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For the best poppop a girl could ask for.

I would definitely brave a haunted house to find you, Pop.
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Micah was, she reassured herself, faster than a garbage truck. She had to be, or she’d woken up early for nothing. Besides, she wanted that bookshelf. Sitting on the curb in front of a small white house, it was the most colorful thing on the snow-covered street—bright purple with yellow and pink flowers painted down its side. It matched the new bedspread her mom had bought her perfectly, which meant it would look great in her new room.

If she managed to outrun the garbage truck.

“Wait!” she yelled as it came to a stop.

The garbage woman, dressed in a bright yellow vest, making her the second most colorful thing on the street, frowned at Micah as she stopped too. It took all her balance to keep from toppling over into the nearest snow pile as she leaned over to catch her breath.

“Sorry.” She panted. “One sec. I just need…” She gestured into the air as if what she needed—breath, energy, more sleep—could be found in it.

“I don’t have all day, girl,” the garbage woman said. She looked more confused than annoyed, but Micah didn’t want to give her time to cross that line. She straightened up quickly, readjusting her coat.

“Right! So, um.”

She bit her lip. She didn’t know how to say “Don’t take the trash even though that’s your job because I want it.” This wasn’t usually how networking went for her and Poppop. Usually, they were up early enough to beat the garbage trucks, or they came the night before garbage day, when all the things on the curb were newly banished from whatever houses they’d been in.

But she’d begged him to bring her out this morning. Anything to avoid packing up the rest of her room. Anything to spend a little more time with him. She’d spent most of the eleven years she’d been alive living at his house: going networking, or “digging through other people’s trash,” as her mom liked to tease, on weekends and riding shotgun in his pickup truck after school.

And now she was moving a whole hour away.

But she couldn’t tell the garbage woman all that. Not when she looked ready to toss her in the back of the truck along with everything else.

Instead, she blurted out, “I like trash.”

The garbage woman nodded slowly. “So, do you want future career advice, or…?”

“No! I mean, no, thank you.” She pointed to the bookshelf. “I just want that particular bit of trash. For my room. Please.”

Laughing, the garbage woman walked around and hefted the bookshelf onto her shoulder. Micah’s heart sank. She’d run all the way down the street and made a fool of herself in front of a stranger for absolutely no—

“I gotta get back to work,” she said, “so tell me where you want this thing to go.”



Once the bookshelf was successfully in the bed of the truck and the garbage woman was back in her own, Micah leaned her seat as far back as it would go and squeezed her eyes shut. She waited for the truck to rumble to life beneath her. She peeked an eye open when it didn’t to find Poppop smiling down at her.

“It’s gonna get pretty cold if we just sit here, you know.”

He chuckled. “Didn’t think you’d mind, what with how eager you were to leave the house this mornin’. Up before the sun, even.”

She yawned at the reminder, and his smile widened. Out of anyone’s smile, Micah was pretty sure Poppop’s was her favorite. She liked the way it made his eyes crinkle at the edges and how his one gold tooth always seemed to catch the light.

Today, though. Today it made her sad. In just a week she’d only get to see that smile through the phone or after an hour in the car. She couldn’t even ride her bike back to see him because it was so far. She wouldn’t be able to tease him every morning about his growing bald patch or nag him to wear his reading glasses or remind him to take his meds. If she and her mom were gone, who would do those things?

Micah blinked back tears. Her hand drifted automatically to her wrist, twisting the silver bracelet that had belonged to Nana until she felt the heart-shaped charm rub against her skin. She hadn’t eaten breakfast, and her stomach ached with the reminder.

“Turtle.”

Poppop’s voice was soft. The kind of soft that meant they were going to talk about things, probably her feelings. But she didn’t want to talk. Not about the move, anyway.

“Do you think breakfast water ice is a thing? Because if Tina’s is open, we should go there next. I think they have that weird hot chocolate flavor I’ve been wanting to try and—”

“Phones exist, Turtle.”

“What?”

“Phones.” He beeped the horn softly. “And cars. And your room at the house is always yours.”

He reached over to pull her seat up until they were sitting face-to-face. “It’s just time for you and your mom to have your own space now, is all. Change makes growth.”

She frowned. “Maybe I don’t wanna grow.”

He laughed. “It happens whether or not you want it to, Turtle. Embracing it usually makes it a little easier.”

When she kept quiet, he took her hand. “What’s the worst you think will happen if you move?”

“I won’t see you. Or spend time with you. And without us or Nana, you’ll be…” Tears filled her eyes faster than she could blink them back. She looked down at their clasped hands. “You’ll be alone.”

Poppop squeezed her hand. “Just more change. More growth. Besides.” He smiled. “Just gives me a reason to visit my favorite granddaughter often.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m your only granddaughter.”

“Exactly why you’re my favorite. Now, how about we go get some hot chocolate water ice and leave our worries for a later day?”

Micah grinned. “Okay,” she agreed. “But then I wanna see if I can catch up to any more garbage trucks. If I keep practicing, I think I can get pretty good at it.”
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Moving was not fun.

Her mom was a tornado of energy, walking from one end of the house to the other and throwing everything she saw into boxes or asking Micah why she wasn’t packing. And the answer was that every time she packed something away, she realized she needed it an hour later.

Her shoes? Nope, that one pair of winter boots was her favorite.

Her summer clothes? What if her mom surprised her with a trip to Hawaii and she had no clothes to bring? No way.

Her toys? She didn’t know what she’d be in the mood to play with between then and the move, and sorting through them just made her want to play with them all. She couldn’t do it.

She thought goodbyes with her friends and classmates might be hard, but instead, they just didn’t exist. Winter break meant almost everyone was out of town. It was why Micah found herself alone the next morning, bicycling through the neighborhoods bordering hers. She tried to pedal fast enough to keep the cold away, but it crept in through the gap in her scarf and the spaces between her buttons.

Still, she didn’t want to go home. Not when it didn’t feel like home. With her mom and Poppop both at work, all there was were boxes and a whole life to pack in them.

So, she biked.

She didn’t even realize she was following her favorite route until familiar places started flying by. The car wash Poppop called overpriced. The grocery store. The bank. Her old elementary school, with the playground that looked small to her now. There were a few little kids and their parents taking advantage of winter break there, buttoned up so tightly in their coats that they looked like giant marshmallows running around.

It wasn’t until she turned a corner onto Tipton Street, lined with towering, leafless oak trees, that she realized she was heading for one house in particular: Finch House.

All the houses on Tipton Street were the kind Poppop called “richy rich.” Most of them were huge, with gigantic green-even-in-winter lawns and backyards with pools. Some of them had multiple cars in the driveway. One even had a circular driveway with a fountain in the middle of it.

But none of them even came close to Finch House.

A towering yellow Victorian, it was the second to last on the street, with trim like lace curving along the roof, a half dozen thin, rectangular windows covering almost every inch of the front, and—Micah’s favorite part—a huge Rapunzel-like tower jutting up into the sky.

It looked like a doll house. Or, it would have, if anyone ever bothered to clean it up. What was supposed to be bright yellow was closer to grayish cream. The front porch was missing boards, and the roof sagged. Even the grass, when it wasn’t covered in snow, was brown and overgrown with weeds year-round.

Micah loved it. It was beautiful and creepy and looked like it had a story to tell.

The problem was: she wasn’t supposed to go near it.

Poppop had said so the first time she’d ever seen Finch House, after he’d made a wrong turn on their usual networking route. She’d barely had time to look at the house before they were turning back around in the cul-de-sac and driving away from it, faster than he usually drove.

“I don’t want you coming down this street, Micah,” he’d said, glancing at her in the mirror. She’d still sat in the back seat then, and she’d nearly twisted herself into a pretzel trying to stare out the back window at it. “Or to that house. Nothing good’s down here. Can you promise me?”

She didn’t know anything about the house or the street. She’d never even seen it before. So she didn’t see how a promise could hurt, especially when Poppop looked so serious.

“Sure,” she’d said easily, turning fully back around. “I promise.”

She ignored the guilty fluttering in her stomach now as she slowed down. The wind blew dark curls into her mouth and across her eyes, which widened in anticipation.

And there it was.

Finch House.

Only it was wrong. The roof no longer sagged, and the lights were on in its many windows. The walkway leading up to the restored porch was shoveled. There was even trash set out on the curb. Micah fumbled to brake before she could tumble off her bike in shock. For a moment, all she could do was stare.

It had only been a few weeks since she’d last snuck off to visit. But that was long enough for someone to clean up Finch House, apparently.

And to move in.

Sure, her mom always said change happened as quickly as time moved, but she’d never seen it happen so fast. She hadn’t even seen a For Sale sign.

She was getting really tired of change.

Micah bit back a scream when a pile of snow moved. Before she could run, or even think to, a red-cheeked, dark-haired boy popped up and grinned at her.

“Hi,” he said, like popping up from snow piles was something he did every day. A small brown and white dog popped up next to him. Micah took a step back as it shook snow off its fur, trying to get her racing heart under control.

“Is lying in the snow a habit of yours?”

The boy stood, brushing snow off his pants. He shrugged. “It’s better than being inside. I’m Theo.”

“Micah.” She looked past him. “Do you live in Finch House?”

“I didn’t know it had a name, but yeah.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets, and Micah zipped her jacket higher. Just looking at him made her cold. “We moved in a couple days ago.”

“What did you do to it?”

Theo frowned, craning his head back to look at the place. “Dunno. It looked like this when I got here. Was it different before?”

She nodded. It wasn’t a completely different house. It was just cleaned up. But it felt different. The mystery of wondering who’d lived there, who’d left it, was gone now that people had moved in. So was how unique it felt nestled between two big, boring houses. She wondered if being all cleaned up, with people living inside, was weird for the house. Not that she thought the house could feel things like, well, weirdness, but maybe it didn’t like it as much as she didn’t like the thought of moving.

“So,” Theo said, “do you live around here?”

Micah shook her head absently. Her eyes didn’t leave Finch House.

“Micah?”

She blinked. “Sorry. What?”

“I asked if you live around here.”

“Oh. No, I don’t. I was just riding my bike around, mostly. I come to look at Finch House sometimes because it’s cool, and no one’s lived here in forever. But there’s never any—oh!” She turned away from the house and Theo to look at the curb. For once, it was covered in stuff. Boxes and furniture, even a broken desk half-buried in snow. She took it all in, brimming with excitement, before rushing over.

“You’re getting rid of all this?” she asked Theo over her shoulder.

He walked over to join her. “Most of it was here already. Inside, I mean. The last people that lived here left quickly or something, back in the eighties.”

“Really?” Micah knelt next to an old wooden chest. It was about the size of a toy box, covered in flaking white and blue paint and shut tight with a golden latch. “Why’d they leave?”

“I don’t know.”

“This place has been around since my poppop was little,” she said. “He probably knows.”

She didn’t really know what he knew. He hadn’t talked about Finch House since he’d told her to stay away from it, not even when she asked. But she remembered his face the day he’d made her promise not to come back here. It had been so serious, so unlike him. She had a feeling he knew a lot about Theo’s house. Way more than he’d tell her.

“Did he used to live here too?” Theo asked. He spun the top of an old, faded globe and stopped it with his finger. It landed somewhere in the Pacific Ocean.

She shook her head. “He couldn’t. I’m pretty sure that was illegal when he was little. Segregation, you know? Certain people were only allowed to live in certain places?”

Theo’s cheeks burned red. “Right,” he mumbled. “Sorry.”

Toying with the chest’s golden clasp, Micah decided to save him from his embarrassment. “Hey,” she said, “do you know what’s in here?”

His face lit up with recognition. “It used to be my sister’s. There are a bunch of old movies in there—VHS or something? Like, really old DVDs, basically.”

Micah smiled. She knew what VHS tapes were. Some of Nana’s favorite movies had been on them. They’d watched Titanic at least once every visit, the movie so long that it took up two whole tapes. She’d thought the grainy quality was weird, but Nana had loved it. She’d said that movies, even watched at home, should have a movie theater feel to them, like they were being projected right onto the TV. She’d had a box for all her tapes, which she kept in the closet in the den. It wasn’t as pretty as the one that had belonged to Theo’s sister, but Micah had loved watching Nana pull it out to choose a movie.

It was buried deep in the hall closet now, with the rest of Nana’s stuff no one dared to touch. She doubted her mom would let her bring it to their new house.

“Do you care if I take this?” she asked.

Theo shrugged. It seemed like a habit of his. “Sure, it’s all yours. But, uh”—he glanced over at her bike—“how are you going to carry it?”



In her excitement, Micah had forgotten that Finch House was off-limits. Sometimes on her bike rides, when she found a new neighborhood or something that she thought Poppop would love, she’d call him. He’d always show up as fast as he could, just as excited as she was to see what she’d found.

But it wasn’t excitement on his face as he parked and stared at the yellow house. It wasn’t even surprise. No, he looked scared.

Terrified.

His face relaxed into normal when he saw her, but his eyes kept flickering toward the house. Up and down, from turret to porch, like he was waiting for it to grow a mouth and swallow him whole.

Micah waved, then gestured for him to roll down the window. He shook his head. When she pointed to the chest and acted out putting it in the back of the truck, he pointed to his watchless wrist.

“Michaela.”

She blinked. Poppop never used her full name, not even when he was upset or she was in trouble. He’d cracked the window, just enough for her to hear him, and he spoke again before she could.

“I thought I asked you not to come here, didn’t I?”

She couldn’t lie. “Yes, but…”

He stared at her through the glass, waiting for an answer. All traces of fear were gone. Instead, he looked how he did when he watched football, all worried eyes and tense mouth. When she didn’t add anything else, he asked, “Did you go inside?”

It was cold out, and it looked warm inside Finch House. She was pretty sure Theo would let her in if she asked, and she could climb all the way to the top of the tower to finally see the view from up there. But she’d been so focused on everything being thrown out of the house that she hadn’t given much thought to exploring the inside.

She shook her head. The wrinkles around Poppop’s mouth relaxed.

“Good.” He glanced past her at the house and Theo. “Now say goodbye. We’re leaving.”

Micah turned to look at the house. Winter sunlight reflected off the windows. The turret jutted into the gray sky, eyes on every inch of the neighborhood from up there. Below it, Theo still knelt next to the chest, petting his dog and shooting her curious looks.

“But we’re already here! Can’t we just—”

“Michaela. Get in the car now, please.”

She obeyed reluctantly, grabbing her bike to lift it into the bed of the truck. She muttered to Theo as she passed him, “I have to go.”

“But what about…?”

She shook her head. “I have to go,” she repeated. She slammed the door harder than she had to, but Poppop didn’t scold her. He didn’t say anything as he drove to the end of the street to loop around and head back the way he’d come. Micah turned to watch as the house and the chest and Theo started to fade away, going blurry in the smudged glass of the back windshield.

Theo lifted his hand in a wave. She lifted hers back.

Finch House watched them go.
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Micah sulked for the rest of the evening, and Poppop didn’t say another word to her, not even during dinner. Her mom looked back and forth between them and tried to break the ice a few times before she gave up. As soon as the dishes were gathered and the table wiped clean, Poppop went up to his room. Her mom turned to her, eyebrows raised.

“All right, spill.”

“Nothing to spill,” Micah grumbled. She ran a yellow and green sponge absently over a plate. “Your dad’s just being weird.”

“ ‘My dad,’ huh? What happened? And don’t say nothing. You’re sulking, which means something happened.”

When Micah stayed silent, her mom poked her side. Micah couldn’t help but squirm away, her frown giving way to laughter as poking quickly turned into tickling.

“Stop!” She laughed, splashing her with soapy water. If her mom wasn’t going to play fair, neither would she. “Stop, okay, I’ll tell you!”

Mom crossed her arms with a satisfied smile. Micah dropped the plate back into the dishwater until it was hidden beneath a mountain of suds. “Well…” She drew out the word dramatically until her mom raised her eyebrows. “Finch House is all cleaned up.”

She blinked. “Finch House? Really?” She gestured for Micah to get back to her chore and reached for the newly rinsed plate. She dried it carefully with a dish towel. “And how do you know that?”

“I might have ridden my bike down there.”

“Might, huh?”

Micah nodded. Mom sighed. “He asked you not to go there.”

“I know.”

“You promised him you wouldn’t.”

“I know.”

“And then you called him there.”

It wasn’t her smartest move. “I know.”

Luckily, Mom let it go. “All right, so what happened?”

Micah explained about the lights and the trash and Theo and his dog. She talked about all the furniture and boxes sitting on the curb like a gold pile. When she mentioned the chest, her good mood fell again. “That’s when Poppop got weird. He wouldn’t let us take it home. He didn’t even get out of the car.”

“He was probably just surprised, baby.”

“I was surprised too, but I didn’t get weird.” At her mom’s firm look, Micah sighed. “I just don’t get it. He didn’t explain. He never explains anything about Finch House.”

That was, she thought, the worst part. Poppop always explained: where they were going or why he was using a certain tool or, once, how he’d gotten on the roof without a ladder. It was one of the things she loved about him. How easily his explanations came and how happy he seemed to give them. When her mom told her not to worry about something or used some version of “because I said so,” Poppop always gave her a reason. Even if it was a silly one. Even if it didn’t make sense. He talked to her. Treated her like she was a kid, maybe, but a kid worthy of at least some kind of answer.

But he hadn’t said a word about Finch House.

“I think he’s just processing, Micah. That house, people living there, it’s a lot for him to deal with.”

She frowned, scrubbing at a stubborn stain on a fork. Washing dishes was her least favorite chore, but every night her mom treated it like some sort of bonding ritual. “It’s just a house,” she grumbled. “A big, stupid, yellow house.”

“And with houses come history.”

“He never even lived there. Why should he care about its history?”

“No,” her mom agreed. “But you don’t have to live somewhere for it to be important to you.”

Mom glanced at her. “He had a sister, you know. He never told me her name, but he did mention that she was older than him. A little older than you, too, when she went missing.”

A glass slipped from Micah’s hands and into the dishwater as she turned to stare at her mom. “What. Really?” She shivered, reaching for the glass, and turned on the hot water. The water in the basin was growing cold. “What’s that got to do with Finch House, though?”

“The last time he saw her was there.”
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