRILLING TALES OF PALS IN PERIL


Whales on Stilts!


The Clue of the Linoleum Lederhosen
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To the monks of Vbngoom, wherever you are


Thanks to Sam and Hannah Anderson
for their expert help and advice.
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When Lily Gefelty got out of bed on the morning of the big game, she looked out the window to see what kind of a day it was going to be. She discovered that it was the kind of day when a million beetles crawl out of the ground and swarm the streets, forecasting evil.


She didn’t know about the evil yet, of course. She just saw the million beetles, brown and restless, dropping from trees and mobbing fire hydrants. She was not usually disgusted by beetles or anything else. But these did not seem natural.


She went to look up beetles online. Her eyes narrowed. She blew her bangs off her face. No question: It wasn’t the time of year for beetles.


No, not the time of year for beetles—but as it turned out, it was indeed the time of year for evil. On that fall day, a white van had rolled into town, filled with wickedness. It had turned off the highway at dawn. It headed for Lily’s school. It was headed for the town of Pelt’s big game.


Quite often, when evil comes to town, animals get restless. Horses whinny. Dogs bark at the windows. Dolphins hide their shiny pates and chitter. And in this case, the bugs, which had just settled down for the winter, crawled back out of their dens, filled with unease.


Of course, Lily didn’t know that evil was in a white van, ordering sausage egg croissants at an O’Dermott’s drive-thru. Neither did her friend Katie Mulligan, who knew a thing or two about evil.


When Katie and Lily were dropped off at the school gym, where the day’s big match was going to take place, Katie complained, “These beetles are disgusting,” kicking a few out of the way as she stepped out of her mom’s car. The hard little bugs rolled a few times and skittered into a sewage drain.


“It’s like a plague,” said Lily, watching the beetles shiver.


“Are waterproof shoes also anti-beetle?” asked Katie, lifting her heels. “I mean, do they fend beetles off?”


“I don’t know,” said Lily.


“Shoes,” said Katie, “should come with a complete fending list. ‘These shoes fend the following.’”


Lily was thoughtful. “It’s pretty late in the fall for beetles.”


“Oh, lordy,” said Katie. “I hope that these beetles aren’t signs of a coming evil.”


“Hello, chums!” called Jasper Dash, Boy Technonaut, crunching across the school lawn in Wellington boots. “What-ho and tippy tippy dingle and all.”


“Eww, Jasper,” said Katie, “you’re crunching on june bugs.”


Jasper inspected the soles of his boots. “Aha,” he said. “I had noticed a jaunty crispness to my stride this morning.”


“Um, Jasper,” said Lily, “do you have lead weights taped to your eyelids?”


“Yes, indeed,” said Jasper. With a show of great concentration, he held out his arms, puffed out his breath, and slowly raised and lowered his lids. “I want every muscle in my body to be ready for the big match today.”


“Who’re you playing against?” asked Lily.


“The Delaware team. From Edgar R. Burroughs High in distant Ogletown, Delaware: Dela ware’s state champions. They are, frankly,” he said, lowering his lids and raising them again, “frankly supposed to be terrors. I do not mind telling you, they have left the wreckage of many another school’s athletic department in their wake. Mothers weeping on the bleachers.”


“Wow,” said Katie. “You’ve really gotten into this, haven’t you? I never knew you were so into sports.”


“A healthy mind in a healthy body,” said Jasper. “That is what I strive for.” His lids opened and closed, opened and closed.


Pelt—where Jasper, Katie, and Lily lived—was not a very exciting place. It was a small town with a library, police department, some old Victorian houses covered in aluminum siding, and a street of failing stores down near the docks. To pep up business on Main Street, store owners had put mannequins out on the sidewalk, advertising dusty sweaters or pillbox hats, but the mannequins were just assaulted by gulls.


There was not much to do in Pelt. There was a museum in town, but it wasn’t very exciting. Its main exhibits were on how people used to churn butter. Now, I have enjoyed my share of incredibly dull museums,* but even I found the Pelt Museum unbearable. No one really went there except third-grade field trips during their “Making of Margarine” unit. There was also an opera house in town, but it was closed and dogs lived there. At night, sighing came from the upper windows.


Given that there was not much to do in Pelt, people cared a lot about the schools’ drama clubs and athletic teams. Sporting events were very well attended, and before big matches, games, and meets everyone put signs on their lawns cheering on the Pelt teams. The Pelt Observer always ran big stories about competitions with nearby towns.


Unfortunately, most of the Pelt athletic teams were not very good. It was a small town with a small high school and junior high, so there weren’t many athletes to draw from. Their best pitcher, for example, had broken his arm playing football the previous season.


Perhaps this is why the town had become so fanatical about their competitive staring matches. Pelt’s high school varsity Stare-Eyes team was well on its way to becoming state champion.


The rules were simple: Pair people off to stare at each other’s faces. First person to blink or smile loses. As is said of many games: a moment to learn, a lifetime to master.


Jasper Dash, Boy Technonaut, could stare like no one else. The Pelt school system had even gone so far as to recruit him as one of their key players, even though he actually wasn’t in school anymore, having received his Ph.D. in Ægyptology some years before.


Jasper was the hero of a series of largely forgotten adventure stories for boys in which he invented startling devices and rolled up his sleeves to plunge into adventure from dizzying heights. His powers of staring were almost super human. This is because, in the course of Jasper Dash and the Sponge-Cake of Zama, he had spent almost a year studying meditation and martial arts at a secret mountaintop monastery in somewhere like Nepal or Tibet. Now he stared like a force of nature. He could remain unmoving for hours. No one had ever out-stared him.


I should mention that Katie Mulligan was also the star of her own series—the Horror Hollow Series—which took place in Horror Hollow, a small, deeply haunted suburb of Pelt. Katie was brave and outspoken, especially when confronting algae that needed to be told off or blood-sucking babysitters climbing down the neighbors’ walls with tots in their arms.


Lily Gefelty, the third friend in this little group, did not appear in any series of books except for this one, and for that reason she was shier than her friends. She observed things constantly and thought complicated things about what she saw. She watched through her long bangs, blowing them out of the way when there was something she wanted to inspect particularly closely. She admired her friends and wanted their series to become famous again, even though Katie’s books were a few years out of date and Jasper’s books were now sold mainly in large sets to J. P. Barnigan’s American Family Restaurants, a mall chain that purchased books with matching bindings so they could put them up on shelves next to old-time football helmets, oars, snowshoes, cricket bats, parasols, and rustic apple-peelers. This created a mood of hearty, antique good cheer. Often I have skimmed through the titles of the Jasper Dash series while eating J. P. Barnigan’s deep-fried Onion Tumbleweed (appetizer) and drinking a pint of flat Cherry Coke.


Lily yearned for adventure. Though she loved her little town with her whole heart and both of her lungs, sometimes she wished that she could go to exciting places and take part in exciting events like her friends. She had never explored the basements of Inca temples like Jasper or been hunted through the bayous of Louisiana by the panting, fanged Rougarou like Katie on Labor Day weekend. Lily was a little frightened of those things—were-beasts and booby traps—but she wanted to be by the side of her two friends, leading a life less drab than Pelt’s, meeting new people, seeing the world, enthusing about its strangeness and variety. Indeed, though she didn’t know it, she was about to have an adventure with her friends that would take her to the far ends of the earth.


And what did our heroes look like? A good question in any age. Katie was blond and burned easily. Lily was a little stockier than Katie and wore clothes that hid most of her. Jasper looked like the outline on the GO CHILDREN SLOW sign, that is:
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and in fact had been the model for that sign. It had been one of the proudest moments of his career, for he had a deep and abiding hatred of all traffic infractions and jaywalking.


It is of course the old GO CHILDREN SLOW sign on which he had appeared, not to be confused with:
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which showed Jasper’s archenemy, interdimensional criminal Bobby Spandrel, whose spherical, silver, featureless head was said to contain just one giant eyeball and whose empty cuffs shot forth photons and flames.*


The only eyeballs on display at the moment, however, were Jasper’s own, as he stared with disturbing intensity at his two friends, holding open his weighted lids. “This contest against the Delaware team might well be the greatest struggle our school’s athletic department has ever seen.”


Lily asked, “Have your practices been going well?” She was always good at asking her friends questions when they were dying to talk.


Jasper nodded. “In the last two weeks, indeed, our ragtag band of blinkers and yawners has become a family—and a tightly knit fighting force, when need be. Coach Meyers has seen to that. He has been stern but caring.”


“You mean Doctor Meyers?” said Katie. “The optometrist?”


“He is a fierce but fair man. He knows with almost a sixth sense when our corneas are losing their sap.”


“He did a good job teaching me to put in my contacts,” said Lily. “He told me that putting them in was an art, not a science.”


“So, um, with the team,” said Katie, “Choate Brinsley is the captain now, isn’t he?”


“Yes, he is.”


“What’s he like? Super nice?”


Jasper shrugged, dislodging a beetle that had landed on his shoulder. “He’s a sportsman and a gentleman,” he said.


Lily watched Katie closely. She knew that Katie had a crush on Choate Brinsley.


Jasper mentioned, “I went to Choate’s house recently for a rousing game of electronical soccer. He has a device that plays soccer on a screen.”


“You went to his house?” exclaimed Katie. “What was it like?”


Jasper shrugged and considered. “Sound, though hard to defend from the west. To truly make it attack-proof, you’d have to have folding metallic adamantine shutters that slammed down over the glass doors in the kitchen.”


“I mean, what was his room like? Did he have any pictures up?”


Jasper looked bewildered. “I’m not sure I understand,” he said. “I really have to go. It’s time to get into our uniforms.”


“Okay,” said Katie. “But what were the pictures in his room?”


“There was a movie poster,” said Jasper. “I really must go. Beetles are crawling on my duffel bag.” He shook the bag. Insects flopped onto the sidewalk. “Until later, chums?”


Lily held out her hand. “On the field of battle,” she said.


Jasper smiled, grasped her hand, and shook it. “On the field of battle,” he said, then saluted, turned, and jogged toward the gym doors.


“I can’t believe he didn’t tell me he went to Choate’s house,” said Katie.


“Look at the beetles,” said Lily.


“I’m tired of looking at the beetles,” said Katie.


“They’re going away,” said Lily.


Katie turned and inspected the school parking lot. It was true. Suddenly, the beetles were trundling into holes. Some dug furiously with their little pincers. Some slipped into the bark of trees. Some wedged themselves between bricks.


Other cars were pulling up by the curb and kids were getting out. They didn’t seem to notice that the morning’s insect plague was almost over.


Beetles whirred through the air. They landed near their nesting places. They hid. They seemed terrified.


“I wonder why they’re all going away?” said Katie.


Lily hunkered down and watched a line of ladybugs flee into a storm drain.


There was a screech of tires from the street. Lily and Katie looked up. A white van had turned into the parking lot. The windows were tinted.


By the time it pulled into a spot, bucked back out, and pulled in at a better angle, there was not a beetle to be seen. The plague was over. But the danger was just beginning.
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The doors to the gym opened, and Choate Brinsley, captain of the Pelt Varsity Stare-Eyes Team came out, dressed in a clean white shirt and khakis. He looked around and checked his watch.


“There’s Choate,” said Katie. “He must be waiting to meet the Delaware team and show them their locker room and stuff.” She sighed. “Or he just wanted to come out and have the wind play with his hair more.”


“You really should forget about him,” said Lily gently.


“Omigosh. He’s coming this way.”


“This is the sidewalk,” Lily said softly. “He has to come this way. There’s grass everywhere else.”


“He’s still coming this way.”


Katie had tried to talk to Choate several times. The first time she said hello, he looked at her like she was crazy and walked away. The second time she said hello, a few weeks later, he frowned and said, “ Huh? Who are you?” and then turned around and put books in his locker.


The night he had spoken to her like that, with such scorn and italics, Katie had actually cried at home. Lily had talked to her about it for an hour on the phone. “He doesn’t know how great you are,” Lily had said. Katie had wept, “And he never will!” Lily felt awful that her friend cared so much about the opinion of this one, kind of stuck-up, boy. She wished she could convince Katie to forget about him.


Now Choate stood waiting on the sidewalk, right next to Katie and Lily, looking around for his opponents. As kids walked past him toward the gym, he gave them high fives.


The van doors remained closed and locked. No one got out. There was no sign of movement behind the dark glass.


Katie slid a quick glance toward Choate, and then exclaimed loudly to Lily, “Stare-Eyes is the best sport, isn’t it?”


“It’s fun,” said Lily. “I’m glad Jasper is making friends on the team.”


Katie rolled her eyes at Lily. “I mean,” said Katie, “that I really, really like Stare-Eyes.”


“Oh, good,” said Lily. She caught on that Choate was overhearing their conversation.


“Yup, I just love Stare-Eyes,” said Katie. “I always read all the, you know, statistics and everything.”


“Sure.”


“I get those magazines.”


“Right.”


“I love it. You know who my favorite professional Stare-Eyes player is?”


“I didn’t know anyone played it professionally.”


Suddenly Katie realized she didn’t know the names of any professional Stare-Eyes players. So she said, “Ralph…”—decided that was stupid, and corrected herself—“John. Ralph. I mean, Ralph… John… ston… ly… ton…”


Lily nodded. “Oh… yeah. Ralph… Johnstonlyton.” She rocked on her heels.


“Have you heard of him?”


“No,” said Lily, “but then again, you know so much more about professional Stare-Eyes than I do.”


Katie could tell, miserably, that Choate was still listening in, but that things weren’t going too well. “Yeah,” she said nervously. “Ralph, um, Johnslyunton… ston… He’s the best.”


“Oh,” said Lily.


“I just love Stare-Eyes,” said Katie. “You know how I love to stare at things.”


“Oh, yeah,” said Lily. “You can just stare for hours sometimes.”


“Um,” whispered Katie, leaning close to her friend. “Now I’m maybe starting to sound a little brain-dead. Let’s go back to Ralph Johnslyuntonston.”


“I don’t think Choate’s listening anymore,” Lily whispered back. “And maybe next time you should make up a name that you can remember.”


Katie made a sour, sassy face at Lily. Lily made a sassy, sour face back. They glared at each other. They both tried not to smile. That didn’t last long. They started to laugh. Katie laughed so hard that she hit her shin on a railing and had to say, “Ow ow ow ow ow.”


At that point, some of Choate’s friends came along, wearing sweats, punching each other on the arm. They were yelling at each other, “Don’t kill my fresh, dude! You’re totally killing my fresh!”


“Choate, dude! What’s going on?”


“Nothing,” said Choate. “I’m just standing here waiting for the Delaware team. You think that’s their van?”


“Did you see those bugs?” said one of the boys. “Dude, that was sick.”


“I have this weird, bad feeling,” said another boy. “In my feeling parts. Like something bad is going to happen.”


Choate was still squinting into the parking lot. “That van has Delaware plates,” he said. “It must be them.”


The boys just had a chance to look over at the van before, with a crack, its door shot back. Eight pairs of white, boiled-onion eyes stared out from within.


It was already a cold day, but with a glimpse of those eyes, everyone standing there on the sidewalk felt an extra chill.


Slowly, one after another, the Delaware Champion Stare-Eyes Team crawled out of their van.


Their tracksuits flapped in the breeze.
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They stood, arms crossed. The skin on their faces was tough, muscley, pearly. Their eyes looked nowhere in particular. Their mouths were confusing and lumpy, as if bristling with too many fangs. Their tracksuits identified them by number.


The driver and passenger doors opened, and a man and a woman stepped out and lined up beside their boys. The woman and the man also wore tracksuits, though instead of numbers, theirs said coach and team mom, and were emblazoned with the symbol of Delaware—the Blue Hen State. It was a wicked-looking blue chicken with a third eye bursting through its forehead—a chicken with twelve claws, all of which clutched instruments of death: daggers, swords, deep-fry baskets, meat tenderizers, and a snickersnee.


Eight players and two coaches stood in a line. Their breath came out of their mouths in clouds.


Mechanically, they began to walk toward the gym, toward Choate and his friends and Lily and Katie.


The Pelt boys stirred uneasily. Choate looked determined, however. He clearly wanted to be a good sport. He stepped forward and held out his hand. “Hi,” he said, “I’m Choate Brinsley. You must be the Delaware State Champion Stare-Eyes Team.”


The line of Delawarians halted. The boy Choate had approached glared at him, mouth open. His top said #1.


“You don’t have to answer him,” the coach instructed #1. He looked toward some trees and said, “That guy doesn’t even exist.”


“He’s going to fail, Daddy, isn’t he?” said the boy, his eyes flickering to the coach’s face. His lips were red, his mouth open, and his panting echoed in the uncomfortable silence.


“They’ll all fail,” said the coach.


Choate shifted from one foot to the other. He protested angrily, “I was—I was just trying to be friendly.”


“There is no friendship.” The coach reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of gum. As he slid a stick out of the pack, he said to Choate, “Do you know what your insides look like?”


“No, sir,” said Choate.


“Do you know what my insides look like?”


“Don,” said the woman, coughing into a handkerchief, “of course he don’t know your insides.”


“Soon you’re gonna know both,” said the coach. “’Cause we’re gonna yank you open and then eat you alive.” He stepped closer to Choate. Choate stumbled backward. The coach said, “Stare-Eyes ain’t no game for Little Timmy Timid. Stare-Eyes goes to the strong.”


“We’re already men, aren’t we, Daddy?” said #1.


“You’re all my little men. You sweat like men. You stare like men.” The coach started walking for the gym doors. “Let’s go.”


But Katie Mulligan was in their way. She stood in the middle of the path, fuming. “Hey!” she said. “Hey! I don’t believe you people! Choate was just trying to be nice!”


“You have a friend,” said the coach to Choate. “A girl friend.”


Katie said, “He was trying to welcome you to our town!”


“It’s a little lady. The captain of Pelt Varsity Stare-Eyes has to be protected by a little girl.”


“She’s a tiny thing,” said #1. He smiled with ragged teeth.


At this, for some reason, all of them began to laugh. “He has a girl to protect him,” said another.


“He has a girl to help him. A little girl.”


“Yeah, a girl.” They laughed harder.


“I’m not little!” protested Katie. She looked to Team Mom for some kind of support against the pack of boys.


The woman, however, was smiling at her own team’s #1 with a mixture of adoration and cruelty. “Look at him,” she said. “He’s a regular monster.”


“Come on,” said Lily quietly, taking Katie’s arm. “We should go in and get some seats.”


“Another girl to protect you, kid?” said one of the boys to Choate.


The team laughed even louder. It didn’t sound like real laughter, but like fake laughter for a mean show on television about poison and busting glass.


Choate looked at them angrily. Then he said to his friends, “Let’s go,” and they walked away toward the side door.


Abruptly the Delaware team stopped laughing. There were ten of them, all staring at Katie. She inched backward.


Lily said quietly, “Come on.” She took Katie’s arm again and led her off.


The Delaware team stood in a row behind them, faces expressionless, staring.
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The gymnasium was full. Families were bustling on the risers, toddlers clomping up and down the steps. Parents sipped coffee from Thermoses, and kids from the band sold candy bars to fund more tubas. The photographer from the Pelt Observer wandered up and down the court, her camera swaying around her neck.


Katie and Lily made their way through the crowd. Katie exclaimed angrily, “I can’t wait to see those stuck-up jerks from Delaware get what’s coming to them during the match.”


Lily knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. The competition would be fierce.


Choate and his friends were talking by the door at the back of the court.


“Just a sec. I’m going to go talk to Choate,” said Katie. “He must be feeling really bad.”


“Are you sure you want to?” said Lily.


“I’m his fan. I should be there for him.”


“He, um, wasn’t so nice the last time you talked to him.”


“He didn’t know me. Now he sees I care.”


Katie walked up to Choate and said, “I can’t believe them, can you?” She jerked her thumb at the door. “They were acting like the vice-regents of the galaxy. And it’s just a stupid Stare-Eyes contest.”


Choate stepped toward her.


“I just can’t believe them!” Katie said again.


Choate crossed his arms. He uncrossed them.


“I don’t know who you are,” he said, “but you”—he poked her with his finger—“stay away from me.”


Katie blanched. “What?”


“I don’t need a girl to protect me.”


“No, wait—”


“I said I don’t need a girl to protect me.”


“I was trying to—”


“Go away and play with your dolls,” said Choate. “And your playhouse and your dolls’ Jet Ski.”


One of his friends said, “She probably has a complete crush on you.”


“‘Oh, Choate,’” said another boy in a high-pitched voice, curling his hair around his finger, “‘I’ll stare into your eyes any time.’”


Katie made some sound that started with a W, mainly, but she was starting to cry, so it was hard to make out exactly. Lily went over to her and pulled her away.


“Look, she’s crying,” said one of Choate’s friends. “The little girl’s crying.”


Katie turned her face away so the fluorescent light wouldn’t glimmer on her tears. Lily put her arm around her friend and led her toward the stands. Lily felt sick in the pit of her stomach.


Katie wiped her eyes with her wrist. “I’m so stupid,” she said. “So completely stupid.”


“It’s not you who’s stupid,” said Lily. “You just tried—”


Katie shook her head and marched forward.


The two girls climbed the bleachers. Adults were shaking hands and slapping each other on the back. A former Pelt Stare-Eyes champion back from college for the weekend was entertaining a bunch of guys with stories of the good old days: brave hearts, dry corneas, and battles to the death.


Choate and his friends were still watching the two girls. They were sniggering at Katie’s tears and thinking they were very top dogs.


It was at this point that Jasper came out of the locker room, wearing a space-age uniform involving tubing and silver sparkles. He had a pinny on over it. His eyelids still sagged from the lead weights attached to them.


It was not one of his best moments.


“Hello, chums,” he said to his teammates. “How do you fancy this new suit?”


Choate and his friends regarded Jasper balefully. “Jasper, dude,” one choked.


“Observe,” said Jasper. He pressed a button on the suit. “Ever tire, during a match, of the hours spent sitting on hard folding chairs? This hydraulic, cushionized Stare-Eyes suit with inflatable rump is just the thing.” As he was speaking, the rear of his suit grew like a muffin in the oven. “Compete in comfort. And with a built-in catheter in case you’re caught short and can’t scramble in time to a water closet, this—”


“What’s a water closet?” asked a team member.


“Why, a W.C. A toilet,” explained Jasper cheerily, his suit’s rump swelling. It was huge.


“Okay, Jas,” said Choate. “Okay. That’s great. That’s really great, but the other team might see you. Why don’t you…” He looked carefully over his shoulder. “The other team is… They’re real jerks, and I don’t want…”


“It’s simple as daisies to slip a pinny on over my pressurized Stare-Eyes suit! Look, chums, team pinnies! I made them for everyone.”


“Get him out of here, dude,” Choate muttered. “Before they see the stupid clothes.”


“Jasper,” said Choate’s bud Giles, “come on. You need to get into some shorts.”


“But this suit—”


Giles shoved Jasper back through the swinging door into the locker room.


Jasper’s clanging voice came through the door. “But I want to see the other team.”


The door thudded against Giles’s foot. Giles held it shut fast.


“Let me out!” Jasper protested. “This is not mannerly!”


In a whisper, Giles complained to Choate, “Jasper is so hopelessly weird. Why does he have to be so weird? And hopeless?”


Choate Brinsley wearily rubbed his face, grimacing and stretching out his eyeholes. He scratched his head. “We are screwed,” he said. “Completely. Jasper’s the only one who might have a chance. And he’s wearing dumb pants that…” Choate couldn’t bear to say it. So he just repeated, “We are screwed.”


A hundred feet away, Katie and Lily sat on the top bleacher. Lily inspected her friend to see how she was doing. Katie was crouched over her knees, picking with one hand at the other, trying not to look over at Choate. “Are you okay?” asked Lily.


“There’s no way to make my skin hidden enough,” said Katie.


Lily really didn’t know what to say to this. She didn’t know how to deal with Katie’s romantic crises. She sat, wishing she had the instinct of the right thing to say.


“You can’t worry about him,” said Lily. “If he doesn’t like you, then he’s not good enough for you.”


“I hate him and I hate myself for liking him.”


“Don’t hate anyone,” said Lily.


Katie put her head down on her arms. For a while, it stayed there. Then she raised it. “I’m going to call my mom,” Katie said. “I’m going to ask her to turn around and pick me up.” She took out her cell phone. “You don’t have to come with me,” she said. “You should stay and see Jasper.”


Lily nodded. This was an important match, and Jasper would be hurt if none of his friends were watching him from the stands.


Katie dialed her mom.


“What’s wrong, baby?”


At the sound of her mother’s voice, Katie broke down and couldn’t answer.


“You sound upset.”


Katie wiped her face. She said, “It doesn’t matter. At all. Could you come pick me up?”


“Is the game over?”


Katie said miserably, “No.”


Her mother listened to the silence for a second. Then she asked gently, “It’s that boy Choate, isn’t it, from the Stare-Eyes team?”


Katie said it was. “Yeah, Mom. I hate him.”


“Oh, honey,” said Mrs. Mulligan, crooning. “Oh, baby.” She sighed deeply, lovingly, across the miles. “How many times have I warned you, Kates, not to fall in love with anyone named like a prep school? I’m telling you, honey. The Choates, the Thayers, the Thatchers, the Ashtons—they’ll all just break your heart.”


Katie coughed and sniffled. “I know,” she gurgled.


“Oh, honey baby,” crooned Mrs. Mulligan, “little girl… I’m turning around. I’m turning around right now. How about I take you to the mall over in Decentville? Just you and me. A girls’ day out with the two of us. We’ll drive over to the mall, walk around, buy some things, and watch the terrifying emergence in the candle store of a giant ironclad worm released by seismic activity from its million years of dreamless sleep.”


“Mom,” said Katie, “I’m really not in the mood for a Horror Hollow encounter. I just want to go home.”


“Come on, darling. People have being saying that down near the old Peterson place there’s a scarecrow that walks in moonlight with a scythe, seeking a harvest of blood.”


“No, Mom,” said Katie. “I know you’re trying to help, but no.”


So Mrs. Mulligan headed back to the school, and Katie told Lily to enjoy the match and went out to the curb to wait for a ride home.


And it is a good thing that she left the gym, a good thing that she stood outside in the chilly autumn air—because if Katie hadn’t been out there on the curb waiting for her mother, she never would have seen what she saw, and the evil that had come to Pelt might well have—


But I’m sure you’re not interested in that.
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