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For JB, who is super every day




Have you ever seen a little girl run so fast she falls down?


There’s an instant, a fraction of a second before the world catches hold of her again . . .


A moment when she’s outrun every doubt and fear she’s ever had about herself and she flies.


In that one moment, every little girl flies.


—CAROL DANVERS (Captain Marvel)


Captain Marvel, volume 7, number 9, by Kelly Sue DeConnick, Marvel Comics, January 16, 2013
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PREFACE


Super Max the Mighty Invincible can see a haunted house from her bedroom window.


Thornwood Manor is one hundred and twenty-five years old, and it’s excellently creepy. It’s the most famous pile of creaky boards in Tennessee, if you don’t count Graceland, and counting Graceland in any comparison is pointless, since Elvis is still so famous he’s like the big giant gyrating dead ambassador to the universe.


Elvis has his songs, and Thornwood has its rhyme, penned by a local poet. It isn’t a very good rhyme, but like the haunted house, it’s spooky enough to raise a few eyebrows.


In years long past, dark and old,


Thornwood’s heart beat small and cold.


A penny earned was a penny pinched.


With relentless greed, his fate he cinched.


In the deep of night came evil served,


A thirsty poison, well-deserved,


And to his grave went Thornwood unrepentant,


Vowing to punish his town and descendants.


When December’s chill comes to kill the year


Blue Creek will remember fear,


Of wrongs imagined, he swore to avenge,


Come the day of Thornwood’s Revenge.


Historians agree that Hargrove Thornwood began as a brilliant banker and businessman, controlling and a bit cruel, but not unusual for the time he lived. He came to Blue Creek and charmed the locals by employing nearly every soul in residence to build the Town Square.


Then came the great Panic of 1893, which wiped out the savings of so many of Blue Creek’s wealthier residents and threatened to ruin the town. The Panic decimated Thornwood’s bank and left him with little money, save for the funds to keep his local property and his personal comfort. Economists have written papers on how Thornwood could have sold some of his belongings or his fine mansion—how he could have parlayed his remaining assets into employment for his neighbors and rebuilt his fortune through the success of Blue Creek’s recovering businesses.


But he wouldn’t turn loose of a single acre, dollar, or piece of silver.


No.


Not one.


Hargrove Thornwood chose a path of avarice, and greed often becomes its own form of madness.


He began to imagine that his family and the citizens of Blue Creek were responsible for his financial losses, instead of his own poor planning and the national financial woes of 1893. He started to believe his relatives and neighbors had to be cheating him and lying to him. He called in loans, demanded brutal hours from his employees, and destroyed what was left of the town’s economy—but he still didn’t recover enough of his fortune to suit him.


That’s when Thornwood took to terrorizing the streets with midnight carriage rides. People wrote about how his ancestral crest, a murderous-looking owl flying with a thorny branch clenched in its talons, seemed to glare down on them as his buggy careened around Town Square, seeking victims for him to accuse of treachery and theft. Nobody wanted to go near his mansion’s front entrance, where carved owls fixed their beady gazes on anyone who dared to darken the stoop.


Finally, his son and oldest daughter ran away from him and disavowed their heritage. Most biographers note that their desertion drove Hargrove Thornwood to new depths of malice. He ranted that his belongings were disappearing, and that his staff were somehow poisoning his food and drink. He stopped going into town, and he kept his wife and youngest daughter under lock and key. When the little girl somehow escaped to go live with her brother and sister, Thornwood took to his bed, and his wife’s health soon declined as well.


As the old miser lay dying, he swore that his spirit would survive the grave. He raved that he would make sure no one enjoyed the home or comforts that had been his, and that all of his descendants would suffer the same financial ruin he had endured. As Christmas approached, he thrashed in his bed, screaming that one day, in the frozen hours of December, he would return to destroy the town of Blue Creek and whatever was left of his lineage once and for all, finally and forever.


These deathbed rantings turned out to be prophetic. After he died, Thornwood Manor was rumored to be haunted, and the house seemed to torment and eject all occupants. Thornwood’s progeny didn’t have much success in love or business. But worse, much worse, was Thornwood’s promise of revenge on the town that suffered his abuse. Long after Thornwood shuffled off this mortal coil, people in Blue Creek believed his threats to return and make them even more miserable.


Living in terror of the deranged banker’s vengeance, townspeople refused to tend the mansion’s grounds, fearful that Thornwood had left deadly traps or poisons hidden in the dirt. Every time some minor disaster hit, Blue Creek blamed the unforgiving ghost of Hargrove Thornwood. Yet, as years passed, nothing really dire happened. Time moved on. People grew older and spoke less of what used to be.


Eventually, Thornwood’s declaration of doom for Blue Creek became superstition and legend. The problem is, legends don’t fade or disappear. Just ask poor Elvis, wherever he might be, because he knows the truth.


Legends never, ever die.


Not the good ones, like the King. And definitely not the bad, horrible, awful ones, like Hargrove Thornwood.


They linger, and they wait, and sooner or later, they find their way home.
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DECEMBER 1


Superheroes should never be grounded.


But if I had to be grounded, being stuck in my grandfather’s workshop wasn’t all bad. Toppy and I sat close together in the giant metal outbuilding, since I wasn’t allowed to be on my own with tools and wires for a while—which was so completely bogus, because that fire was totally an accident.


Holding my breath so I wouldn’t holler at Toppy about my punishment and get kicked out of the workshop, I snapped a connector onto the circuit board on my table. Toppy had one of our kitchen chairs clamped upside-down on his workbench as he used wood glue and finishing nails to stabilize one of the legs.


“Come on,” he told the chair, his breath fogging in the chilly air. “Work with me.” He tested the leg. It wobbled. He glared at it and adjusted his trapper hat. “Max, hand me the Phillips-head.”


I grabbed the screwdriver from my table and rolled it over to him.


“Thanks.” He gave my circuit board a quick once-over. “You about done with that thing? If we’re out here much longer, I’ll need to turn on the heat.”


“One minute, maybe two,” I said. “It’s just a kit, and I didn’t change much.”


He went back to the chair, twisting the screwdriver and mumbling at it like it could understand him. I squeezed the red clown-nose on the top of my joystick. It honked as I motored back to my table. After that, it took me only a few seconds to snap the last circuit into place on the kit board, check the extra panel of LED lights I had added at the top, and then plug the main connector into my iPad.


I cued up a song and pressed play on one of Toppy’s favorite Elvis tunes.


“You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog,” the King declared, and my circuit board lit up and changed colors in time to the music, just like it was supposed to do. Toppy let go of the chair leg and watched.


“Cryin’ all the time,” Elvis sang.


The little panel of lights I had added fired up and blinked SFC Stinks every four seconds.


Toppy’s eyebrows lifted.


SFC Stinks.


SFC Stinks.


“That’s—” Toppy started to say, but just then the little panel flashed again, twice as bright as it should have been.


I shielded my eyes. “Uh-oh.”


Toppy squinted at the glare. The panel made a popping noise, and the last three letters went dark.


SFC St


Another flash of light made me wince.


FC St


A pop and a fizzy noise.


C


C


C


The last little bulb went supernova and cracked. Sparks shot from the edges of both boards. I leaned back as flames licked out from the added LED panel. The stench of burning plastic made me cough, but before I had to grab sand to smother the fire, it burned itself out.


Toppy came over to my workbench and unplugged my iPad from the smoking circuit board. He handed the iPad to me, then pointed to the extra wires I had used to attach the LED letter panel to the main board and the battery I chose to boost the power. They were smoking, too.


“You, ah, put a resistor in that LED panel you made?” my grandfather asked.


“I did,” I said.


“Well, either you didn’t wire it correctly, or the resistance was too low.” Toppy patted my shoulder. “It drew too much current, so it shorted and blew the resistor. That’s why your circuit board burned up.”


I stared at the fried boards, miserable. Four weeks of allowance, poof. Up in smoke. Literally. “I’ll work on my design.”


“How about next time you want to make a blinking sign, you start with a circuit board meant to power blinking signs, not flicker to iPad music. And the right resistors, too.”


I dug through my memory, trying to figure out where I’d messed up in my math. Those enhancements should have gone off without a hitch, even if the main board came from a kid’s kit.


“You can’t always make something haul the load you want it to, Max,” Toppy said. “Not when it wasn’t made to do that work.”


I didn’t answer, because I didn’t agree, and I was sooooo close to working my way off grounding from the fire. The other fire. The big fire. The real—oh, never mind.


“Let’s go, Max,” Toppy said. “It’s getting that time.”


    •  •  •


    Like I said, superheroes should never be grounded—and superheroes definitely shouldn’t be forced to watch sappy brain-eating holiday movies on the Sentimental Flicks Channel. SFC. Yeah, as in the big, blinking, flame-spitting SFC Stinks sign.


On the giant-screen television that dominated our living room wall, a girl squealed as a guy who just happened to be a secret prince rode up on his horse to return her lost puppy.


I groaned.


Toppy, who had ditched his down coat and trapper hat when we came inside, ignored my sound effects. He kept his bald head bent over the crossword puzzle on his worktable, but when I groaned a second time, he shot me a sideways glare. “Finish that report if you ever want to see your best friend again.”


I bumped my joystick and backed up my wheelchair until I could look him in the ear. “This has to be child abuse.”


“There are actual people who suffer actual abuse in this world.” He scribbled a word into the puzzle. “Show some respect.”


The threat of more days without seeing Lavender and more nights of my grandfather’s heinous version of being grounded hung in the air between us. Movie credits rolled, and I muted the schmaltzy music, leaving the room quiet except for the pop-hiss of cedar burning in the fireplace and Toppy’s slightly too-loud breathing. The air smelled like evergreen and winter, and the secret mug of Earl Grey tea with honey steeping next to Toppy’s crossword book gave off a shimmery feather of heat.


With a sigh, I picked up my pen and scribbled a paragraph about the movie’s ending, then slid my paper across the table toward Toppy. He took it and held it over his crossword, reading silently. The muscles in my neck tightened as his bushy white eyebrows lifted once, then twice. He tapped his pencil on the paper.


“Good insight about weak characterization. The Central Park Prince movies don’t offer much in the way of literary merit.”


I leaned hard against the back of my chair. “Literary merit? Who uses phrases like that in actual sentences in this actual century? No wonder you can’t get a date.”


“Wouldn’t date on a bet.” He kept reading. “And I’m not the nerd who can name every superhero in both the DC and Marvel universes.”


“Hey, it’s a useful skill.”


“I’ll be waiting on proof of that assertion without holding my breath.” Toppy held up my report. “If I accept this as your final paper, we’re agreed that you won’t modify anything else in the house’s electrical system without discussing it with me first?”


I squeezed the oversize clown-nose on my joystick tip, making it squeak. “If I had tightened the nuts on those wires, we would have been fine with my added fuses. I just wanted the breakers to stop blowing.”


“Well, they’re all tight now.” Toppy’s green eyes drilled into mine. “The three thousand dollars to replace the burned fuse box and repair the scorched wall was bad enough, but all that burned-up mess could have been the whole house. It could have been you.”


“I won’t touch the house electric again,” I conceded. My fingers trailed along my armrests, the leather covers currently painted with silver and gold runes I saw in a movie about faeries and King Arthur. “But my wheelchair—”


“That chair is no different than your legs. You do what you want with your own body, Max. Don’t let me or anyone else tell you any differently.” Toppy pushed my paper to the side and almost went back to his puzzle, but he paused long enough to add, “Though I’d rather you not bust the thing trying to make it fly or float on water or whatever you come up with next, seeing as I don’t have an extra ten thousand lying around to buy you a new set of wheels this year.”


“Yes, sir,” I said, my guilt rising like the heat off his tea. I hated how much my chairs cost, even though Toppy usually didn’t make a big deal out of it, even when I broke something or fried some wires trying new ideas.


“And no, you can’t have a tattoo until you’re eighteen.”


I sighed.


The phone rang.


Toppy and I both jumped and stared at each other. I caught the sudden sadness and concern on his face. The lines on his forehead deepened even as my stomach sank. Nobody would call at eight o’clock on a Friday night except for Mom.


My fists clenched on the arms of my wheelchair. “I don’t want to talk to her.”


Toppy held up one hand as the phone rang again. Caller ID flashed across the television screen, noting Blocked Number.


So, not a California area code. Not Mom.


Toppy answered the old-fashioned desk unit. “Yel-low?” Pause. “Wait, who is this?” Pause. “Facebook? Bunch of cat pictures and whining, far as I can see.” Pause. Then Toppy’s head flushed a bright shade of red. His eyes narrowed, and his jaw set, and when he spoke, his normally mellow voice ground out in a low growl. “Now you wait one minute, Margaret Stetson Chandler.”


I shot forward and bumped his chair with mine. When he startled, I leaned forward and grabbed the phone from his hand before he could say anything we’d all regret. Margaret Chandler was his least favorite person in the entire universe. She also happened to be Blue Creek’s most revered businesswoman, owner of Chandler Construction, and the mayor. Which made her Toppy’s boss.


“Hello, Mayor Chandler,” I said, happy because she wasn’t my mother. “Is there something I can help you with?”


“Maxine.” Her voice switched from cool to warm as she spoke to me, then blazed right on to red hot. “You tell that—that—that man to take down what he posted. Right now, or I’ll convene the City Council and we’ll have his separation papers finished by morning. I will not have somebody speak about my business and my family—and my hair—in that manner!”


I pulled the phone away from my ear, looked at it, then realized I couldn’t see whatever kind of confusion had infected Mayor Chandler through the mouthpiece. “I’m sorry to interrupt, ma’am, but are you talking about a Facebook post?”


“Yes!” She hollered so loud I heard her without the phone being back against my ear. “It’s right there on his page, and every single one of his posts is shameful. You’re a beautiful young lady, Maxine Brennan, and you know I adore you, but your grandfather is old enough to know better than to misbehave on social media. It’s unbecoming for a city employee, and absolutely inappropriate for the chief of police.”


I managed to get the receiver back against my ear without losing an eardrum to her shrieking, but it was a near thing. “Mayor Chandler, Toppy doesn’t have a Facebook page. He doesn’t have a computer at home, he doesn’t have a smartphone, and he won’t let me have one, either.”


“Phones are for dialing telephone numbers,” Toppy grumbled. He had already gone back to his crossword puzzle.


“How can you say he doesn’t have a Facebook page?” Mayor Chandler sounded very skeptical, but at least her volume ratcheted down a few digits. “I’m looking at it right this very moment. Every post seems designed to make the town or me look foolish.”


Wow. I briefly wondered if Toppy had taken up Facebook over at the police station, but just then, he bit at his pencil eraser, absorbed in trying to find an eighteen-letter word for who-knew-what.


No. Toppy and Facebook, that just wasn’t happening.


“Just a minute, ma’am. I’ll be right back.” I put down the receiver, hit my joystick, and whizzed around to my side of the big drafting table, where my iPad rested on a custom stand Toppy built for me to hold it steady and at the exact angle I needed to be hands-free in my chair. I pressed my thumb to the fingerprint sensor, unlocked my screen, and pulled up Facebook. Then I typed my grandfather’s name into the search bar, but got nothing.


I had to stretch to get the receiver, then work not to get tangled in the cord (no, Toppy wouldn’t even do cordless). “Mayor Chandler? I’m on Facebook, but I’m not finding any page for Toppy Brennan.”


“It’s not under Toppy,” she snapped. “It’s listed under his real name. . . . Oh.” She trailed off, the fire in her tone burning out completely. Once upon a time, a million years ago, Mayor Chandler had dated my grandfather. They were both in high school, before he joined the Army. They hadn’t been together very long, maybe a few months, but long enough that Mayor Chandler knew Toppy never ever went by his legal name. “Interesting. I mean, that’s unusual. I mean, why would—oh, never mind. I’m coming over.”


She ended the call.


I hung up the receiver and put my hand on top of Toppy’s crossword.


He glanced up at me, pencil poised over my third knuckle. “What was all that going-on about Facebook?”


“Mayor Chandler’s coming over. We’ve got ten minutes, assuming she wasn’t already in her car when she phoned.”


For the briefest moment, Toppy looked like a mortified SFC heroine just after the hero shows up and catches her in flannel pj’s. Because that’s exactly what Toppy was wearing. Red-checkered no less. With matching red fluffy bunny slippers I had given him for his birthday.


“The mayor,” I said, hoping to jar him out of stun. “She’s coming here. Right now. I’ll get rid of the tea.”


My grandfather was seventy-four years old with arthritis in both knees. I never would have known that when he exploded up from the worktable and blew out of our living room, dropping a few not-okay-for-school phrases on his way to his closet.
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When Lavender and I were little, we played superheroes all the time, when we weren’t reading about them. She helped me etch my first ever Superman S into the back of the chair I had a few years back. After that, we welded a searchlight onto one of the push-bars, and I wired it to my battery and used it to stun people while I intoned, “I’m Batman” whenever somebody asked my name. Worked great until the bulb exploded.


Back when I still believed I’d be Super Max one day, I pretended my chair could go anywhere I wanted it to go, and turn into boats and cars and airplanes and spaceships. I had Batman cleverness, Spider-Man agility, Superman hearing, and Superman laser vision that caught every detail, every nuance of whatever we decided to investigate. Sadly, laser vision, real or pretend, didn’t help much with examining Facebook.


“Smells like Earl Grey in here.” Mayor Chandler wrinkled her nose as she settled on her knees beside me at the worktable. “My grandmother used to drink that stuff.”


I couldn’t see Toppy because he was standing behind my chair, but I know he must have turned red in the face. He didn’t want anybody to know he’d swapped his coffee for tea. He thought it made him seem old. As fast as I could, I expanded the Facebook page she told us about and pointed at it to get Mayor Chandler’s attention. I smiled, hoping my face looked completely innocent.


After reading the Facebook page for a few seconds, my smile gradually shifted to a frown. “Somebody went to a lot of trouble setting this up.”


“Mmmhmm,” Mayor Chandler agreed.


As we studied the Facebook page of Thomas Lelliett Brennan, Elvis crooned Welcome to My World in the background. Toppy’s CD player, the one that looked like an old stereo, was on its last legs, and the disc hitched every now and then, skipping to different songs. “Anybody could have snapped that header photo of the Blue Creek Police Department,” I said. “It looks pretty recent, like they took it from Town Square. And I’m sorry. I didn’t choose this music.”


“Yes about the picture, and I understand about the music,” Mayor Chandler said. Then, “Lelliett?”


My grandfather stepped up on my right and cut her a side-eye.


“Family name,” I told her, hoping the two of them didn’t go from zero to brawl in ten seconds flat.


She pointed to the profile picture of Toppy, wearing his uniform complete with its bright blue hat. “This page has been updated since I saw it. That’s new, and it looks like his departmental identification shot.”


Toppy shifted from foot to foot. He was wearing pressed black slacks, shiny black shoes, and this year’s winter sweater I bought him, the one with black shoulders, red stripes, and a snowflake in the center. He smelled like a pine tree. Every few seconds, he gave Mayor Chandler a once-over then looked away—then looked back again. Finally, he stared at the muted television as a secret princess galloped through Central Park on her white stallion.


“Public record, then.” I frowned at a symbol in the upper right corner I couldn’t quite make out, so I expanded it some more. “That looks like—hmm. It’s like a drawing of a bird.”


“An owl,” Mayor Chandler said. “Carrying something.”


I squinted at the dark lines and angles. “Thorns,” I said. “It’s carrying a thorny vine, or something. Oh! It’s like a tattoo of the Thornwood Owl!”


Mayor Chandler’s head automatically turned in the direction of the mansion up the hill from our house. “Okay. That’s a little strange.”


“So is this,” I said, pointing to the next photo on the timeline. It showed a young woman with blond curls so bright they probably made people see spots. She was wearing a really ugly striped dress and holding a baby.


The post read, Heartless Widow Chandler won’t escape Thornwood’s Revenge.


Mayor Chandler winced as I enlarged the picture. “That’s from fifty years ago.” Her hand lifted to her ash blond ponytail, blue eyes narrowing behind her small gold glasses. “Good lord, old photos should just self-destruct after a few decades.” She sighed, then added, “Blue Creek Gazette did that article on my husband’s construction business after we got that big contract with the state parks. I was already running the front office by then.”


I glanced at her faded jeans and white sweater, and the bomber jacket with its worn elbows. She didn’t wear cartoon-y makeup and striped dresses now. I was glad. She always looked pretty to me.


“She won’t escape Thornwood’s Revenge,” I said. “Is that a threat?”


“Everybody’s always citing that old legend,” she said. “It’s just another way of saying I ought to get tortured by a demon—or poisoned by a shallow-dug well. Wasn’t that how Thornwood and his wife died?”


I had read every book about the Thornwood Manor haunting, most of them more than once. “Yes, ma’am.” I popped open another window on the iPad and clicked the bookmark for my stored copy of the old Thornwood website, the one where people could schedule tours before the floor in the mansion’s main room caved in and the city had to close down everything.


The Thornwood Owl bloomed into view, winging across a dark night sky with its evil-looking bramble clutched tight to its chest. It faded to a page about how Thornwood lost most of his fortune, turned into the meanest man alive, and then how weird things started happening at his mansion, like noises in the night and his prized possessions disappearing. The last paragraph of the history read:


The coroner noted odd horizontal stripes on Thornwood’s fingernails and his wife’s also, hinting at arsenic poisoning. The Thornwood Manor well was found to be contaminated. Despite persistent rumors of homicide, a state surveyor pronounced the well to be shallow-dug and contaminated with natural arsenic. No doubt this was due to Thornwood’s penny-pinching and bellicose management of his mansion’s maintenance crew, who hurried in their duties to escape his berating.


In the end, Thornwood lived and died by his own frequent assertion: In this life, a man well and truly gets what he pays for.


“I don’t plan to sip from an arsenic-laced well,” Mayor Chandler said, “so we can move on.”


I closed that page, leaving her old big-hair photo front and center.


“Library has the Blue Creek Gazette going back to June 1, 1897,” Toppy said. “Scanned it all into their computers. Whoever did this likely got your picture from those archives.”


Mayor Chandler and I both looked at him, because it was the first time he had spoken since she got there. He cleared his throat, and the top of his head turned pink.


“Do you have to go to Blue Creek Central to search the archives?” Mayor Chandler asked. “Or can you do it through their website?”


“They don’t have anything but branch hours and community events online.” Toppy ran his fingers through hair he didn’t have, seemed to realize what he was doing, then dropped his hand back to his side. “When an officer needs something, they have to go on over to the Third Street branch.”


My iPad chimed with a message. It dropped down in a black banner, tagged with Lavender’s purple dragon profile picture.


Dude. Did Toppy drink too much eggnog? Have you seen Facebook?


It’s a fake page, I typed back. Mayor’s here. Laterz.


I swiped off Messenger and checked the next picture. Another shot of the mayor, this time when she won her first election the year after her husband passed. Widow Chandler not much for grieving, the post said.


“At least my hair was smaller by then,” she groused.


“I can’t tell who this jerk wants to embarrass,” I said. “He’s going after you and Toppy both.”


“It’s me,” Toppy said.


When we looked at him again, he shrugged. “I piss people off every day.”


After a few seconds, Mayor Chandler said, “Can’t argue that.”


The laugh popped out before I could stifle it, and it was my turn to get the side-eye from Toppy.


Mayor Chandler softened her jab with, “We should check your cases and make sure nobody you helped convict just got out of prison or jail.”


He nodded, and we went back to scrolling through the page. My watch alarm beeped, and I weight-shifted in my chair, moving more onto my right hip and taking pressure off the bottom of my spine. I had to do that every four hours during the day, so I didn’t get pressure sores and die from nonstop sitting. And even if my equipment and appointments cost a lot of money and made things harder for Toppy, I didn’t want to die, especially not from a giant hole in my butt cheek.


After I settled myself and refreshed the page, it updated with a new picture, and my stomach clenched at the sight of a way-too-familiar mangled Ford pickup, and the high school graduation photo next to it. My grandfather’s hand came to rest on my right shoulder, and Mayor Chandler stood and touched my left shoulder.


“You don’t have to enlarge that one, honey,” she said.


I did anyway.


My mother’s seventeen-year-old face stared back at me, grinning. She had green eyes like Toppy, and reddish-brown hair like his before he went bald. My eyes were dark brown, and my hair, too. Since I didn’t know my dad, I had no idea who I looked like, but it wasn’t Mom or Toppy.


I had seen this shot about a million times. Maybe a billion. It was the yearbook photo the Gazette had used to report on the wreck Mom and I had on the Pacific Coast Highway near Monterey Bay when I was four years old. Mom was twenty-three by then, but the paper chose a picture locals would recognize.


I didn’t remember the crash, or anything much about my life before that. Probably not a bad thing. If I could remember walking, I might miss it more.


Difficult Year for Chief Brennan Continues:


Granddaughter Seriously Injured in Early Morning Coast Collision


Two weeks after Toppy’s wife, my grandmother Ada, died from cancer, a tanker truck had come around a curve in Mom’s lane and clipped our front bumper. When we spun into the bank, the ancient pickup Toppy had given Mom came apart like a toy. I couldn’t walk anymore, but at least I could pee for myself and take care of my own business, so all in all, it could have been a lot worse.


It was an accident. Nobody’s fault. That’s what the article in the Gazette said, but whoever made this new fake Facebook page had scanned the article and trimmed off the text, leaving just the headline and picture. Above the photo, the post read,


Eight years since disaster, and four years since my daughter blew through her settlement money and pawned off her disabled kid on me. I’ve always let my only child shirk her responsibilities. It’s a wonder Blue Creek trusts my judgment at all.


“Shirk,” I mumbled. “Who uses words like that?”


Pawned off . . . disabled kid . . .


Toppy’s piney aftershave made my eyes water. From a thousand miles away, Elvis told us he was “a steamroller, baby, ’bout to roll all over you.”


Mayor Chandler X’d out of the enlarged picture and scrolled away from the accident shot. There were a few more photos of her with snotheaded comments in the posts, and then some clips of police department problems from the past. The screen looked a little blurry, but I coughed and wiped my eyes, then shook off both the hands on my shoulders.


“It’s all photos somebody could get from the library or online,” I said, then got mad because my voice shook, and totally furious when I realized the rest of me was shaking, too.


Mayor Chandler scrolled back to the top of the page. “People are commenting—and the page already has two hundred and fifty-four followers.”


Toppy folded his arms. “So? Doesn’t take a genius to see the whole thing’s a bunch of hooey.”


“Not that simple,” Mayor Chandler muttered, pulling out her phone. “This is social media. Public pages can go viral. People in China might be reading this tomorrow.”


I ignored Toppy’s grumbling about the page needing a whiny cat picture to be complete, and how viruses were things people got shots for, and reported the whole mess to Facebook. “They’ll probably take it down,” I told him, “but it may be a few days, and a lot of folks in town will see it. Some idiots may even believe it’s yours.”


Mayor Chandler cleared her throat, and I realized she had been one of those idiots for a minute or two. I wanted to fall through my chair cushion, but before I could apologize, she patted my shoulder.


“I’d suggest you put a message on the police department phone, Chief Brennan,” Mayor Chandler said. When she saw the look on his face, she tried again with, “Toppy, trust me, some people will fall for it, just like I did. You’ll be getting calls.”


He scowled at her for a second like he didn’t quite believe anybody would be pathetic enough to pay that silly Facebook page any attention. She held his gaze, matching his stubborn with her own. Seconds ticked by. About three deep breaths later, he relented and picked up the desk unit receiver and started dialing.


I went to my personal Facebook page and wrote a quick post about the fake account. Then, as Toppy droned on the police department main greeting about having the good sense to ignore social media nonsense, the mayor held out her phone to show me the message she was posting on Blue Creek’s official city page. She used phrases like “ludicrous fraud” and “unconscionable slander” and “catching the perpetrator responsible for this deceitful poison-pen assault.” That ought to do the trick. People would be looking up what she meant for hours.


Toppy hung up the phone, and it rang almost immediately. Caller ID popped up on the muted television, showing a California area code as the Aloha from Hawaii CD hitched.


“No,” I said before Toppy could answer it. “Just, no.”


He answered it anyway.


Heat rushed through every inch of my body.


Before he finished his, “Yel-low?” I snatched up my iPad and booked out of the living room without even saying good-bye to Mayor Chandler.


I rolled so fast I would have overshot my door and punched another accidental hole in the drywall, if I hadn’t practiced being Super Max most of my life. I swung wide better than a NASCAR pro and got my door locked before anybody came after me. It took me another few seconds to stack up my comics and graphic novels, find my headphone jack, jam it into place, stuff the pink buds into my ears, crank the music (anything but Elvis), shut off the lights, and get to my bedroom window.


Deep breath.


My jaw hurt, and I realized I had my teeth clamped together.


Deep breath.


I didn’t want to keep getting madder, because I didn’t like myself when I threw things and said a bunch of ugly stuff to people I loved.


Deep breath. “Hammer,” I said out loud, starting with the Marvel Comics H-named superheroes, even though I couldn’t hear myself over the music pounding in my ears. “Herbie. Hairball. Hammerhead . . .”


My teeth unclamped. With each name, I faded more and more into the music, letting myself pick up the song’s rhythm.


By the time I got to Hulk, I no longer wanted to turn green, triple in size, grow mutant muscles, roar my name a lot, and shred my bedroom. I finished the Marvel H’s for the sake of completionism, and made a mental note to start with the Marvel I heroes next time I needed to recite.


Then I just stared out into the night and rubbed the sides of my head. The pounding in my temples slowly got better. Then the heat I had been feeling gave way to guilt because I had gotten so mad all of a sudden, and rolled so fast I could have busted holes in the walls with my footplates, like I used to do.


Bad.


Bad, bad, bad.


Just when I thought I had gotten control of my temper, boom. It would hit again. Over something stupid. Usually over something stupid named MOM.


Let it go, let it go, let it go. . . .


Toppy hadn’t come to get me and make me talk to Mom.


That, at least, was good.


Of course, with the door locked and the lights off and the music loud, I could pretend not to hear him if he knocked.


Yeah, that would work.


And then it would be just me, Toppy, and another week’s worth of being grounded and awful puppy-princess movies.
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Super Max wouldn’t let this Facebook stuff get to her, Lavender texted. WWSMD?


She’d investigate, I wrote back on the iPad. And we’re doing that. I told Lavender what we’d figured out about the fake page so far. Music still jammed in my ears, blocking out the world except for the messages on my iPad.


Gotta be somebody local, since they had to go to the library? Lavender typed.


Maybe, I typed back. Or visiting. Or got help from a local friend.


What’s their beef with Toppy?


No idea, but he’s been arresting people for half a century. He’s going to check his cases.


How about Mayor Chandler’s hair helmet? A gagging stickman emoji popped up, and I smiled.


I’ve been trying to talk her into purple highlights.


Bug-eyed heart-face emoji. It’d be a good look for her. NN.


Nine o’clock. Offline time for my best friend. NN I sent, along with a sleeping kitty emoji.


Toppy didn’t have an offline time for me. I wasn’t totally sure he understood the interwebz were open 24/7, but what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


I sat in the dark and checked the fake Facebook page as my current playlist cycled through my favorites. No more updates. I made a folder in Photos, then saved all the pictures, and screencaps, too. If Facebook took down the page, I’d still be able to see what had been posted.


My face felt cool from being so close to my bedroom window with the curtains open. I knew if I touched the glass, cold would sting my fingers.


When I looked out into the night, winter moonlight bathed the field between our house and Thornwood Manor, making a few rolled bales of hay look like prehistoric cows on some alien planet. I had a straight-on view of the back of the mansion, with its three floors and the four-story tower-thingy right in the middle. According to architecture fanatics who commented on the Thornwood sites, it was an “Italianate tower” instead of a turret because it was square, not round.


Rows of windows, six on each floor, seemed like dark gateways to other dimensions. When I first moved in with Toppy, the mansion had creeped me right out and given me nightmares. Now I was used to its hulking silhouette.


My watch beeped, and I moved in my chair, shifting to my left hip because the hour was odd. I did right hip on the evens. What had Mom wanted when she called? One of her obligatory check-ins?


Pawned off her disabled kid. . . .


Jerk. I wished I knew who made that Facebook page. I’d pawn my fist off on his or her face, that was a promise.


My own face suddenly felt hot again, and I shut my eyes.


Mom might have seen the fake page already. She was probably upset. Toppy would calm her down. He was better at that than I was. Then he’d have a little time with Mayor Chandler, maybe give her some tea if he didn’t get nervous. Even though he kept telling me he was “too old for any of that foolishness,” I was pretty sure he liked her—when he wasn’t wanting to kill her.


Deep breath. Don’t get mad again. Don’t do it.


I relaxed my jaws, then my neck muscles and my hands, and then all my muscles, top to bottom. That’s one of the things this counselor taught me to do a couple of years ago, when Toppy drove me to Nashville to get help for my anger after I hollered at a teacher in class. If I kept my body chilled, I wouldn’t lose my temper so much, and if I did get really mad, I could distract myself and calm down before I exploded. So I used my superhero lists, and relaxing my muscles, and music. And avoiding Mom. Avoiding Mom really cut down on my blowups.


Oops.


My jaws had gotten all tight again, so I started over on my relaxing.
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